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After leaving the Metropolitan, Toscanini seemed oddly reluctant to find somewhere to 
work other than in leading Italian military bands to support the war effort. In his first biography 
of the conductor, Toscanini, Harvey Sachs finds this puzzling “because of his enthusiasm for the 
most senseless and awful of all senseless and awful wars,”1 but then explains it pretty well by 
explaining the conductor’s “rabid” nationalism in the following paragraph. Far more puzzling 
was his almost complete withdrawal from professional conducting, with sole exception of a 
“special” opera season at the Teatro Dal Verme in 1918 which included a memorial performance 
of Mefistofele after Arrigo Boito’s death. (He also conducted a Beethoven Ninth in 1919.) This 
was the performance in which he worked for the first and last time with tenor Beniamino Gigli. 
In rehearsals, Gigli apparently behaved himself and sang the music as written, but at the 
performance he reverted to his normal style of sobs, glots and chuckles that broke up the line of 
music. Toscanini called him a pig and never worked with him again. 

After the war, his nationalist tendencies clouded his judgment temporarily and led him to 
support Benito Mussolini’s Fascist Party, on which he ran as a senator and lost. One wonders 
what would have happened had he won: would he really have forfeited his musical career at age 
52 to become a full-time politician? Nationalist or not, politics really weren’t in his blood; by his 
own admission, he knew little about them; and the fact that he turned against Mussolini a year 
before the Fascist dictator commandeered the government entirely for himself would certainly 
have been a major problem. It was only when he presented a list of demands, including complete 
artistic control and the right to run the company his own way, that he accepted a new directorship 
of La Scala beginning in the spring of 1920. 

Part of his new contract contained a stipulation he had not demanded in the past, which 
was the right to conduct orchestral concerts with the La Scala orchestra whenever and wherever 
he wanted. He clearly wanted to at last establish himself as a major figure in that repertoire once 
and for all. If one reads between the lines, this may indeed have been the reason he was tentative 
in accepting too many engagements elsewhere during those years. 

Since the La Scala company was hurting financially after the ravages of the war, 
Toscanini agreed to take the orchestra on tour to play symphonic concerts, but only after he had 
literally created a new group from scratch.It was finally put together by August 1920 and began 
rehearsing a massive repertoire, 31 pieces by 20 composers, and in the third week of October 
began an exhaustive concert tour. Within Italy itself, they played 33 concerts in 21 Italian cities 
in a little over a month. The day after their last Italian concert, on November 30, Toscanini and 
the orchestra took a boat to New York for a tour of the U.S. and Canada; ironically, his old 
nemesis, banker Otto Kahn, and the Metropolitan Opera board were the financial backers for this 
tour. In part they were trying to smooth over the bad feelings the conductor had with them before 
walking out on the Met, but unknown to Toscanini, Kahn actually resold the orchestra at a much 
higher price than the guarantee which netted Kahn a healthy profit.  

It took the boat 13 days to arrive in New York, at which point they were given two free 
days to recuperate. On December 16, Toscanini and the orchestra traveled to Philadelphia to 
begin his very first series of recordings with the Victor Talking Machine Company. At long last, 
the Maestro was breaking his rule of refusing to record at age 53, undoubtedly due, once again, 
to the lucrative fees that Victor offered him, and which he felt could be put to good use for La 
Scala upon his return. 

                                                
1 Sachs: Toscanini (J.B. Lippincott Co., 1978), p. 132. 



Interestingly, Harvey Sachs (and others, I would assume) took the word of one of the 
orchestra’s percussionists, Nuccio Fiorda, that “The orchestra—reduced to its bare essentials 
[emphasis mine]—was stuffed and squashed into an enormous wooden niche…the double basses 
were partially reinforced by the tuba.”2 Yet the instrumentation, though indeed including a tuba, 
shows no such thing as “bare essentials.” On the contrary, Toscanini recorded not with a reduced 
force of 50 or 60 players, as many other conductors of his time did, but rather with a 94-piece 
orchestra. This is really only a slight reduction, as the following documentation by the Victor 
engineer on this and subsequent sessions clearly proves:3 
 
32 first and second violins 
10 violas 
10 cellos 
8 string basses 
4 cornets (probably used in place of trumpets because of their mellower sound, which would 

have overpowered the strings in such close quarters) 
4 trombones 
4 French horns 
4 flutes 
4 oboes 
4 clarinets 
4 bassoons 
2 harps 
1 tuba 
Celeste 
Xylophone 
Tympani  
 

In the same quote, Fiorda cites a director at Victor complaining of the multiple takes that 
Toscanini demanded, supposedly saying that “If Toscanini comes back again, the company will 
go bankrupt!” Yet while it is true that Toscanini often demanded retakes, they rarely exceeded 
seven, as in the case of the first item recorded, the “Menuetto” from Mozart’s Symphony No. 39, 
and in some cases did not exceed three. Here is the complete list: 
 
Mozart: Symphony No. 39 in EH, K. 543: III. Menuetto 12/17/1920 – 7 takes 
     IV. Finale: Allegro 12/21/1920 – 3 takes 
Galilei: Gagliarda 12/18/1920 – 3 takes 
Pizzetti: Le quai du porte de Famagouste 12/21/1920 – 2 takes 
Rossini: Il Barbiere di Siviglia – Overture (destroyed, in 2 parts) 12/21/1920 – 6 takes (pt 1), 7 
takes (pt 2) 
Berlioz: Rákóczy March 12/22/1920 – 6 takes 
Bizet: Carmen – Aragonaise 12/22/1920 – 7 takes 
Beethoven: Symphony No. 1: IV. Finale 3/30/1921 – 4 takes 
Beethoven: Symphony No. 5 in c min.: IV. Finale – Allegro 12/24/1920 – 3 takes (both parts) 
Smith: The Star-Spangled Banner (destroyed, 1 take only) 12/24/1920 

                                                
2 Fiorda, Arte, beghe e bizze di Toscanini, p. 49, quoted by Sachs in Toscanini (ibid), p. 145. 
3 Information provided by the Discography of American Historical Recordings (DAHR) project, sample listing at 
http://victor.library.ucsb.edu/index.php/matrix/detail/700009968/C-24738-Minuetto_3rd_movement_ 



Mendelssohn: A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Scherzo 3/9/1921 – 5 takes 
       Wedding March 3/11/1921 – 4 takes 
Verdi: La Traviata – Act 1 prelude (destroyed, 7 takes between 3/9 & 3/31/1921) 
Wolf-Ferrari: Secret of Suzanne – Overture 3/10/1921 – 3 takes 
Bizet: L’Arlesienne – Farandole 3/11/1921 – 4 takes 
Donizetti: Don Pasquale – Overture 3/20/1921- 3 takes (both parts) 
Massenet: Scènes pittoresque – Fête bohême 3/31/1921 – 3 takes 
 

This was scarcely unusual for a first-rank conductor and orchestra in those days. Leopold 
Stokowski’s first recordings (1917-19) with the Philadelphia Orchestra for Victor had similar 
take numbers, running from three Brahms’ Hungarian Dance No. 7) to seven (Debussy’s 
Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun) or even 10 (the Tannhäuser overture), a number Toscanini 
never reached. In addition, the company’s star tenor, Enrico Caruso, often went even further than 
10 takes of a selection, and in many cases refused to approve any of them for release. If that 
wasn’t “bankrupting the company,” then Toscanini surely wasn’t, either. 

The three items in red print above are pieces that Toscanini did not approve for release. 
I’m not surprised by the Star-Spangled Banner, obviously a nod to America for its kindness and 
generosity towards him and the orchestra (but a piece Toscanini was undoubtedly uncomfortable 
with), but considering how many times he must have conducted the two operatic overtures, I’m a 
bit stunned that he couldn’t salvage a take to approve for issue.  

Although the orchestra’s live concerts met with unanimous praise and approval, the 
recordings puzzled, and continue to puzzle, listeners then and now with their excessively harsh 
sound and almost brutal string and brass attacks. This was due to Toscanini’s insistence 
throughout his recording career (excepting a few sessions and some of his live concerts) on 
having the orchestra sound as if it were lined up before him with no hall resonance and every 
strand of the instrumentation as exposed as a cactus in the desert sun. It didn’t matter to him that 
home listeners found it abrasive; as long as he could hear every instrument as if he were on the 
podium, he was happy. What is puzzling about this is that he attended many concerts by other 
conductors and must have known that an orchestra didn’t sound like this to the audience in the 
hall, but it was what he wanted and he got it. As we shall explore in ensuing chapters, it is the 
biggest obstacle to a full enjoyment of Toscanini’s work. Since the late 1990s, several record 
companies, beginning with BMG-RCA Victor (before they sold out to Sony Entertainment) and 
continuing with Pristine Classical, Japan’s Deucalion Project and especially Urania Records, 
which has produced some real miracles, have done their utmost to reverse this sound and give 
the recordings some space around them without hampering the actual acoustic balances that 
Toscanini worked so hard to achieve. This trend actually began with RCA Victor during 
Toscanini’s last years, but the technology of that time was too limited to really improve the 
recorded sound without making the recordings sound shriller and thinner than before. 

Of course, there are some really fine performances to be heard in this series, and when 
they are reproduced with a “soft” needle rather than the steel pins used in the days of the wind-up 
phonographs, they give a certain amount of pleasure. Chief among these is the overture to 
Donizetti’s Don Pasquale, with more rubato and a gently “nudging” of the rhythm in places that 
produces a truly genial performance. But many of them, such as the last movement of the 
Beethoven Fifth Symphony, sound stiff and mechanical, a far cry from what Toscanini was able 
to produce in live performance. To many record-buyers of the time, there seemed to be very little 
difference in aesthetic quality between this performance and the one that Josef Pasternack 
recorded for Victor on March 7, 1917 (9 takes for side 1 and 2 takes for side 2, available for free 



streaming on YouTube). Yet the recordings sold pretty well because they were by Toscanini and, 
oddly, these were his only issued recordings to only use his last name on the labels (see below). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Apart from the sound quality, the other feature of these recordings—and of Toscanini’s 
conducting in general—that bothered people was what they felt was his “clipped” readings of 
scores. This was due to his penchant for demanding perfect time-value on every single note that 
was played or, in the case of operas, sung. An eighth note must be played at the exact value of an 
eighth note, a quarter note a quarter, etc. There would be no fudging one way or the other; no 
note was to played too quickly and none too long. For many auditors, this insistence led to what 
they deemed was a “brutalization” of the music; in the early 1930s, reviewing one of his New 
York Philharmonic performances, the veteran music critic W.H. Henderson complained about 
his insistence on “the perfection of the machine.” Yet as one gets more and more used to 
Toscanini’s performances, it is not he who sounds too precise, but other conductors who sound 
imprecise. Living in his sound-world for a few hours tends to spoil you when you hear others 
conduct the same music and miss out on both the precision and the passion. 

And it is clearly the passion of Toscanini’s performances, whether studio-recorded or 
live, that brings listeners back to him again and again. As Karl Haas put it in a March 1992 
broadcast discussing Toscanini, even at 86 years of age, “the energy is incredible.  It exudes 
anything that ever went before, anything that the composer might have had in mind… Toscanini 
excelled, as of course he did in anything else he performed, in music that we all know…to [let 
us] realize what genius there was at work here.” 

But to read the reviews of the orchestra’s live concerts paints a very different picture. 
Even at this early juncture, Toscanini was employing much more rubato and rhetorical phrasing 
than he did later on; in fact, some German critics jumped down his throat for accentuating the 
four notes that opened the Beethoven Fifth Symphony, among other things. Yet this was a 
common German performance practice, and even Willem Mengelberg, whom the Germans 
loved, was still doing the same thing in his 1937 recording of the symphony. Still, it shows that 
during this period Toscanini was apparently vacillating between what he heard other established 
German conductors do and what he instinctively felt was right.  

Back at La Scala, Toscanini went to work in preparing full seasons of opera. He 
originally had four deputy conductors of varying talents: the veteran Antonio Guarnieri, who he 
fired after the first season due to his sloppy, inexact rhythms and allowing all sorts of 
“traditional” changes to the score (though he was brought back by the Fascists to replace 
Toscanini as music director in late 1929); Argentinean conductor Ettore Panizza (eight years 



younger than himself) who eventually succeeded Tullio Serafin at the Met in 1935; Antonio 
Guarnieri, born in 1880, who eventually succeeded Toscanini as La Scala’s music director in late 
1929;Antonino Votto; and Vittorio Gui. When Guarnieri was fired, Toscanini replaced him with 
the young Franco Ghione, who later made the first studio recording of Puccini’s Turandot. Later 
on in his tenure, he added Arturo Lucon, of whom very little is known. The aged Lorenzo 
Molajoli, who later conducted a long series of opera recordings for Columbia with the La Scala 
forces, was also at La Scala at that time. One year younger than Toscanini, he had conducted at 
provincial opera houses in Italy, North and South America, and South Africa in the 1890s, but at 
La Scala during this period he only acted as a regisseur or rehearsal conductor. Panizza would 
seem an odd choice for the demanding Toscanini, as he tended to allow a great deal of 
rallentando and decelerandi in his operatic performances, although his 1939 Met broadcast of 
Verdi’s Simon Boccanegra is rightly considered a classic performance, but as we shall examine a 
bit later, the choice of Molajoli to record a long series of complete operas for Columbia with the 
La Scala forces was even stranger. 

Getting a handle on Toscanini’s operatic performance style during this decade remains 
difficult because of the sporadic recordings available, and except for operatic preludes we have 
no evidence of how he conducted, but judging from these one feels that he was already moving 
away from the more relaxed and lenient style of his Metropolitan days and becoming more the 
Toscanini we all know today. We also know from Toti dal Monte’s comments that the conductor 
took an odd and ahistorical view towards singing appoggiature in bel canto operas like 
Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor, requiring the soprano to take the grace notes from below the 
principal note rather than from above. We all know, now, that this was incorrect, but apparently 
at that time Toscanini believed that taking the grace notes from above was a corrupted practice.  

The conductor continued to have problems with “major” singers who worked under him 
because they insisted on inserting all sorts of musically incorrect cadenzas and high notes into 
their arias. His biggest argument was with tenor Giacomo Lauri-Volpi in a performance of 
Rigoletto. Following this performance, Toscanini resolved to only work with tenors who would 
toe the line of the score, even if their voices were of an inferior quality (Lauri-Volpi was 
replaced, after three performances, by the character tenor Alessio de Paolis). This led, eventually, 
to the claim that “Toscanini will only work with singers who bend to his will,” but as latter-day 
tenor Carlo Bergonzi pointed out, the Maestro was correct to insist on textual fidelity to the 
score. He most definitely allowed cadenzas when the score also allowed them, but demanded that 
they be musical and fit the surrounding material.  

Among the singers who he molded into great artists—and you have to credit him with 
this if you are to damn him for using lesser lights—were tenor Aureliano Pertile and baritone 
Mariano Stabile. In his original Toscanini bio, Sachs gives an unflattering and wholly wrong 
description of Pertile as “a lyric tenor with a naturally beautiful if unexceptional voice” who 
“Although lacking originality…was malleable, quick to respond and of a phlegmatic 
temperament.” This goes completely against the opinions of knowledgeable listeners of the day. 
When Giulio Gatti-Casazza hired Pertile for his one season at the Metropolitan Opera, 1920-21 
(though he didn’t debut until January of the latter year), he was very sad that he didn’t give him 
ample opportunity to establish himself there and apologized to the tenor personally for not being 
able to renew his contract. Hermann Klein, one of the most knowledgeable opera critics, 
described him numerous times as the most phenomenal and unique voice since Caruso. It is true, 
however, that Toscanini, who liked and trusted him, cast him in an astonishing range of roles 
from bel canto operas like Lucia, Rigoletto and I Puritani (and even La Traviata and Faust, 
which demand a lyric tenor with flexibility) to such dramatic fare as Aïda, Il Trovatore and La 
forza del Destino. The problem, as one listens to a variety of Pertile’s recordings during this La 



Scala period, is that the tenor didn’t always toe the musical line once he was away from the iron 
grasp of Toscanini’s baton. He was the first Nerone in the world premiere of Boito’s second and 
last opera when it received its world premiere in 1924. Unlike his exact contemporary Giovanni 
Martinelli, Pertile had a prominent vibrato which eventually, through hard use, became 
somewhat looser and rougher. His 1924-26 recordings show his voice to be under near-perfect 
control, but that soon changed. As contemporary listeners described it, it was a voice that could 
cut through an orchestra like a knife, an unusual timbral quality that made Pertile unique. 

As for Stabile, he really was a fairly lyric baritone who Toscanini molded into a great 
artist, and unlike Pertile his recordings are not nearly as variable. Stabile is perhaps best known 
for his being Toscanini’s Falstaff of choice from the early 1920s through his 1937 Salzburg 
performance of the opera, but he was also an outstanding Mozart baritone at a time when Italians 
simply did not sing the composer’s music correctly. Then there was dal Monte herself, an 
outstanding lyric soubrette with a gorgeous voice, and she, too, took a “when the cat’s away the 
mice will play” attitude in many of her recordings of the period, and one singer who is almost 
forgotten nowadays except by die-hard collectors, soprano Rosetta Pampanini. She, too, had a 
flicker-vibrato in the voice but almost always kept it under perfect control. She was also an 
outstanding musician and an interesting interpreter, as her many recordings prove. 

But of course, our appreciation of this period relies on not just the isolated aria and duet 
recordings made by these artists during this period, but moreso by the long series of complete 
operas made by the La Scala company for La Voce del Padrone (Italian HMV) and Columbia 
between 1927 and 1932. I still find it a bit of a mystery why the ultra-fussy Toscanini refused to 
conduct any of these recordings himself, but even more puzzling as to why he would permit his 
regisseur Molajoli to conduct any of them. Sabajno was a clearer choice since he had been 
HMV’s Italian opera house conductor since the early years of the century (in fact, he made the 
first complete recording of La Traviata in 1914). If Toscanini was worried about maintaining 
“brand loyalty” to Victor, he should at least have conducted one or two of them on HMV, since 
they were issued in the United States by Victor, but once again his abhorrence of recording came 
into play. In 1926 his son Walter secretly recorded a rehearsal at La Scala of the second 
movement of the Beethoven Fourth Symphony, and when the old man found out about this he 
tore into his son with his accustomed vehemence, but that rehearsal clip is extremely valuable as 
it sounds exactly like the Toscanini of the 1938 BBC recording of the symphony or the 1939 
NBC Symphony Beethoven symphony cycle: tight tempi, elastic but driving phrasing, sharp 
attacks and an almost frightening emotional intensity. This is very much at odds with his first 
recordings made with the New York Philharmonic the same year of the nocturne and scherzo 
from Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream—not for Victor, but for Brunswick. Not only 
are the tempi much more relaxed than his previous versions in 1921 with La Scala—the 
Nocturne is, in fact, ten seconds longer than the La Scala version—but much slower than his 
remakes for Victor of the same pieces in 1929. Moreover, the orchestral sound is much warmer 
and less bright than we are used to. This, it is claimed, is the reason Toscanini refused to make 
further records for Brunswick. He wanted clarity, but Brunswick’s sound tended to be warm and 
even a bit muddy. 

Toscanini’s involvement with the New York Philharmonic-Symphony, as it was then 
known, is yet another puzzle but not as difficult to fathom. He wanted a chance to establish 
himself with a major symphony orchestra, and so responded to Arthur Judson’s invitation to be 
associate conductor for that orchestra. But Judson was a nasty, manipulative man who liked 
having conductors “in his pocket,” meaning that he wanted to exercise total control over them, 
and Arturo Toscanini was nobody’s patsy.  



Yet Judson’s behind-the-scenes manipulations were responsible for creating the 
Toscanini-Furtwängler feud. In 1923, Furtwängler conducted two symphony concerts at La Scala 
at Toscanini’s invitation, and it is indicative of his sympathy towards a more fluid reading of 
scores in those days that the Italian conductor rushed up to the German after a rehearsal and 
shook his hand warmly. During Toscanini’s first season with the Philharmonic-Symphony, 
Furtwängler was a guest conductor. Toscanini had asked for, and been granted, permission to 
conduct the Beethoven Ninth in December of 1926, but because of arthritic pains in his 
conducting arm which limited his activities at La Scala, he postponed his debut with the 
Philharmonic and made it open-ended. Judson immediately granted Furtwängler permission to 
rehearse and conduct the Ninth Symphony. The German conductor put the orchestra through 
their paces, but suddenly Toscanini was feeling better and came to New York eager to lead the 
performance. Typically, however, Judson didn’t tell him that he had given the performance to 
Furtwängler. When Toscanini arrived and began rehearsals, he was amazed at how well the 
orchestra was playing the music, and only then learned from the musicians that Furtwängler had 
rehearsed them, but he assumed that the latter had graciously stepped aside to allow him to lead 
the performance. Judson, who didn’t like Furtwängler and could control him much easier than he 
could Toscanini, told the German that Toscanini insisted on taking the performance away from 
him. Furtwängler naturally blew up and, hearing the performance which was so different from 
his own conception in terms of orchestral balance and phrasing, began damning Toscanini to 
anyone who would listen to him. Then, when Furtwängler’s contract was not renewed for the 
1927-28 season, the manipulative Judson told him that Toscanini was the one who didn’t want 
him there. 

Ironically, despite their aesthetic differences towards phrasing and tempo, Toscanini 
always admired Furtwängler because of the intense emotion he put into every performance. In 
short, he found him to be a “serious musician,” the highest accolade Toscanini could bestow on a 
fellow artist. Unfortunately, the feeling was not mutual; Furtwängler detested Toscanini’s 
conducting of the German symphonic repertoire. When Toscanini learned that Furtwängler 
blamed him for his being cut loose from the orchestra he tried to put him straight, but the moody, 
basically insecure Furtwängler refused to listen. Thus began the Toscanini-Furtwängler “feud” 
that was to last until the German conductor’s death in 1954. 
 
The La Scala opera recordings 

At this point, we need to examine some of the Sabajno and Molajoli-led complete opera 
recordings because, despite some differences in phrasing and tempo and an occasional lack of 
the intensity that the Maestro put into his own performances, there are some remarkable 
similarities in many of them that point to the kind of performances Toscanini himself gave at La 
Scala during this period. 

Interestingly, there is one consistent similarity between these recordings and Toscanini’s 
own, and that is the tight, dry, boxy sound (particularly on Columbia). This may have been one 
reason why Toscanini allowed the sessions to take place. And, as Salvatore Baccaloni pointed 
out, any singer who trained for a role under Toscanini exhibited Toscanini’s phrasing even when 
away from his presence…with exceptions such as dal Monte and Pertile.  

Indeed, Baccaloni’s almost continual presence on these recordings, not only in comic 
roles such as Dr. Bartolo in Il barbiere di Siviglia and Benoit/Alcindoro in La Bohème, but in 
quite serious roles such as Sparafucile in Rigoletto and the Bonze in Madame Butterfly, is 
consistent with his claim that he himself wanted to sing serious roles, but that Toscanini, noting 
his rotund frame and his natural affinity for comic timing, suggested that he eventually specialize 
in the buffo repertoire. And the first La Scala opera recordings, excerpts only, were made in 1926 



of highlights from Verdi’s Un ballo in Maschera with tenor Alessandro Bonci as Riccardo, 
Aurora Rettore as Oscar, Maria Pia Pagliarini as Amelia and Baccaloni as Samuel, the cast of 
Toscanini’s revival of the opera. In later years, Toscanini raved about Bonci’s musicianship and 
interpretation of this role, which can still be savored on these excerpts. The orchestra and 
conductor are not identified, but it is highly likely that it was a pick-up group of La Scala 
musicians along with a few ringers. The tempi for nearly every scene and aria are almost 
identical to that of Toscanini’s 1954 recording of the complete opera, which again shows a 
consistency of style.  

The first complete recording, however, was Sabajno’s 1927 Rigoletto with American 
soprano Lina Pagliughi as Gilda, Spanish tenor Tino Folgar as the Duke, and various little-
known Italians such as baritone Luigi Piazza in the title role. What’s interesting about this 
recording are several things, not least of which are that none of these three artists were members 
of La Scala at the time (though the subsidiary cast, including Baccaloni as Sparafucile, were). 
Pagliughi, then only 20 years old, sounds even younger with her high, bright and somewhat 
brittle voice (at that time) giving a good impression of the young, impressionable Gilda. As we 
know, however, this was not the kind of soprano that Toscanini favored as Gilda; he insisted that 
the role should be sung by a full-voiced lyric soprano of the sort that would also sing Aida and 
Leonore in Trovatore or Forza (more on this later). Yet Toscanini himself used the equally 
bright-sounding Catalan soprano Mercedes Capsir as Gilda in those years, and except for a few 
extra, unwritten high notes which she inserts into the role, and the lack of a trill, Pagliughi sang 
the role extremely well. Folgar, despite having a voice so light that he sounded like a tenorino, is 
even better. This is the only complete recording of Rigoletto in which the tenor does not sing 
ANY unwritten high notes, particularly the high B at the end of “La donna è mobile” or the high 
note at the end of the famous quartet (though Pagliughi does, indeed, sing her high note in the 
latter), and when he does sing the written high B in the reprise of “La donna è mobile” later in 
the act, he sings it in head voice, an extremely beautiful effect. The problem Folgar has is with 
characterization; sounding consistently elegant and “fluty,” he gives one the impression that the 
Duke of Mantua is a real darling of a man who couldn’t possibly be guilty of the sort of 
debauched lifestyle his character possesses. Piazza is very fine in his own way, though his 
Rigoletto will not efface memories of Tito Gobbi, Leonard Warren or Sherrill Milnes. And here, 
for the only time in his series of recordings, Sabajno conducts with surprisingly little passion. He 
doesn’t build up much tension at the end of the prelude, the end of Act 2 or the “storm scene” in 
Act 3, but he does conduct with consistently bright tempi and an excellent feeling for the pacing 
and shaping of the score. The end result is a Rigoletto that sounds like a run-through by 
Toscanini’s forces before the old man started screaming at them for their lack of passion. 

Yet Sabajno’s next effort, made the same year, was Aïda, and this has Toscanini’s 
fingerprints all over it. Despite the fact that soprano Dusolina Giannini, in the title role, was also 
not a La Scala member at the time, she made a good impression on Toscanini; he later conducted 
her in a performance of “Ritorna vincitor” with the New York Philharmonic in 1936. The rest of 
the cast are all La Scala regulars: mezzo-soprano Irene Minghini-Cattaneo as Amneris, Pertile as 
Radames, baritone Giovanni Inghilleri as Amonasro, bass Luigi Manfrini as Ramfis and one of 
Toscanini’s favorite character tenors, Giuseppe Nessi as the Messenger. This is a high-tension 
performance of incredible intensity that makes a remarkably good comparison to Toscanini’s 
own Aïda performance of 1949. Everyone is locked into their character and sings with incredible 
passion, although neither Pertile nor Giannini take the high notes in their respective arias, 
“Celeste Aïda” and “O patria mia,” softly as the score directs. All in all, it sounds much like a 
Toscanini-style performance with less clarity in the orchestra and more string portamento than 
the Maestro would have allowed. 



In 1928, Molajoli made the first complete recording of Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, and 
although there are some slow passages that run contrary to our idea of how Toscanini would 
have conducted the score, and even more string portamento than in Sabajno’s recordings, the 
tempi are often very brisk, giving the impression that Toscanini is conducting in absentia. One 
such moment is the incredible tension and fast pace of the orchestral passage just before 
Butterfly’s entrance, and on this recording most of the principal singers were La Scala artists: 
Rosetta Pampanini in the title role, Peruvian tenor Alessandro Granda (an occasional Scala 
visitor if not a regular) as Pinkerton, baritone Gino Vanelli as Sharpless and Baccaloni as the 
Bonze. They work together as an ensemble, as the Aïda cast did, and all in all it remains one of 
the most effective performances of this opera. 

The following year, Molajoli made one of the most famous and well-liked of all La Scala 
recordings, Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia. Both tenor Dino Borgioli (Almaviva) and baritone 
Riccardo Stracciari (Figaro) had been La Scala regulars pre-Toscanini, but he admired both of 
them, using Borgioli as Fenton in his 1937 Salzburg Falstaff. Soprano Capsir, a regular member 
of La Scala at this time, sang Rosina, and Baccaloni was Bartolo. Excepting a few quirky 
moments of portamento, this has the profile of a Toscanini performance from start to finish. It is 
brisk, funny, and so tightly controlled that even the spoken recitatives fly by like greased 
lightning. The only quirk in the performance is the presence of an alternate aria not by Rossini, 
“Manca un foglio,” sung by Bartolo in place of the authentic Rossini aria “Un’ dottor della mia 
sorte,” but this was performance practice at the time. Even mezzo Cesira Ferrari, in the role of 
Berta, is sparkling and funny. Molajoli also conducted superb performances, in a quasi-Toscanini 
style, of Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci (with Pampanini, Francesco Merli and Vanelli) and Puccini’s 
Manon Lescaut (with Maria Zamboni, Merli, Lorenzo Conati and Nessi) that also sounded like 
Toscanini performances, but in standard fare from an earlier era, such as Lucia di Lammermoor 
and Aïda, Molajoli was sloppy, imprecise and sounded absolutely nothing like the Maestro. 

Yet perhaps the greatest recording from this period is Sabajno’s 1932 recording of 
Verdi’s Otello with veteran tenor Nicola Fusati in the title role, Maria Carbone as Desdemona, 
Apollo Granforte as Iago and Piero Girardi as Cassio. This is a performance so taut, so exciting 
and so musically exact that it sounds almost like a carbon copy of Toscanini’s 1947 NBC 
performance. Although Fusati’s voice is not as exciting or as biting as that of Ramón Vinay in 
1947, he is a more subtle Otello, bringing out the character’s basically good nature and 
sensitivity better than Vinay, and as Hermann Klein pointed out, the timbre of his voice sounded 
remarkably like young Francesco Tamagno, the creator of the role. Not, as Klein rushed to point 
out, like Tamagno on his recordings, when the voice was much heavier and a bit over-bright, but 
as he sounded in the late 1880s-early 1890s, when Klein first heard him. And his musicality was 
much greater than Tamagno’s in 1905, by which time the tenor had taken to stretching out the 
vocal line and distending his phrasing, contrary to the written score. 
 
Albert Coates and “The French Toscanini” 

Two other prominent conductors who made numerous recordings for HMV during this 
period were Russian-born Albert Coates (1882-1953) and Italian Piero Coppola (1888-1971). 
Both were huge favorites among both record-buyers and music critics during the 1920s and very 
early ‘30s. Although Coates’ specialties were Russian music and the operas of Richard Wagner, 
he also conducted and recorded symphonies by Mozart and Beethoven. A pupil of Artur Nikisch, 
he had much of Toscanini’s intensity and drive but was less precise in terms of note-values and 
clear orchestral articulation; on the contrary, a typical Coates performance tended to blur the 
note-values in its intense forward sweep and excitement, but in doing so he was able to avoid the 
sometimes over-articulated sound of some Toscanini performances, such as the Mozart 



Symphony No. 41 (“Jupiter”) which, like the Beethoven Ninth, he recorded twice—once under 
the acoustic process and once electrically. In the latter work, Coates also made some cuts in the 
third movement in order to fit a prescribed number of sides, which Toscanini would never have 
countenanced.  

Despite this, there are several similarities between Coates’ work and Toscanini’s. He 
conducted nothing without intense passion, often flailing his baton like a scimitar before the 
helpless orchestra. Nikisch once said to him, “A baton is inadequate for you, Coates. You need a 
bullwhip!” Yet unlike Toscanini, whose rehearsal demeanor was not only intense but often dour, 
Coates endeared himself to orchestras by telling them in advance how much he would enjoy 
working with them. He also did not ignore dynamics markings, particularly in the Beethoven 
where they are so important (particularly in the first and last movements). Germans and 
Austrians almost had a heart attack listening to his recordings of these two symphonies, 
particularly the Mozart which explodes like greased lightning, yet although he used a larger and 
heavier orchestra than the composer stipulated, many modern listeners hear it as a harbinger of 
historically-informed performance practice. It certainly sounds like Jupiter storming the heavens! 

His Wagner recordings are practically sui generis. Although he did not record any of the 
music dramas complete, his extended excerpts from Tristan und Isolde, particularly an 
incendiary version of the love duet sung by Frida Leider and Lauritz Melchior, and the “Ring” 
Cycle, are still prized by collectors to this day. He was less effective in the lighter, happier, more 
delicate music of Die Meistersinger, despite having the great bass-baritone Friedrich Schorr as 
his Hans Sachs and Melchior as Walther.  

Coppola, who earned the nickname “the French Toscanini” for his similar clarity and no-
nonsense approach, was quite different. At the age of 20, he assisted Toscanini in the 
preparations for a performance of Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande at La Scala and was intrigued 
by the music, but it wasn’t until he heard the composer himself conducting his own Ibéria and 
Prélude à l’aprés-midi du’un faune at Turin in 1911 that he became a confirmed Francophile. 
From that point on, Coppola made it his business to acquaint himself with a wide variety of 
French composers, ranging from Bizet to Honegger. He, too, was hired by Fred Gaisberg of 
HMV during the early electrical period, where he made a large number of French recordings. His 
only opera recording was of Bizet’s Carmen in 1926, a performance hampered by muddy sound 
and a cast of also-ran singers, but he was among the first to record extended excerpts from 
Debussy’s Pelléas in 1927with Yvonne Brothier as Mélisande and Charles Panzera as Pelléas. 
(Georges Truc also recorded excerpts the same year for Columbia with Michelle Grancher as 
Mélisande, Jacques Jansen as Pelléas and Debussy’s original Golaud, baritone Hector Dufranne). 
In time, Coppola went on to record excerpts from Berlioz’ La damnation de Faust and complete 
performances of such works as the Chausson Symphony, Debussy’s Ibéria, Prélude à l’aprés-
midi du’un faune, the Nocturnes (including “Sirènes,” which Toscanini would never perform), 
the Rhapsody for Saxophone & Orchestra, and the ultra-rare Japanese songs (with soprano 
Ayako Ogino). He also recorded the orchestral arrangements of Fauré songs with soprano Eidé 
Norena, Lalo’s Symphonie Espagnole with violinist Henry Merckel, Ravel’s Alborado del 
gracioso, L’Enfant et les Sortileges suite, Valses nobles et sentimentales, Le tombeau de 
Couperin and Shéhérazade (with soprano Marcelle Gérar), Honegger’s Pacific 231 (which 
Toscanini performed but never recorded) and Saint-Saëns’ Phaeton and the “Organ” Symphony 
with Alexandre Eugène Celliet as soloist. He is perhaps best known, however, for his recording 
of Prokofiev’s Third Piano Concerto with the composer as soloist. 

In all of these recordings Coppola’s purity of line and exact reproduction of the 
composer’s stated intent are remarkable for their time. Sadly, both Coates and Coppola had their 
activities curtailed severely in 1932, when HMV merged with Columbia to create Electrical and 



Musical Industries, Ltd. or EMI. The reason was that Columbia had Sir Thomas Beecham on 
their roster, thus they—and Beecham—didn’t want competitors on the same label. Coates gave 
up, returned to Russia (now the Soviet Union) for a few years, then went to England where he 
tried to revive his career. Yet despite a move to America, where he appeared in a few films and 
conducted the Seattle Symphony for a while, he was never able to achieve his former success. 
Coppola hung around a few more years, made a recording for EMI of excerpts from Prokofiev’s 
Romeo and Juliet in 1938, and then threw in the towel. Both conductors emerged briefly on 
records after World War II, then disappeared again. So much for EMI’s “brand loyalty” to the 
artists who helped build the company’s classical library. 
 
Back to the Philharmonic 

Following Furtwängler’s hasty departure from the Philharmonic-Symphony, Toscanini 
quickly became an audience favorite with New York audiences, much to the chagrin of his co-
director, Dutch conductor Willem Mengelberg. Mengelberg, though often exciting in the same 
vein as Toscanini, also took to distending phrases in his work, and he was not as consistent as 
Furtwängler in doing so. Moreover, he became extremely jealous of Toscanini, which Arthur 
Judson encouraged as a means of trying to keep some control over the volatile Italian. Eventually 
Mengelberg took to criticizing Toscanini to the orchestra in rehearsals. When the Italian 
discovered this, he gave the orchestra’s board of directors an ultimatum: get rid of Mengelberg or 
he himself would leave. Wisely, the board released Mengelberg in 1929, making Toscanini the 
principal conductor. 

Toscanini’s first Victor recordings with the orchestra revealed some interesting anomalies 
from his “normal” style. In both the Haydn “Clock” Symphony (No. 101) and Mozart’s 
Symphony No. 35, Toscanini conducts in a gentler manner than before. His phrasing is rounded, 
his attacks less guillotine-like, and the performances in general surprisingly fluid. So too were 
his contemporary recordings of the overture to Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia and the Acts 1 
and 3 preludes to Verdi’s La Traviata, yet his recording of Dukas’ The Sorcerer’s Apprentice is 
excessively fast, much like some of his less attractive NBC Symphony performances of the mid-
1940s. 

During this same period—the late 1920s and early 1930s—Toscanini’s live performances 
with the New York orchestra of Beethoven’s Fifth was criticized for being “too Italianate” in 
style, with numerous little ritards and rallentandos and rhetorical phrasing. This is the style one 
hears in his unreleased 1933 recording of the symphony, made during a live performance. 
Toscanini rejected the recording for release because the softest passages were almost inaudible. 
Yet two years earlier, in 1931, he also recorded this symphony, and here the phrasing is much 
closer to his BBC Symphony and early NBC Symphony versions, straightforward and exciting 
but not quite as clipped. His style was obviously, for whatever reason or reasons, in a state of 
flux at this time.  
 
Bayreuth, 1930 

Many years earlier Siegfried Wagner, the composer’s son, heard Toscanini conduct his 
father’s Tristan und Isolde and was overwhelmed by its power and beauty. He asked his mother, 
the draconian, Lady Macbeth-like Cosima, to invite Toscanini to conduct at Bayreuth, but she 
refused to do so. But in 1929 Cosima finally died, thus Siegfried extended the invitation to 
Toscanini to conduct both Tristan and Tannhäuser at the Wagner shrine. Karl Muck, a superb 
conductor but one who was adamantly opposed to having an Italian conduct at Bayreuth, tried to 
block the appointment, but Siegfried insisted. Lauritz Melchior was to be Toscanini’s Tristan and 
Hungarian tenor Sigismund Pilinszky, who had made a good impression there two years earlier, 



was to sing Tannhäuser. Stuck for a good mezzo to sing Venus, Toscanini recommended Ruth 
Jost-Arden, an excellent singer with a round, creamy voice.  

When he got into rehearsals, however, Toscanini discovered that Pilinszky’s voice had 
deteriorated in those two years. While still bright, the tone was no longer open and round, but 
pinched and nasal. Not even the conductor’s constantly calling him “cano” (“dog”) could get him 
to sing better. He complained to Siegfried about him, but there was little the latter could do. It 
was the summer, and finding a replacement on such short notice was difficult. Interestingly, 
Melchior and Pilinszky were each others’ understudies for the two roles. Toscanini suggested 
that Melchior sing both Tannhäuser and Tristan, but both Siegfried Wagner and Melchior were 
reluctant to do so since Tristan was such a long, heavy and difficult role to sing. Karl 
Elmendorff, an experienced conductor who had been working at Bayreuth since 1927, was the 
alternate conductor for both productions. 

Sometime during rehearsals, Columbia made an offer to Siegfried to record most, but not 
all, of Tannhäuser. The catch was that they could only afford, in those financially perilous times, 
to allow 36 78-rpm sides, which came to roughly 146 minutes. Cuts, therefore, had to be made in 
the score, a task which Siegfried took upon himself. He eventually chose to leave the first act 
complete, making some cuts—mostly small, although one whole scene was omitted—in the last 
two. Both Siegfried and Columbia wanted Toscanini to make the recordings, but since the Italian 
was by now tied to a long-term contract with Victor he didn’t want to participate—although no 
one seems to have thought to contact Victor executives by cable and ask for special permission 
to allow him to do so. Not surprisingly, Columbia chose Elmendorff to make the recordings. 

Now, here is where things get interesting. The production was clearly Toscanini’s; he 
rehearsed the soloists, chorus and orchestra himself; and, as we’ve already learned, once a cast 
and orchestra are rehearsed by Toscanini, his stylistic stamp was usually on them. In addition, 
Toscanini often came into the concert hall while the recording sessions were being made to hear 
how things were going, and I seriously doubt that the orchestra could not have noticed him there 
and continued to play in his phrasing and tempi. Yet there are moments of slight portamento in 
this recording, and by and large the phrasing is quite fluid, much like Toscanini’s 1929 New 
York Philharmonic recordings. In addition, the performance of the overture and Bacchanale is 
much faster than Toscanini’s own later performances with the NBC Symphony. And yet the 
orchestral texture is clear and transparent, much more so than the recordings Elmendorff had 
made two years earlier of excerpts from Tristan and Karl Muck had made of orchestral excerpts 
of Parsifal for Columbia. In addition, the tempo and phrasing for “Dich, teure Halle” is 
practically identical to the 1941 radio performance that Toscanini conducted with soprano Helen 
Traubel and the NBC Symphony. Moreover, there is a certain frisson in this recording that is 
lacking in the Elmendorff Tristan discs. Thus I would say that this is essentially a Toscanini 
performance with someone else subbing for him on the podium while he called the shots from 
the back of the opera house—at least, for the most part. Another interesting aspect of this 
recording is that baritone Herbert Janssen, who Toscanini liked very much and later vouched for 
to emigrate from Nazi Germany to the United States, where he found work for him at NBC 
singing in his performances of Brahms’ A German Requiem and Beethoven’s Fidelio, is the 
Wolfram. Maria Müller, who sings Elisabeth, was also a Toscanini favorite. And no one else, on 
78s, ever achieved the kind of perfect balance between horns and winds in the opening of the 
overture that one hears here.  

I would estimate, then, that this performance is about 85% Toscanini with 15% of 
Elmendorff mixed in. The latter was clearly an experienced, no-nonsense conductor, and it’s 
clear that he asked for and received slightly different phrasing from the orchestra in certain spots, 
but to my ears this sounds a great deal like Toscanini’s conducting style of the late 1920s. 



In 1929, just before leaving La Scala for good due to Fascist pressure, Toscanini took the 
company to Austria to perform Lucia di Lammermoor. Alas, no recordings survive, and the 
Molajoli studio recording of the same year is clearly not representative of how Toscanini 
performed the opera. But a young, 20-year-old conducting student, present at one of those 
performances, was blown away by the manner in which Toscanini led this opera. His name was 
Herbert von Karajan, and in 1955, in Berlin, he tried to recreate what Toscanini had achieved—
albeit with a darker, more Germanic sound profile—in the legendary performance with Maria 
Callas and Giuseppe di Stefano. One of the things that stayed with him was the manner in which 
Toscanini had the basses “snap” their strings at the opening of the famous sextet, an effect he 
recreated at that performance.  
 
 


