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We now return to our regularly scheduled program, and with it will come my first detailed 
analyses of Toscanini’s style in various music because, for once, we have a number of complete 
performances by alternate orchestras to compare. This is paramount because it shows quite clear-
ly that, although he had a uniform approach to music and insisted on both technical perfection 
and emotional commitment from his orchestras, he did not, as Stokowski or Furtwängler did, 
impose a specific sound on his orchestras. Although he insisted on uniform bowing in the case of 
the Philadelphia Orchestra, for instance, one can still discern the classic Philadelphia Orchestra 
sound, despite its being “neatened up” to meet his standards. In the case of the BBC Symphony, 
for instance, the sound he elicited from them was not far removed from the sound that Adrian 
Boult got out of them, in part because Boult himself preferred a lean, clean sound as did Tosca-
nini. We shall also see that, for better or worse, the various guest conductors of the NBC Sym-
phony Orchestra did not get vastly improved sound result out of them, not even that wizard of 
orchestral sound, Leopold Stokowki, because the sound profile of the orchestra was neither 
warm in timbre nor fluid in phrasing. 

Toscanini’s agreement to come back to New York to head an orchestra created (pretty 
much) for him is still shrouded in mystery. All we know for certain is that Samuel Chotzinoff, 
representing David Sarnoff and RCA, went to see him in Italy and made him the offer, and that 
he first turned it down. Among other colorful stories is the one Chotzinoff told, that when his 
Philharmonic broadcast of the Beethoven Ninth went over the air that one bird-collector’s aviary 
of parakeets sang along with it. A second visit brought a more positive response, and eventually 
he signed a deal to conduct a minimum of 15 weeks’ worth of programs lasting 90 minutes (with 
announcements), and that NBC/RCA would record all of his rehearsals and broadcasts in addi-
tion to his making commercial recordings—lots of them. 

In favor of Toscanini making this decision on his own is the fact that the work load would 
not be nearly as demanding as his work with the Philharmonic, even if he increased the work 
load (which he did, voluntarily) by an additional two to four weeks. There was also his desire to 
get some revenge on Arthur Judson, which was confirmed by the telegraph he sent to Bruno Zi-
rato, the Philharmonic’s manager, when the latter expressed surprise at his agreement to directly 
compete with that orchestra.  

Yet working against this decision was the agreement to be constantly recorded. Granted, 
his contract stipulated that no recordings would be released without his approval, but that was a 
condition that had existed since 1920, and even when you total in the BBC Symphony studio re-
cordings, Toscanini’s total output over the course of the past 17 years equaled a grand total of 
about eight hours’ worth of recordings. It boggles the imagination that a man who went to great 
lengths to ensure that most of his European performances would only be transmitted to America 
via shortwave, so that the sound quality would be too poor for anyone to bother recording them, 
would suddenly agree to being constantly recorded in New York. I discussed this issue with the 
late Christopher Dyment, who in turn passed my query along to Harvey Sachs, as well as with 
Mortimer Frank, who asked Walfredo Toscanini, and none of them could give me a satisfactory 
answer. They just assumed that he felt the time had come for his art to be preserved for posterity. 

I don’t agree. I sense the strong urging of his son Walter, not only of Toscanini himself 
but, perhaps more pointedly, to his mother, who pretty much ran the Toscanini household and 
whose business decisions were considered final. With their money running out and no prospects 
in sight due to the slow buildup to war, it made sense that royalties from the sales of Toscanini 



recordings were seen as a long-term solution to the family’s financial health. As Sachs pointed 
out in his second, more complete Toscanini biography, the conductor had absolutely no head for 
money. Because Carla was the daughter of a stockbroker, he figured that she had some financial 
acumen, but he was wrong. During the first World War, she made the mistake of converting their 
huge bank account of American dollars to Italian lire, which lost a considerable value after the 
war was over, and she later created a convoluted family foundation to which most of his money 
went, apparently to a black hole—this in addition to his legendary generosity towards any strug-
gling musician who had played under him. Sachs also states that around 1945, with their fortunes 
sagging once again, Walter prodded his father to make even more recordings and/or approve 
more broadcasts for commercial release. This would seem, to me, the only logical answer as to 
why a man who abhorred recording would suddenly agree to such terms. 

But there was an unforeseen drawback to his agreement, and that was the harsh, dry, unrea-
listic sound of the recordings that Toscanini approved for release. In his entire career with RCA, 
there were only three sets of recordings that had anything like natural sound: the last New York 
Philharmonic-Symphony sessions of 1936, the Philadelphia Orchestra recordings of 1941-42, 
and the high fidelity studio recordings engineered by Richard Mohr in 1949-54. Ironically, the 
first two of these were supervised by Charles O’Connell, an RCA executive and would-be con-
ductor who Toscanini detested and mistrusted, and as we all know by now, most of the Philadel-
phia recordings were marred by scratches and pops due to faulty mastering and so were not re-
leased in toto for 33 years. The rest of them came from broadcasts and recording sessions in 
NBC’s notoriously dry Studio 8-H and Carnegie Hall, and even many of the latter suffered from 
audio claustrophobia. 

This was not entirely Toscanini’s fault, but mostly his. He never listened to recordings—
his own or others’—for pleasure, and in doing so he had some crazy ideas regarding “clarity.” 
For him, a recording was good when he could hear “all the instruments” the way he heard them 
on the podium. To this end, he played all recordings at an ear-splitting volume with both the bass 
and the treble turned all the way up. Why on earth a conductor who was famous for his “great 
ear” would do such a thing boggles the imagination, but I would hazard a guess that, after more 
than a half-century of hearing his orchestras up close and personal blasting away at him, his 
hearing wasn’t as sharp, particularly on the treble end, as it had been in his younger years.  

Thus he didn’t much care, as B.H. Haggin pointed out, that an RCA engineer with the last 
name of Slick (great name!) found a “sweet spot” recording the orchestra in Studio 8-H by push-
ing the seats about a third of the way back and placing the microphones at a more reasonable 
spot, which resulted in a sweeter, less harsh sound. Harsh didn’t bother him the way it bothered 
almost everyone else who listened to his NBC recordings. As long as he could “hear everything,” 
he was satisfied if not happy. (Very little made him happy when it came to hearing his own con-
ducting.) 

Over the many decades since these recordings were made, there have been two camps op-
posing one another. On the side of sanity has been the belief that these recordings are far from 
the reality of his sound, and that something must be done to relieve the harsh sound with a judi-
cious amount of reverb and/or echo in order to bring us closer to Toscanini’s true sound. On the 
other side are the Toscanini Fanatics, of whom Haggin, unfortunately, was one, who balk at any 
attempt at improvement as a “falsification” of his sound. They maintain that because Toscanini 
liked and approved of the harsh, dry sound, that’s the way it has to be, and that anything reliev-
ing the grating strings and acidic woodwinds is, as Haggin once famously complained, “attrac-
tive to the ear, but false!” 

Of course, several of the early attempts at “sweetening” the harsh sound of his recordings 
were indeed “false,” among them the increase of the treble to ridiculous proportions while add-



ing so much reverb that the orchestra sounded as if it were swimming in it. Worst of all were the 
“electronically enhanced stereo” discs of the 1960s, issued on RCA’s budget Victrola LP label. 
Happily, audio editing has become much more sophisticated over the past half-century, and we 
now get fairly excellent transfers from such CD companies as Urania, RCA-Sony and Pristine 
Classical that in many respects come closer to the reality of his sound.  

There is a very good reason why this is necessary that has nothing to do with a desire to 
“falsify” his sound profile. With his insistence on extreme clarity, perfect synchronization of 
every instrument in the orchestra and forte attacks that sound like an executioner’s axe falling on 
someone’s neck, the ear needs—indeed, demands—a certain amount, however little, of “decay” 
of the sound. If you suddenly clap your hands in a small room, it is going to sound dry and per-
cussive; there is no sound decay; but if you clap your hands in a concert hall, you will hear a cer-
tain amount of decay no matter how hard the sound is. RCA’s problem in the 1950s and ‘60s was 
that they tried to make his recordings sound as if they were given in a locker room, or in empty 
Madison Square Garden, where the natural hall reverb is too much, overpowering the sound of 
the actual orchestra. When I was at the Aspen Music Festival in 1979, the famed conductor Leo-
nard Slatkin told me that, to him, most of Toscanini’s recordings “don’t even sound like a ‘real’ 
orchestra,” and he was right. I will delve much more into this in later portions of this book. 

We should not, however, place all of the blame on Toscanini. With the exception of 
O’Connell, who insisted on a more natural acoustic, no one else at NBC/RCA really cared all 
that much. As long as the records sold—and they did, believe m, they did!—artistic quality 
meant nothing. Listen to almost any Red Seal disc made between the advent of electrical record-
ing in 1925 until the high fidelity era, and you’ll hear the same sound on everyone’s recordings 
except those of Stokowski, Willem Mengelberg and Serge Koussevitzky. They were the only 
ones who demanded a more natural acoustic for their recordings. Everyone else was as drily rec-
orded as Toscanini; the only difference was that his basic orchestral sound was crisper and tauter 
than theirs. I’ve been told by someone who apparently “knows things” that the reason they re-
fused to improve their sound until the very late 1940s was because their film sound recording 
system, developed in conjunction with Western Electric, was so good that they didn’t want to 
their commercial recordings competing with their movie sound. I would point out that the fam-
ous bandleader Glenn Miller also suffered from the same audio claustrophobia. None of his RCA 
studio recordings sound half as good as the soundtracks from his two 20th Century-Fox films, 
which were made with the RCA-Western Electric system and which, in fact, used an early two-
channel separation that simulated stereo (except, like much early stereo, there was a “hole” in the 
middle). Indeed, this fanaticism was so pronounced that RCA even refused to use their best au-
dio system when Toscanini made his Office of War Information propaganda film in 1943. 

The orchestra that RCA, with the considerable help of Artur Rodziński, assembled for 
Toscanini was certainly full of competent and sometimes great musicians, many of whom had 
been first-chair players in other orchestras. But that was exactly the problem. First-chair players, 
by their nature, have exceptionally bright timbres. It was a case, then, of too many chiefs and not 
enough Indians. Had they assembled first-chair players for the first and third chairs only, then 
stocked the orchestra with musicians who had warmer tones, the overall result would have been 
much more satisfactory; but, again, Toscanini was very pleased with the overly bright—and 
dry—sound profile of the orchestra as it was because he had always liked instrumentalists, and 
singers, with bright, almost steely tones. So yes, some of the problem does go back to him.  

One myth that has come down to us, fueled by the Toscanini-haters, was that Toscanini re-
fused to use more famous singers because they wouldn’t “bend to his will,” thus he “saddled us” 
with such vocalists as tenor Jan Peerce, soprano Herva Nelli, mezzo Nan Merriman and bass Ni-
cola Moscona, but this isn’t really the whole story. Granted, he used Peerce, and family friend 



Rose Bampton, in music for which they were temperamentally unsuited (particularly in Beetho-
ven’s Fidelio), but all of the above-named singers did indeed have good voices. Moreover, some 
of the singers of whom he was particularly fond, specifically soprano Zinka Milanov, tenor Jussi 
Björling, baritone Robert Merrill and bass Alexander Kipnis, had busy careers at the Metropoli-
tan Opera and, in addition, were made unavailable to him by general manager Edward Johnson, 
who resented Toscanini’s competing with the Met. Even if you discount some of the great sing-
ers he used in his New York Philharmonic concerts who did not sing with NBC—soprano Elisa-
beth Rethberg, mezzo Jennie Tourel and tenor Giovanni Martinelli—the roster of singers he used 
during the NBC years boasted some very distinguished names. In addition to Milanov and Kip-
nis, who he was able to use early on a few times, the list includes sopranos Rina Bovy, Jarmila 
Novotna, Eleanor Steber, Vivien Della Chiesa, Helen Traubel and Lois Marshall, mezzos Kerstin 
Thorborg, Bruna Castagna, Fedora Barbieri and Cloe Elmo, tenors Jussi Björling, Lauritz Mel-
chior, Set Svanholm, Richard Tucker and Eugene Conley, baritones Merrill, Leonard Warren and 
Herbert Janssen, and basses Salvatore Baccaloni (an old friend from his last La Scala years) and 
Jerome Hines. Granted, he couldn’t get them all the time, but get them he did, to great effect. 
One of Toscanini’s favorite tenors, who he used at Salzburg in 1937 and London in 1938 but 
could not persuade to come to America, was the Dane Helge Rosvaenge. Overly loud and heavy-
handed in the Salzburg Die Zauberflöte, he was superb in the London Messa da Requiem. As for 
instrumental soloists, they, too included several famous names such as cellist Emanuel Feuer-
mann, violist William Primrose, violinist Jascha Heifetz and pianists Arthur Rubinstein, Miec-
zyslaw Horszowski, Rudolf Serkin, Myra Hess and, of course, Vladimir Horowitz. You can’t 
throw out the babies with the bath water. 

From this point on, we will be describing his performances in a bit more detail, using score 
excerpts when appropriate and making more side-by-side comparisons because there is simply 
more material available to us for such things.  
 

*               *            *            *            *            *            *            *            * 
 

Toscanini made his NBC debut with Vivaldi’s Concerto Grosso in d minor from his 
L’Estro Armonico, Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 and the Brahms First Symphony on Christmas 
Day 1937. It says a lot about his fame—at the time, more than 7% of Americans, and not just 
classical music lovers, knew who he was—that the tune-in audience scored on the weekly radio 
ratings. The surviving recording of the Brahms shows it to have been a rather raw-sounding but 
typically intense reading, but better things were to come. More interesting in its historical context 
is the performance of the Vivaldi. A copy of this performance was available on YouTube, and it 
points out a significant aspect of Toscanini’s art that is almost consistently ignored by his detrac-
tors, which is the amazing closeness of his performance style in 1937 to that of the historically-
informed movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. It’s not just that Toscanini used a reduced 
orchestra, whereas many of his colleagues of the time did not, but also that the brightness of 
sound and the performing style—what musicians call the “articulation” of the notes—are entirely 
in line with what was to come 30 years later. Toscanini performed this concerto again in the ear-
ly 1950s, by which time French violinist Daniel Guilet had replaced Russian-born Mischa Mi-
schakoff as concertmaster of the orchestra. Guilet brings a light, sweet tone to the proceedings 
whereas Mischakoff’s playing is strong and penny-bright, very much of the Russian school, 
which Toscanini preferred in his violinists. Although the Maestro never used straight tone (he 
probably wouldn’t have known what it was even if you described it to him), I learned from the 
late NBC violinist David Sarser, via an e-mail, that Toscanini insisted that all of his string play-
ers use a light, fast and uniform vibrato. This was one of the secrets of his intense tone and the 



incredible unity of the string section. Sarser also told me he was very proud when his playing 
was recorded on an oscilloscope: the vibrations were perfectly even and symmetrical.  

 In 1938 came his first NBC performance of Debussy’s La Mer, the Brahms Second and 
Schumann Third Symphonies, a special arrangement for the NBC string section of Paganini’s 
Moto Perpetuo and, near the end of the year (the second season), the world premieres of Samuel 
Barber’s Adagio for Strings and First Essay for Orchestra. The following week came a perfor-
mance that, as one online commentator put it, was “guaranteed to give an Austrian music-lover 
cardiac arrest,” Schubert’s Symphony No. 2. 

This may be as good a place to start as any, because this reading, still considered contro-
versial after 80 years, summarizes everything that Toscanini aficionados love about him and 
Toscanini-haters abhor: “fast” tempi, hard-pressured phrasing and an excitement level bordering 
on mania. But are his tempi really all that fast? I question this because the score, though not in-
cluding any metronome markings, clearly supports Toscanini’s choices. The first movement 
opens with a “Largo” introduction, but this is not a slow Largo. On the contrary, as the first page 
of the score indicates, it is played in eighth notes by the winds and brass and 32nd notes by the 
strings…surely one of the fastest “Largos” ever written: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



On p. 3 of the score, it swings into an “Allegro vivace” played pp with several sforzando 
markings which, at the 13th bar of this section, becomes ff, again with many sforzandi. This 
clearly indicates to me, as it did to Toscanini, that Schubert was emulating Beethoven, who he 
idolized (unfortunately, Beethoven didn’t think very much of Schubert in return). In my view, 
anyone who doesn’t play the music with tremendous energy and power is doing the young Schu-
bert a disservice, for this is clearly meant to be powerful and dramatic music: 

 



The second movement is marked “Andante,” but, again, this is a somewhat rapid Andante 
since it is in cut time (2/4): 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yet, moreso than the second movement, it is the third that gives most people fits. The 

lurching, almost stomping rhythm that Toscanini sets up and maintains just “feels” wrong to 
many German and Austrian audiences. But is it? Again, to judge from the score, Toscanini is 
right and they are wrong. This is marked “Allegro vivace,” with strongly-accented quarter notes 
played by the winds and brass against consistently dotted eighth notes in the string section’s me-
lodic line. Although both this rough, peasant-like opening section and the softer, more melodic 
Trio section are written in the same 3/4 tempo, Toscanini eases up on the pace here, realizing 
that this section was meant to sound more pastoral. Whether right or wrong, one can easily hear 
this as valid musical interpretation if one examines the score.  

Nonetheless, it is as much the technical execution of these sections, rather than the actual 
tempi chosen, that makes many people’s hair stand on end. With no concession to Viennese 
schmaltz, Toscanini has, rightly or wrongly, taken the lyric approach out of the music, replacing 
it with mind-blowing precision of execution and an aggressive forward push. The upside is that 
the music’s structure is clearly evident. The downside is that no classical music station in Ameri-
ca would ever play this recording, as much for its harsh, dated sound as for the muscular inter-
pretation. As the online commentator suggested, it comes across as almost anti-Schubertian. 

One factor that made Toscanini’s orchestra sound a bit odd was his insistence on a very 
fast, tight string vibrato. The Vienna Philharmonic was famous for this, leading some listeners 
(like conductor Roger Norrington) to erroneously conclude that they played with straight tone, 
but the NBC strings always had that sound as well. This was partially the result of using Russian 
violinist Mischa Mischakoff, who played like a tighter-vibrato version of Jascha Heifetz, as con-
certmaster. In the grating, dry sound of Studio 8-H, Mischakoff’s tone sounded particularly edgy, 
though better-recorded performances at Carnegie Hall reveal a slightly sweeter tone. 



 



As luck would have it, there is an alternate performance of this symphony by Toscanini 
from about this same period—1939—with the Lucerne Festival Orchestra. This was an expa-
triate group of German and Austrian musicians who were wealthy enough to leave their home 
countries and form an orchestra in Switzerland to play the great Teutonic classics under great 
conductors who, like Toscanini and Bruno Walter, would not or could not perform there during 
the Nazi occupation. This was yet another shortwave broadcast, so the sound is not ideal; you 
can hear that in-and-out swishing sound typical of shortwave transmission, yet through it all the 
music emerges much more smoothly, at exactly the same tempi, as the NBC performance. In ad-
dition, the winds and strings have a much sweeter sound despite the “pressed” speed and Tosca-
nini’s hallmark textural clarity. It is just one example among many of how a different orchestra, 
playing under Toscanini, could give a superior reading of his interpretation from time to time.  

Moreover, Toscanini’s approach as found its proponents in the more modern recordings of 
this work (and the other Schubert symphonies) by Claudio Abbado and Herbert Blomstedt. In-
deed, Blomstedt’s recording, just a shade more relaxed than Toscanini in both tempo and drive in 
all but the third movement (which is too slow), almost sounds like the Maestro on a relaxed day 
in digital stereo. (And, of course, the extra spaciousness of the digital sound gives the orchestra a 
finer surface sheen.) This is but one example among many that we will encounter of how Tosca-
nini’s approach to various works, considered controversial in his time, have greatly influenced 
several modern-day conductors. (There is also a very zippy recording of the Schubert Second by 
David Zinman, but if you think Toscanini’s phrasing was choppy, you should stay away from 
this one…it’s cold in feeling and brusque in phrasing, sounding almost like a bad copy of what 
Toscanini tried to accomplish.) 

In 1938, Toscanini also performed Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 2, and this, too, was 
given in a nearly accurate Baroque style, complete with harpsichord. Interestingly, there also ex-
ists a 1936 performance of this with the New York Philharmonic, but that one sounds wrong. Not 
only is the tempo a shade too slow, but the orchestra sounds richer and fuller. As we shall see, it 
was but one step among many that Toscanini took to “modernize” his style and bring it closer to 
the ideals being espoused by the musicologists of his day. 

And there, in a nutshell, you have the essence of Toscanini’s approach to most of his sym-
phonic conducting, and the reasons why so many auditors dislike it. But in its time, and particu-
larly when heard in person, it was not only appreciated but preferred to the work of most other 
conductors: by solo musicians (not only those who played with him, but also by many who 
didn’t, including Huberman, Adolf Busch, Artur Schnabel and Wanda Landowska), composers 
(particularly Stravinsky, Kodály, Debussy, Strauss, Hindemith, Harris, Creston, Copland and, in 
his first symphony, Shostakovich) fellow-conductors (excluding only Muck, Furtwängler and 
Krauss), and—more interestingly—by writers and philosophers like Stefan Zweig and Thomas 
Mann, scientists and mathematicians. Albert Einstein considered him a genius, and I think I 
would take his opinion, as well as the opinions of all the others, over someone like Joseph Ho-
rowitz any day of the week.  

And yet, as I alluded to earlier, he continued to have his detractors. One of the most vocal 
was an unidentified writer for Time magazine who not only disliked his musical approach but 
was particularly offended by the atmosphere of Studio 8-H, where attendees were given cough 
drops as they entered the studio for a concert and, in the early years, programs were printed on 
silk so that they would not rustle to interrupt the sound of the music in soft passages. To quote 
just one of many put-downs from the article: 
 

Ten years ago, the musical world was already swooning in the aisles over the fire-
and-ice perfection of Arturo Toscanini's interpretations. Since then the little white-



haired Maestro has become the darling of millions who couldn't tell a fugue from a 
flugelhorn. Today, as chief of NBC's shiny new symphony, 72-year-old Arturo Tos-
canini is far & away the biggest lion in the U.S. musical zoo. 

 
Several years later, the same critic (who some people think was Virgil Thomson, another 

composer who couldn’t stand Toscanini) was at it again, this time writing about the American 
debut of the conductor’s close friend, William Steinberg, saying that his style was much like his 
mentor’s, “loud and bombastic.” So for those who, like Horowitz, think that there was no dissen-
tion in the press against Toscanini, here is proof positive that this was not so. 

And yet, the NBC Symphony performances—some a bit stiff in phrasing, to be sure—give 
us a clear picture of how Toscanini worked, long-term, with an orchestra sensitized to his style. 
Yes, the Lucerne Festival and BBC Symphony performances are more attractive to the ear be-
cause of their warmer sound and particularly the sweeter string tone (his good friend, German 
violinist Adolf Busch, was the Lucerne concertmaster), particularly the BBC performance of the 
Verdi Requiem and the Lucerne Performance of the Brahms Third Symphony, which flow with 
an easy legato as opposed to the NBC Symphony’s occasional stiffness. But as we shall see 
when perusing the whole NBC canon, there are many gems there that we would be much the 
poorer without. 

Among those from these early years is his 1938 performance of the Beethoven Ninth Sym-
phony, for some reason performed in Carnegie Hall and given fine acoustics for the day. Per-
formed in a style midway between the more relaxed and inflected versions of 1936 and 1952 and 
the much tauter performances of 1939 and 1948, Toscanini gives us an almost 3-D vision of the 
score. I was particularly mesmerized by the third movement, which he only occasionally was 
able to make sound to “float” as it should (oddly enough, he achieved this in the swifter 1939 
performance as well), and this is clearly the best of his vocal quartets in any Beethoven Ninth. 
The underrated and now-forgotten Belgian soprano Vina Bovy, another singer “discovered” by 
Toscanini during his last La Scala stint (though she never sang there) is the best of any of them, 
being even more accurate in phrasing and inflection that Eileen Farrell in 1952; young Jan 
Peerce still had the bloom on his voice that he lost by 1942; and both Kerstin Thorborg and Ezio 
Pinza are head and shoulders above most of his other singers in performances of the Ninth (al-
though the Ukrainian bass Alexander Kipnis sings just as well and has better German in the 1941 
Buenos Aires Ninth). So why on earth didn’t he approve this performance for commercial re-
lease? Another mystery, one that has never been satisfactorily answered. 

And then there is the highly-touted Beethoven Cycle which ran from October 28 to De-
cember 2 of 1939. This set has achieved almost mythic proportions, with many Toscaniniphiles 
considering it his greatest ever. While very good, I have to disagree in places. To my ears, there 
are a bit too many rubato touches in the music, particularly in the first symphony: I much prefer 
the 1951 studio recording as his best ever in this symphony. In the third symphony, he surpri-
singly plays the two opening chords slowly and out of tempo, which robs the music of its rhyth-
mic starting-point, though from that point on it is indeed one of his most fascinating versions, in 
many ways similar to Felix Weingartner’s superb 1936 recording of the symphony. This version 
of the Fifth Symphony, conversely, doesn’t have quite the relaxation in the second and third 
movements of his studio recording, made earlier that year. The Eighth Symphony is also a bit of 
a puzzle. In April 1939, Toscanini made a studio recording of this symphony but, according to 
Sachs in his new biography of the conductor, balked when the first movement was played back 
to him: “That is not my tempo! Is too slow!” The engineer asked him if it was in proper pitch. It 
was. “Then that’s your tempo,” he said to the conductor, but Toscanini was dissatisfied and in-



sisted on re-recording it at a quicker pace. He was right. The issued recording comes much clos-
er, in the first movement, to Beethoven’s metronome marking of d = 69, whereas the live per-
formance is played at d =  52—much slower, and possibly how he originally recorded it earlier 
in the year. This makes a radical difference in the music’s impact, particularly at that point where 
the violins push urgently forward with a repeated rhythmic figure that Toscanini builds in tension 
in the studio recording until it is almost unbearable (fourth staff up from the bottom): 

 

 
This rhythmic urgency—closely observing the sforzando markings, which most other con-

ductors minimize—takes not only this passage, but the whole movement, away from its usual 
“jolly” sound and gives it a dramatic feel in the Beethovenian style. I admit that even I thought 
of the Eighth as a lightweight, “happy” symphony, influenced in my youth by Pablo Casals’ re-
cording of it with the Marlboro Festival Orchestra, but Toscanini’s reading completely changed 
by view of the work. Only the last movement is sunny in mood, as it should be, starting off with 
those pianissimo string figures before expanding into the whole orchestra: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Horowitz was particularly critical of Toscanini’s later recording of this passage, complain-

ing that the opening string figures were too loud, and they were; but, as we will again note in ex-
ploring his later recordings, this was the one fault of Mohr’s engineering: he tended to “flatten 
out” the dynamics range of Toscanini’s performances, making the soft figures a bit too loud and 
the louder ones less so. If Toscanini was able to achieve this effect perfectly in 1939, it proves 
that he, at least, knew what he was doing. 

To the other symphony performances in the 1939 cycle, they are mostly excellent. Both the 
Fourth and Sixth Symphonies are played much as they were in his BBC Symphony recordings, 
and although I like the greater warmth of the BBC strings I actually prefer the way the NBC 
Symphony played the Fourth (the BBC Sixth is marginally better for the warmer string sound). 
The Second is also, in my view, Toscanini’s best performance of this work, which he rarely 
played except within a complete cycle. But the real treasure of the 1939 series isn’t a symphony 
at all, but his one and only known performance of the little-played Choral Fantsasy. Critics have 
carped about Ania Dorfmann’s “nerveless, jangling playing,” but in context I don’t find it all that 
offensive (though it is clearly not as good as Friedrich Wührer’s playing with Clemens Krauss or 
Rudolf Serkin’s recording with Leonard Bernstein), and the buildup and release of tension in the 
performance is certainly remarkable. Again, the karate-chop chords can still rattle the ear, but in 
the new transfer posted on YouTube by the Japanese-based Deucalion Project minimizes this to a 
great degree. 

In the music of Schubert and Beethoven, then, we can hear how Toscanini pushed the 
envelope towards an entirely new concept of the music. It was much closer to the score than 
most conductors who weren’t named Weingartner or Krauss were conducting it, but for some 
reason even those listeners who could accept what those other two men were doing had trouble 
with Toscanini. The reason lay in part with his razor-sharp attacks, which they felt were unne-
cessary; in part with his orchestral sound, which they felt was too lean for the music (acceptance 
of that would take decades, not just a few years); and in part because of the extraordinary emo-
tional impact that the music had. This was the one thing that separated Weingartner, and to a 
lesser degree Krauss, from Toscanini: the almost unbearable emotional intensity of his perfor-
mances. It’s the reason his interpretations were considered “crude” or “bombastic” by certain 
listeners, and to a large extent, class had much to do with their reaction. Because Toscanini was 
Italian, and from a lower-class family to boot, he couldn’t possibly “understand” the “subtlety” 
and “mysteries” of the music he was conducting, thus he compensated with “bombast.” Yet, as 
Sachs points out in his new biography, Toscanini was very well read, a lover of philosophy and 
art, and particularly nature (he was an avid mountain-climber and, as a non-Christian who still 
believed in a God, was more of a Deist). The same critics who lambaste Toscanini for his strong 
emotion have absolutely no problem with Furtwängler’s emotion—because Furtwängler was the 
son of an archeologist, came from a higher class, and had all the “right” education.  

Among Toscanini’s most treasurable Schubert performances is the one he gave in February 
1941 of Joseph Joachim’s orchestration of the “Grand Duo” for two pianos. There was a time, in 
the late 19th century, when this work was proposed by some as the missing Seventh Symphony; 



Joachim surmised that because the Grand Duo was written along symphonic lines, development, 
and proportions, this was really a blueprint for a symphony (it was nicknamed the “Gastein” be-
cause that was the town in which Schubert purportedly wrote his seventh symphony). It may well 
have been, but if so, why didn’t Schubert himself orchestrate it? It was completed, after all. We 
now know that there was a real Seventh Symphony (it’s been recorded a few times, though not 
often performed), but even if Toscanini—who knew several musicologists and probably knew 
better—didn’t think it was a “real” Schubert symphony, he liked both the work and its orchestra-
tion, and gave one of the most flowing Schubert performances of his life. It’s an absolute shame 
that he never approved the recording for commercial release.  

Yet if his Schubert and Beethoven performances were controversial, what of his Brahms? 
Except for Furtwängler, who thought his Brahms “all wrong” because he didn’t introduce 
enough tempo fluctuations, this was one composer in which Toscanini gained fairly broad ap-
proval by Germans and Austrians, used not only to the performances of Weingartner—who con-
ducted the four symphonies much faster than Toscanini—but, for older listeners, to the interpre-
tations of Fritz Steinbach, who Toscanini had heard conduct the canon and memorized his tempi 
and phrasing. In time his approach to Brahms would change—in the mid-to-late 1940s and early 
1950s, he began to eradicate several of the rubato touches he gave to the music, sometimes with 
good effect and sometimes not—but in this period of the late 1930s/early ‘40s, his Brahms re-
ceived surprisingly widespread enthusiasm. Joseph Horowitz, who savaged Toscanini’s Beetho-
ven, had little or nothing to say of his Brahms, and he really couldn’t, because it was very much 
in the mainstream of Brahms performances in his time. He left us superb accounts of the Second 
and Fourth Symphonies with the BBC Symphony and the First in a 1941 studio recording with 
NBC made over the remarkable span of 10 months, the sessions taking place on March 10, May 
14 and December 11 of 1941. But what of the Third Symphony, with which Toscanini always 
seemed to have trouble with phrasing and musical flow at NBC? Here, we need to turn to the 
outstanding performance (never mind the shortwave sound) that he gave with the Lucerne Fes-
tival Orchestra (once available on YouTube, but since taken down). Although the familiar Tos-
canini sound profile is present in all of these, and of course the NBC First suffers from the occa-
sionally raw and edgy string sound that orchestra produced, all of them are amazingly flexible 
and fluid. In the last movement of the First, there is a passage in which Toscanini rushes things a 
bit too much, which results in (for him) surprisingly unclear playing, but there is so much more 
warmth, so much more give-and-take in the phrasing, that it still stands as one of his finest 
achievements. (It also didn’t hurt that this recording was made in Carnegie Hall rather than Stu-
dio 8-H.) Indeed, it is my contention that this Brahms cycle, made up of three different orches-
tras, represents his finest traversal of the symphonies, despite the fact that I really do like his tau-
ter, more exciting 1952 studio recording of the Second and, of course, the more relaxed and 
much better-sounding Philharmonia Orchestra cycle of the same year.  

Added to this symphony cycle one must also include the Haydn Variations. This was a 
Toscanini specialty (he absolutely loved this music) that he played, with surprisingly little va-
riance in tempi and phrasing—and always with a warm tone—over the course of his recording 
career. I’ve heard four performances: the 1936 New York Philharmonic-Symphony studio ver-
sion, the 1938 NBC live performance, the 1952 Philharmonia performance, and the 1953 NBC 
Symphony recording, and all but the 1938 similarly beautiful: well-paced and warmly phrased, 
with only slight differences in the modification of tempo. And the hardcore Toscanini collector 
would also add his performances of Brahms’ Academic Festival Overture with the Philharmonic, 
the Tragic Overture (the last version, with NBC in 1953, being the most relaxed), the two Sere-
nades, the choral works Wohin ich geh’, Wein’ an dem Felsen der brausenden, and the Liebes-



lieder Waltzes, the Deutsches Requiem and Double Concerto (the latter being the only overly taut 
reading of the lot). In the case of Brahms, then—and in my view, only Brahms—Toscanini’s ear-
lier style brought out more in the music although, as just mentioned, he retained many traits of 
his early style in his later performances as well. 

One amusing aspect of Toscanini’s growing market in the U.S. was the sudden appearance 
on record labels of his name in all caps. Except for the 1920-21 La Scala recordings, he was nev-
er again listed on the label simply as “Toscanini” without his first name (and I doubt that he ap-
proved this to begin with), as Horowitz claims in his book. On the contrary, most of his electrical 
recordings before 1941 had his name printed normally as in the case of any other conductor on 
records; as you can see from the examples below, this was true even in Germany and Japan, 
where he eventually—slowly—became a legend: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          

     
                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                

 
We now come to two interesting excursions (three, actually, but only two were recorded) 

that Toscanini made outside his normal routine. In 1937 and 1938 he gave two concerts with the 
Hague Symphony Orchestra of the Netherlands, in part as a rebuke to Mengelberg, who never 
invited him to conduct his Concertgebouw Orchestra. According to all reports, the first concert 
went badly because the orchestra had many inferior players in it, and even his usual disciplined 
rehearsals could not improve it much, but to everyone’s surprise he agreed to return the follow-
ing year. The program on this occasion consisted of a piece he was extremely fond of during this 
period, Cherubini’s Anacréon Overture; Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, Dukas’ 



The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, and the Haydn “Clock” Symphony. Despite the somewhat limited 
sound—not bad, but not great, either—one can clearly hear Toscanini coalescing his style to-
wards what is generally considered his “later” approach to the music. Indeed, these performances 
of the Debussy and Dukas are surprisingly similar to his NBC Symphony versions. Although the 
somewhat distant microphone placement misses a few details of orchestration (particularly in the 
Dukas), he has already reached what we come to think of as later Toscanini. The Haydn perfor-
mance, interestingly, retains some touches of his 1929 New York Philharmonic recording, but is 
already moving towards a more straightforward, less funny sound. 

The second of these came in July 1941, when the conductor traveled to Buenos Aires—
sans the NBC Symphony—to conduct a Beethoven Ninth with the Téatro Colon Orchestra. The 
soloists were a mixed bag; the soprano (Hellweg) and mezzo (Kindermann) just barely got by, 
but the tenor (René Maison) and bass (Alexander Kipnis) were superb. Unfortunately, the per-
formance exists only in very poor sound, with lots of surface noise and the soft string passages 
occasionally muffled, but this is clearly the most powerful and emotional performance of the 
symphony Toscanini ever recorded. Apparently, the microphone was set up very close to the 
timpani, because they thunder throughout the first and last movements like giant claps of thund-
er, and the vocal soloists are a little distant. Had the sound quality been better, however, I’d have 
no problem recommending this as Toscanini’s finest reading of the score: the emotional power is 
almost overwhelming, probably the result of his tension and unease over the war situation.  

Meanwhile, back at NBC, there were some remarkable concerts being given and record-
ings being made. Among the latter were three concerti that garnered particular interest in the 
press: the Beethoven Violin Concerto with Jascha Heifetz, and both the Brahms Second Concer-
to and Tchaikovsky First with his son-in-law, Vladimir Horowitz. The first of these was made in 
acoustically dreadful Studio 8-H and engineered very poorly; the original 78s, which I owned, 
gave the orchestral fortes a particularly ugly sound, with almost “powdery”-sounding strings and 
winds. Soft passages, by both Heifetz and the orchestra, virtually disappeared under the swish of 
the 78 surface noise. Happily, this has since been rectified with some near-miraculous modern 
engineering, revealing a fairly quick, taut performance that nevertheless does not lack for relaxa-
tion in the quiet moments. Toscanini’s good friend Adolf Busch was sorely disappointed that he 
was not used for this recording, but the conductor always preferred the lean, bright sound of the 
Russian school over that of German and French violinists. The latter two recordings, made in 
Carnegie Hall (like the Brahms First Symphony), had very fine sound but were deeply flawed 
interpretations. While in concert Toscanini generally had a tight rein on Horowitz’ normal ten-
dency to overplay, for some reason he let him get away with murder on these recordings. The 
pianist is so close-miked, in fact, that he often overwhelms the orchestra, and Toscanini’s tempi 
are particularly fast and his phrasing tight and edgy. Both Horowitz and the works in question 
were much better-served by later live performances with NBC. 

At the end of the year came two fine concert performances of vocal-choral works dear to 
Toscanini, the Verdi Messa da Requiem and Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis. Both are played in the 
same early, expansive style in which he had been performing them during the 1930s. Many lis-
teners think this Requiem is his greatest of all, undoubtedly swayed by the passionate singing of 
the four principals, but I find it markedly inferior to his great 1938 BBC Symphony reading. Mi-
lanov’s voice, bright and shining like a silver sword in 1938, is already tending here towards the 
generic, somewhat dull smoothness of her later singing, and she makes a mistake in the “Libera 
me.” In the opening “Kyrie,” towards the end, Toscanini exaggerates the marking “dim. ed al-
larg. a tempo,” or “diminuendo and lengthen in time,” so much that the music virtually comes to 
a standstill: 



 
Nor is this the only point at which he does this. And, by contrast, he completely ignores—

as he did in all ensuing performances after 1938—the marked “stent. un poco,” which indicates a 
slight lengthening of tempo in the choral section of the “Dies irae”: 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For me, personally, the 1951 Requiem, despite its faster pace, is much more emotional and 

exciting than this one, though my overall preference is still for the 1938 BBC version. 
In the Missa Solemnis, however, Toscanini was able to coax even more remarkable singing 

out of Milanov; the bass, Alexander Kipnis, is the equal of Ezio Pinza in the 1935 New York 



Philharmonic reading, and even better, the four principals blend their voices so exquisitely 
(thanks in large measure to Björling’s more beautiful lyric sound) that you’d think they had been 
singing this together for years rather than just a couple of months in rehearsals. The one draw-
back was that the microphone was placed too close to the trumpets and timpani, creating a bit of 
an orchestral imbalance, but for me this is secondary to the overall impact of the performance. 
Happily, Urania’s remastering of this recording has restored some of the original lustrous sound, 
repaired the drop-out of Castagna’s voice in the “Sanctus,” and softened the somewhat hard, 
edgy sound of Mischa Mischakoff’s violin solo. The 1953 live performance (not the studio re-
cording) is still, for me, the best overall representation of Toscanini’s Missa because everything 
is in proper proportion (although the organ conked out halfway through the performance, it could 
easily be dubbed back in nowadays), yet this is the one I return to over and over again. (A foot-
note: this performance was the first I ever heard of this work, on an old cassette tape back in the 
early 1980s, and I was completely mesmerized by it, and still am.) 

Yet as great as these performances were, they came with a cost—the resignation of Tosca-
nini from his new orchestra. This was the result of his not being told that the musicians in the 
NBC Symphony were also contracted to play on several other NBC programs. During a rehearsal 
of the Missa, which started late because of an afternoon concert by the Chicago Symphony, Tos-
canini was startled to discover 35 of his musicians sneaking out of Carnegie Hall on their hands 
and knees in order to get to a broadcast of the “Cities Service Orchestra” at 8:00 p.m. Naturally, 
he blew up, threw down his baton and walked out. The next thing the orchestra knew, word was 
that Toscanini was about to resign. William Steinberg convinced several of the musicians to 
write a letter urging him to stay, which they did, and one of them wanted to read it aloud to Tos-
canini at the next rehearsal. But Phil Spitalny, the orchestra’s personnel manager, stopped them 
from doing so. When asked why, Spitalny blurted out, “How do you know we want him to stay?” 
This was a brutal blow to Toscanini’s big but always-fragile ego, and indeed, he was asked to 
write a letter of resignation. 

In part, Toscanini, a boon to NBC and RCA in the beginning as a harbinger of high culture 
and its attendant prestige, had become something of a headache to them. The resignation letter 
was duly written, although in it Toscanini made it clear that he would leave the door open to re-
turning. To be honest, he didn’t have many options left. Europe was virtually closed to him due 
to the war, he couldn’t safely return to Italy, and at age 74 he was clearly too old to hold a full-
time position as music director of a regular symphony orchestra, which was probably the reason 
he didn’t apply to the Chicago Symphony when its long-time music director, Frederick Stock, 
died suddenly on October 20, 1942. Instead, he made it clear in the resignation letter that al-
though he would relinquish his position as music director, he reserved the right to pop in from 
time to time as a guest conductor, and this he did. Yet it couldn’t have helped the situation when 
he learned that Stokowski was his replacement. Originally appreciative of Stokowski’s obvious 
skills as a conductor and musician, Toscanini came to consider him a “clown” and a “dishonest 
musician” once he began conducting without a baton, waving his hands like Mandrake the Magi-
cian in a sort of indeterminate flutter while a pin-spotlight played on his hair. Toscanini also de-
tested his bombastic orchestral arrangements of Bach, even going so far as to program Sir Henry 
Wood’s more “honest” orchestration of the composer’s Toccata and Fugue in d minor with the 
Philharmonic. Thus there was bad blood between them, mostly on Toscanini’s side (Stokowski 
continued to admire and revere Toscanini, but not the other way round), and this, too, played into 
his decision to keep his hand in the orchestra despite how he had been tricked. 

Although tensions increased in rehearsals to the end of the 1940-41 season, several of his 
concerts were real gems, best of all being the all-Wagner program of February 22, 1941. Here, he 



was lucky enough to procure the services of two of the greatest Wagner singers of their time, so-
prano Helen Traubel and tenor Lauritz Melchior. They gave the complete Act I, scene 3 of Die 
Walküre (repeating his New York Philharmonic program of 1932) and three large excerpts from 
Götterdämmering. The “Dawn and Rhine Journey” music had long been one of his concert 
staples, but here he was able to include the duet, “Zu neuen Taten,” that came in the middle. This 
was followed by his own arrangement, which started much earlier than other conductors’, of 
“Siegfried’s Death and Funeral March” and, again taking an earlier starting point, the Immola-
tion Scene. For all those who like to carp about Toscanini’s “speed” in performances certainly 
had nothing to complain of here. His tempi are not merely measured but considerably slower 
than those of Furtwängler and Beecham in Wagner; they are more like those of Hans Knap-
pertsbusch (or, of Wagner conductors he heard and learned from in his youth, Felix Mottl). In-
deed, for many listeners Toscanini’s tempi are too slow, but like Knappertsbusch he knew how 
to keep the beat moving subtly forward even at a slow pace. Personally, I do think “Zu neuen 
Taten” is a bit draggy, but the Immolation Scene gains tremendously in emotional impact at this 
pace. Indeed, it was so well received that, two days later, Traubel, Toscanini and the orchestra 
returned to Carnegie Hall to record it.  

And here we have yet another example of why he drove NBC-RCA crazy. Listening to the 
playback, he was unhappy that the trumpet part wasn’t clear enough, so he insisted on having it 
dubbed in. It wasn’t really necessary, but that was Toscanini. In doing so—remember, this was 
1941, which meant that the original recording had to be re-recorded along with the new trumpet 
part on another 78-rpm master—the engineers inadvertently introduced a loud hum in the low 
end that was evident on the issued recordings. Toscanini wasn’t too bothered by this, but every-
one else was, particularly Helen Traubel, who was so angry with him that she wouldn’t even 
speak to him for another seven years. Listening to the recording with B.H. Haggin in his living 
room, the music critic was appalled by the hum, but all Toscanini could hear were the things he 
wanted to hear, commenting at times, “Che bella voce!” 

Partly as a rebuke to Stokowski, he accepted Eugene Ormandy’s offer to conduct several 
concerts with the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1941-42. In addition to it being Stokowski’s former 
orchestra, which gave him (in his mind) a measure of revenge, he loved its silken strings and 
winds and admired Ormandy as, at least, being an “honest musician.” Some of the Philadelphia 
musicians hated Toscanini and his harsh rehearsal methods (particularly their first horn, Mason 
Jones), yet they played superbly for him, so much so that RCA, who apparently couldn’t wait to 
get rid of Toscanini from the NBC Symphony, offered to record him with the Philadelphians at 
the Academy of Music. Toscanini agreed, and thus in 1941-42 we got the now-infamous Phila-
delphia Orchestra recordings. 

The list of works he recorded with them included several NBC regular repertoire such as 
Debussy’s La Mer and Ibéria, Respighi’s Feste Romane, Strauss’ Tod und Verklärung, the 
Tchaikovsky Sixth Symphony and the Queen Mab scherzo from Berlioz’ Romeo et Juliiette 
(which he gave the American premiere of the complete work in 1942 with the New York Phil-
harmonic, with whom he also patched up his relations), he had not played the Schubert Ninth 
Symphony since his New York Philharmonic days, and the complete Mendelssohn Midsummer 
Night’s Dream incidental music was new for him. The problem was that somehow, in the 
process of mastering the records, a noisy cross-current of ticks and pops marred many of the 
sides, which made the recordings unacceptable to Toscanini. Typically, his anger was misplaced; 
he blew up at recording director Charles O’Connell, who he already didn’t like because of his 
pretentions of being a conductor himself (on Victor records, mostly), which resulted in 
O’Connell’s being fired by RCA. This was an atrocious miscarriage of justice, since the (finally) 



well-mastered recordings, issued in 2006, clearly show how beautiful the Toscanini sound could 
be in a perfect acoustic setting with a first-class orchestra.  

Toscanini, naturally, wanted to re-record the bad sides, but there was a problem. Shortly 
after the last session, RCA had let the orchestra’s contract lapse and they were swiftly signed by 
rival Columbia. Unwilling to negotiate a special contract just to remake a few sides, RCA sug-
gested that Toscanini re-record these works with the NBC Symphony. The conductor was so an-
gry, however, that it would be another five years before he’d finally remake the Mendelssohn 
and Tchaikovsky with them, and even longer for La Mer, Ibéria, and the other works. 

As for the performances, I particularly like the Mendelssohn, the Tchaikovsky, the Berlioz 
and the Debussy Ibéria. The La Mer is gorgeously played but, typical of these early years, a bit 
too fast in tempo. Tod und Verklärung is also gorgeous, but lacking somewhat in intensity when 
compared to the splendid 1946 La Scala Orchestra performance or his later NBC recording, and 
much the same can be said of Feste Romane. Although his tempo for the MND overture is a bit 
rushed (his 1947 live performance with NBC is considerably better in this respect), its excite-
ment and the sheen of the strings and winds is exceptional. Regarding the Schubert Ninth, which 
many consider his greatest performance of this score, I tend to disagree. Though exciting, it, too, 
is somewhat too fast, and I may be the only person who doesn’t like the exaggerated slow-down 
of the basses in the final portion of the last movement. It’s just a bit too exaggerated for me and 
doesn’t really help the music. 

Thus we come to the end of this rather elongated and detailed traversal of this five-year pe-
riod. Much more was to come, and as I’ve already pointed out, a great deal of it was superb. 

 
 


