
Toscanini and Singers 
 

With the exception of his Metropolitan Opera years, one of the biggest complaints about 
Toscanini—not only from opera buffs, but from those critics who hated him—was that he “only 
used singers who would bend to his will.” The implication was that he would not use any singers 
who had their “own way” of doing things that were at odds with the score. 

Although this is true to a large extent, it is less than half of the story. To begin with, what 
is so wrong with using singers who respected the score? The only answer, of course, is “operatic 
tradition,” meaning that just because it was “traditional” to add high notes, cadenzas, and fioratu-
ra not in the score that he should allow singers to do so. But why? If you’re trying to present a 
work as the composer conceived it, this doesn’t make sense. The real answer is that the majority 
of opera lovers want all that extra nonsense because they consider it “expressive.” 

That being said, Toscanini generally had good taste in singers…clearly, moreso than many 
of today’s conductors, who apparently don’t see a problem working with singers who have de-
fective voices (harsh tones, wobbles, poor voice production etc.) as long as they sing the notes 
properly and are expressive. And it’s true that projecting the words clearly was paramount in 
Toscanini’s mind. He always proclaimed that “opera is about words” and insisted on good, clear 
diction as well as idiomatic diction. He refused to work with singers whose Italian, French or 
German pronunciation was defective, and I don’t see anything wrong with that, either. 

As mentioned earlier, his philosophy at the Metropolitan was that as long as a foreign star 
singer had some concept of how they sang a role he was willing to concede a bit in terms of 
phrasing, but this stopped once he left and became director at La Scala for the last time. Here, he 
insisted that his singers sing the note values of the music as accurately as possible, and although 
he very occasionally allowed them to sing some inserted notes in “bel canto” operas, he likewise 
insisted that they be minimal and tasteful. Riccardo Muti does exactly the same thing in our time, 
and he too is often castigated for this. 

His sole “discovery” who he brought to the Metropolitan was tenor Giovanni Martinelli, 
who he liked both personally and musically. Unfortunately, the only surviving example of Tos-
canini working with Martinelli is the 1935 Beethoven Missa Solemnis, and although Martinelli’s 
very bright, slightly braying tenor voice does not really blend with the other singers, one could 
scarcely criticize his performance otherwise. It is marvelous, and in that same performance he 
was working with one of his major discoveries at La Scala in the early 1920s, bass Ezio Pinza, as 
well as the great German soprano Elisabeth Rethberg and American mezzo Marion Telva, both 
outstanding voices and very musical singers. 

At La Scala, Toscanini “discovered” other singers who he molded into stars, among them 
soprano Rosetta Pampanini (an outstanding singer whose work is too little known nowadays), 
tenor Aureliano Pertile (born the same year as Martinelli, 1885), Pinza (quite possibly his second 
greatest discovery after Martinelli), baritone Mariano Stabile (who became his favorite Falstaff, 
though he sang a wide range of roles including Mozart) and basso Salvatore Baccaloni. The latter 
came on the mid-1960s NBC radio program, Toscanini: The Man Behind the Legend, and stated 
outright that Toscanini was not nearly as bad a martinet as many critics claimed. “He could not 
have been a more darling man to work with,” Baccaloni said. “As long as you came prepared and 
knew the score, he was 100% supportive of you, and he took full responsibility for your perfor-
mance. He never yelled at you if you made a mistake in performance because he took all of that 
on his own shoulders.” 

Baccaloni was an unusual case because, although Toscanini liked his voice very much and 
used him in a number of dramatic bass roles (such as Ramfis in Aida, Tom in Un Ballo in Ma-
schera and the Bonze in Madama Butterfly), he was also the one who encouraged Baccaloni to 



specialize in comic roles, partly because he was short and fat and looked like a bowling ball on 
legs, partly because he was so good at them. By the time Baccaloni reached the Metropolitan 
Opera he only sang comic roles. The only recorded example of Baccaloni singing with Toscanini 
is the 1946 broadcast of La Bohème in which he sang the dual roles of Benoit and Alcindoro, and 
he is excellent in that. 

As for Pertile, he was kind of the girl with the curl in the middle of his forehead: when he 
was good, he was very, very good (in his complete Aida and recorded excerpts from Boito’s Ne-
rone and various bel canto operas) and when he was bad he was horrid (as in his complete Il 
Trovatore and several of his solo aria recordings). He had good instincts but like to play to the 
gallery when “the boss” wasn’t around, and he wasn’t alone. Pampanini occasionally did the 
same thing, and one time when star soubrette Toti dal Monte sang Rigoletto under another con-
ductor and indulged in sloppy phrasing and extra high notes at that conductor’s encouragement, 
Toscanini dressed her down unmercifully the next time they worked together. 

Tenor Giacomo Lauri-Volpi was another singer who displeased him, singing the Duke in 
Rigoletto with an unwritten cadenza and high B in “La donna è mobile.” When Lauri-Volpi 
complained that Caruso had done the same thing, Toscanini replied with an answer that, to me at 
least, was a bit of a cop-out: “Yes, he did, but with a different voice and a different style.” Lauri-
Volpi was replaced in that run of Rigolettos by another tenor, yet late in his last La Scala tenure 
Lauri-Volpi came back and this time was allowed to insert the high notes. 

As Toscanini’s career progressed, he did indeed become more of a stickler for the score but 
still had good taste. One of his least known discoveries was the German soprano Ruth Jost-
Arden, who he brought to Bayreuth in 1930 to sing Venus in Tannhäuser with him. She also rec-
orded the role in the studio recording conducted by Karl Elmendorff the same year, and is still 
one of the loveliest-sounding Venuses on disc. Toscanini also wanted to replace the tenor in that 
production, Sigismund Pilinsky, because he heartily disliked his pinched, nasal tone production 
(Pilinsky had sung the role there two years earlier and was in much better voice), but Siegfried 
Wagner, the composer’s son, had a soft spot for Pilinsky and insisted on his inclusion. The sing-
ers and orchestra members could still recall, decades later, Toscanini screaming at Pilinsky in 
rehearsal and calling him “Cano” or “Dog!” Ironically, Pilinsky’s understudy for the role of 
Tannhäuser than year was the great Danish Heldentenor Lauritz Melchior, who later sang Tristan 
at the same festival, but Pilinsky never really lost his voice or cancelled, much to Toscanini’s 
(and probably the audience’s) chagrin. 

Ukrainian bass Alexander Kipnis, who sang King Marke under Toscanini in that same 
year’s Tristan und Isolde, later recalled a moment during his long monologue when he dropped 
the volume of his voice in one line and delivered it as if he were an actor asking Tristan a ques-
tion. Toscanini, he said, raised his eyebrows but said nothing during the rehearsal. Afterwards, 
he asked Kipnis about that and the bass explained his reasoning. Toscanini accepted his explana-
tion and allowed him to keep it in. As I said, for Toscanini the drama was important. 

Two famous guest singers at La Scala during those years were Spanish soprano Mercedes 
Capsir, who sang Gilda, Rosina and Lucia, and American soprano Dusolina Giannini who sang 
Aida. He allowed Capsir to use some of her alternate phrasing and high notes because he found 
them tasteful, but it was Giannini who really impressed him greatly, singing the title role of Aida 
with impeccable musicianship and a deeply-felt interpretation. You can hear this in her 1928 re-
cording of the opera under Sabajno and the La Scala forces, and in 1936 she sang “Ritorna vinci-
tor” from that opera under Toscanini at a New York Philharmonic concert (fortunately recorded). 

Another, lesser-known discovery of his during those La Scala years was the tenor Alessan-
dro Granda, who recorded the role of Pinkerton opposite Pampanini’s Butterfly in 1928. Despite 
his Italian-sounding name, he was actually a Peruvian whose real name was Alejandro Granda 



Relayza. His country’s government, recognizing his talent, paid to have him travel to Milan 
where he studied with Alfredo Cecchi and made his debut at the Teatro Sociale of Como in Mas-
cagni’s Iris. He came to Toscanini’s attention and became one of his better-liked tenors during 
those late Scala days. 

In 1932, while music director of the New York Philharmonic, Toscanini gave his last-ever 
concert at the Metropolitan Opera, where his old friend Giulio Gatti-Casazza was still general 
manager. Here he gave his last known performance of the “Liebestod” from Tristan und Isolde 
with a soprano, and in this case his choice was indeed odd: the Polish soprano Elsa Alsen, who 
was not even a member of the Met Opera but had, rather, sung at San Francisco, Los Angeles 
and Chicago. But she was a specialist in Wagner roles, and Toscanini had heard, and been im-
pressed, by her 1928 Columbia recording of the “Liebestod.” Her voice was not beautiful but it 
was bright in tone—a feature that Toscanini, as an Italian, liked in most of his singers—musical 
and expressive. She also sang, in the same concert, Sieglinde in one of Toscanini’s favorite sec-
tions from Die Walküre, the Act I Scene 3. In this case the tenor was a Metropolitan stalwart, 
American Paul Althouse, but unfortunately the recording runs out after the first eight bars of 
“Winterstürme.”  

With the Philharmonic, in its last two seasons under Toscanini, a few excellent vocal per-
formances were recorded, among them a performance of Debussy’s little-heard cantata La Da-
moiselle Élue with a very young Bidú Sayão. This performance helped launch Sayão’s American 
career and sent her on to the Metropolitan, where she quickly abandoned following the score but 
instead played to the gallery, stretching out phrases to the breaking point and milking high notes 
for all they were worth. And in London, with the BBC Symphony, Toscanini worked with some 
truly outstanding singers, among them British soprano Isobel Baillie and Hungarian baritone Al-
exander Sved in a performance of Brahms’ Ein Deutsches Requiem (unfortunately, only surviv-
ing in abysmal sound), his greatest (in my view) Verdi Requiem with Zinka Milanov, Kerstin 
Thorborg, Helge Rosvaenge and Nicola Moscona, and a Beethoven Missa Solemnis with Mila-
nov, Thorborg, Moscona and tenor Koloman von Pataky. 

At Salzburg in 1936-37, he worked with one of his favorite sopranos, Lotte Lehmann, in 
both Die Meistersinger and Fidelio. The tenor in the 1936 Meistersinger was American Charles 
Kullmann, then considered one of the finest lyric tenors in the world. In 1937 neither Lehmann 
nor Kullmann were available. Fellow conductor Hans Knappertsbusch recommended one of his 
discoveries, a young soprano named Maria Reining, and it was this performance of Meistersin-
ger that made her famous. To replace Kullmann, Toscanini used a little-know but superb Dutch 
tenor named Henk Noort; this, as it turned out, was his only surviving recording. 

Yet it was during rehearsals for the 1936 Meistersinger that Toscanini fired the famous 
bass-baritone Friedrich Schorr and instead hired the excellent but much lesser-known Hans Her-
mann Nissen as Hans Sachs. Toscanini later claimed that it was because Schorr’s voice had be-
come worn and dry, and it is true that his surviving Metropolitan Opera broadcasts from 1937 
onward show a deterioration in his tone, but musicians who were there claim that it was because 
Schorr had his own way of phrasing the music (which can be heard in his early-1930s recordings 
of scenes from the opera) that clashed with the score. Toscanini tried, in a calm way, to persuade 
him to stick to the written note-values, but Schorr supposedly refused, so he was replaced. 

At the 1937 festival, in addition to Meistersinger, Toscanini also conducted Verdi’s Fals-
taff and Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte. His cast for the Falstaff was mostly superb, although soprano 
Augusta Oltrabella, a famous star in Italy, was not in her best voice for the role of Nannetta, but 
in Zauberflöte he had some casting problems. There was no problem with Jarmila Novotna as 
Pamina, Willi Domgraf-Fassbaender as Papageno or Alexander Kipnis as Sarastro, and although 
some of his tempi pressed forward without much in the way of relaxed phrasing (i.e., “Dies bild-



nis”), his conducting was mostly excellent, but like his hated rival Sir Thomas Beecham he chose 
Rosvaenge, who had a heavy spinto voice, to sing the lyric role of Tamino and, worse yet, he 
chose Hungarian soprano Julie Osvath to sing the Queen of the Night. I mentioned earlier in 
these essays that his intention was sound: he wanted to have a Queen who actually sounded me-
nacing. The downside was that Osvath, another heavy spinto voice, had neither the coloratura 
flexibility nor the extremely high notes required for the role. Toscanini pitched “Der holle 
Rache” down a whole tone for her, but it still came out as a garbled mess.  

At NBC, Toscanini found himself working against both the New York Philharmonic and 
the Metropolitan Opera, and neither institution was happy about it. Met general manager Edward 
Johnson, in fact, was actively hostile towards Toscanini, particularly after he learned that the 
conductor was sending nasty notes to the Met management through their announcer, Milton 
Cross, in which he complained about casting and tempi in Met performances of operas he knew 
and liked. For his first NBC Beethoven Ninth Symphony he had what turned out to be the best 
quartet of singers he would ever have (on records) for this work: the great and now-forgotten 
Belgian soprano Vina Bovy, who Toscanini had first heard in the late 1920s and invited to sing 
with him at La Scala (which, as it turned out, she never did) and who, at the time, was a Met art-
ist; mezzo-soprano Kerstin Thorborg, a favorite of not only Toscanini but also of his colleague 
Bruno Walter and his rival Beecham, also at the Met at the time; and his old discovery Ezio Pin-
za in the bass part. This was also the first full-scale exposure given to Radio City Music Hall te-
nor Jan Peerce, who had sung previously with him in an NBC broadcast of Busoni’s Rondo Ar-
lecchinesco, and who was not yet a Met artist. But this was one of the last times Toscanini was 
even close to being in the good graces of the Met and Johnson. The general manager was to fight 
him tooth and nail on using Met artists in his later operatic and concert vocal work performances, 
though he did manage to procure the services of Zinka Milanov in two late 1940 broadcasts (the 
Verdi Requiem and Beethoven Missa Solemnis) and the 1943 concert performance of Act III of 
Rigoletto, Swedish tenor Jussi Björling (in the same 1940 works), Italian mezzo-soprano Bruna 
Castagna (in Martucci’s La Canzoni dei Ricordi and the 1940 Requiem), Alexander Kipnis (for 
the last time in America, in the Missa) and star baritone Leonard Warren (in the 1943 Rigoletto 
Act III). Surely, the reader will recognize that these were major names in the operatic world at 
that time, and show that the conductor wanted them for that reason. 

By the time he started producing full-length opera broadcasts at NBC, Toscanini had to 
fight tooth and nail to get the few Met stars he could for his productions. As also mentioned ear-
lier, the 1944 Fidelio was very poorly cast almost top to bottom, and the only reason he was able 
to get Peerce as often as he did was because the tenor remained loyal to him for promoting his 
career and finally landing him at the Met. The same was true for Greek bass Nicola Moscona, 
who was to become one of his most reliable singers all the way up to his last season with NBC. 
He managed to get Italian soprano Licia Albanese for both Bohème and La Traviata in 1946, 
Baccaloni for the former opera and young baritone Robert Merrill for the latter, but mostly he 
now had to settle for good but non-starry names like baritone Frank Valentino, soprano Anne 
McKnight (who later had a good career in Italy under the name Anna di Cavalieri), mezzo Nan 
Merriman and basses Norman Scott and Dennis Harbour. All had good voices, but they were not 
“glamorous” singers by any means. 

For the 1947 Otello, he was remarkably lucky to obtain the talents of Chilean baritone-
turned-tenor Ramón Vinay in the title role, but after that he was stonewalled by the Met. His 
original choice for Desdemona was the then-young Italian soprano Renata Tebaldi, but her sche-
dule at La Scala was filled to the brim and she couldn’t break loose for the rehearsals or the per-
formances. Vinay recommended the young but extremely talented American soprano Florence 
Quarteraro, who had sung the role with him at the Met. Toscanini auditioned her and loved her 



voice, but Johnson could control her contract much more tightly than Vinay’s and he refused to 
let her do it. In desperation, he asked his singing colleagues if they could recommend anyone. 
Albanese suggested American-born soprano Herva Nelli, whom she had heard (and liked) in San 
Francisco. Toscanini auditioned her, liked the voice, coached her carefully and used her in that 
opera as well as in future performances of the Verdi Requiem, Aïda, Falstaff and Un Ballo in 
Maschera. Nelli had a beautiful voice that sounded youthful even though she was already in her 
forties when she started singing with Toscanini—like many female opera singers in those days, 
Albanese, Jennie Tourel and Dorothy Kirsten among them, Nelli took several years off her real 
age. She was a great concert singer but never really an outstanding singer of operatic characters 
except under Toscanini; by the time he retired and she moved on to a stage career, she was in her 
fifties and the voice deteriorated. This has led many opera buffs to consider her a third-rate artist, 
but this is clearly not so. Anyone who listens to the voice and not pay attention to the name on 
those Toscanini broadcasts will enjoy her very much. He really did get the best out of her. 

The Otello also marked Toscanini’s first use of Italian baritone Giuseppe Valdengo, at that 
time not a member of the Met but rather of its poor sister, the New York City Opera. Although 
Valdengo’s voice lacked the glamour of Merrill’s and those of some of his better-known Italian 
colleagues, it was an attractive sound and his singing was unfailingly musical. Ironically, this 
broadcast helped to launch his Metropolitan Opera career, but like Peerce he felt a loyalty to 
Toscanini and fought with the Met to sing with him again in Aïda and Falstaff. Like Nelli, how-
ever, his voice declined during the mid-to-late 1950s, although in his case it was a nervous con-
dition combined with low self-esteem and terrible stage fright. 

Toscanini almost got Björling again for two more projects, Falstaff and Un Ballo in Ma-
schera, but both times lost his services. Björling had agreed to learn Fenton as a personal favor 
to the Maestro, and did so, but Edward Johnson refused to let him out of some of his Met rehear-
sals to work with Toscanini. The Ballo was a different story; RCA helped to set this one up as a 
complete opera featuring both Björling and Merrill, who were a hot duo both at the Met and on 
RCA Victor records, where they had recorded a best-selling album of opera duets, but the tenor, 
sending messages from his home in Sweden, told both Toscanini and the Met that he was suffer-
ing from laryngitis and canceled most of his performances in early 1954. Insiders claim that he 
was actually suffering from the effects of his alcoholism, but in either case his last-minute can-
cellation of the Ballo put Toscanini in a bad situation. We will discuss this in greater detail in the 
next essay. 

Merriman, on the other hand, had a beautiful and unique-sounding voice, was very musi-
cal, could sing a wide range of roles and became a major star both during and after her associa-
tion with Toscanini, so one can surely count her as his last major discovery. Another singer who 
had a great career, but only in Europe, was soprano Teresa Stich-Randall, who sang the Priestess 
in Aïda and Nannetta in Falstaff with him. She had a very pure voice, almost vibratoless, of a 
sort that would be welcomed worldwide nowadays by the historically-informed crowd as ideal 
for the Mozart roles she specialized in, but American audiences turned a cold shoulder to her. 
Nonetheless, she was a major star in Austria and Germany for two decades, so one can consider 
her a mini-discovery. 

In his 1951 Verdi Requiem, unable once again to procure Björling’s services, Toscanini 
was lucky enough to hire his main rival at the time, tenor Giuseppe di Stefano, as well as another 
star singer, mezzo Fedora Barbieri. And in the 1953 Missa Solemnis, with the exception of Mer-
riman, he worked with three outstanding singers he had never used before: Canadian soprano 
Lois Marshall, tenor Eugene Conley and bass Jerome Hines.  

His 1941 all-Wagner concert (extended excerpts from the Ring des Nibelungen plus “Dich, 
teure Halle” from Tannhäuser) featured two of the greatest stars in that field, soprano Helen 



Traubel and tenor Lauritz Melchior. When he repeated the Act I, Scene 3 of Die Walküre in 
1947,he was lucky to procure the services of another fine Heldentenor, Set Svanholm, but alas 
was forced to use a personal friend, Rose Bampton, as Sieglinde (she was the wife of his close 
comrade, conductor Wilfred Pelletier). Bampton had a pleasant tone and was an excellent musi-
cian (she had sung Tove in the 1932 first-ever recording of Schoenberg’s Gurre-lieder under 
Leopold Stokowski), but it was not a glamorous voice, she had a short top range and was not a 
very expressive singer. Once again, it was a case of Toscanini “making do” with someone rather 
than having his top choice…although, in this case, he only had himself to blame. By overdub-
bing the trumpet part on his studio recording of the Immolation Scene with Traubel in 1941, a 
bad low-frequency hum was introduced to the recording which ruined the sound for many 
people—including Traubel, who was so mad at Toscanini that she refused to even speak to him 
for eight years thereafter. 

In his sojourns back to Italy after the war, he discovered not only Tebaldi but also tenor 
Giacinto Prandelli and young bass Cesare Siepi, who he used in performances, including Siepi in 
that 1951 Requiem. He also loved the deep, rich voice of contralto Cloe Elmo, who he used in his 
1950 La Scala Requiem as well as in the 1950 NBC Falstaff. One can see, then, that Toscanini 
had good taste in singers for the most part and did his utmost to hire the best available. Time, 
place and availability had a lot to do with his choices, and if we can damn him for using the nasal 
mezzo Eva Gustafson as Amneris in Aïda we can surely praise him for the many good singers he 
did use as often as he could. 
 
 


