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Toscanini’s final years were not always kind to him. Beginning in 1951, he began suffer-
ing from illness, particularly intermittent small strokes that were evidently related to his hyper 
personality combined with his pushing himself at an advanced age beyond normal limits. All 
those head-stands, mountain climbings, ski lift rides and the like, combined with his intense re-
hearsal, performance and recording schedule, were taking their toll. He was exceedingly strong 
for his age but not invulnerable, as he discovered to his dismay. 

The one person who noted these changes with growing alarm was his son Walter, who 
tried to stop him from accepting another contract with NBC, but his father overrode his decision. 
He still felt that he had enough in him to get through another season or two, but had cut back on 
his appearances, including the end of his NBC television concerts. He was, however, involved in 
yet another technological change, one that most of his biographers draw little attention to: FM 
radio. Beginning in 1952, most of his concerts were broadcast via FM, and the sound quality 
they achieved was truly remarkable compared to his earlier airchecks. The sound had more space 
around it and in one case, the Saint-Saëns “Organ” Symphony broadcast of 1952, they experi-
mented with an early form of stereo separation. Only recently, however, has the stereo tape of 
this broadcast been issued on CD by Urania, and in several cases RCA Victor issued his AM 
broadcast tapes which have a more congested sound. 

Yet he was still creating some excellent, and in a few cases, unique interpretations during 
his last two years with the orchestra. The six that impressed me the most were the Martucci Pi-
ano Concerto No. 1 in BH with an old friend, the great (and often underrated) Polish pianist 
Mieczysław Horszowski as soloist, the Beethoven Missa Solemnis broadcast of March 28, 1953 
and Third Symphony of December 9, Strauss’ Don Quixote of November 22, 1953 (with Frank 
Miller and Carlton Cooley as soloists), Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera of January 17 & 24, 1954 
and Boito’s Mefistofele Prologue of March 14, 1954. Each of these deserves some detailed com-
mentary because they were all either superior or equal to his best work of the past. 

The Martucci Concerto is often completely overlooked by critics because they don’t like 
the composer, who they consider to be just a second-rate Brahms imitator, but I’ve always heard 
his music differently. It is extremely well-written, does not copy Brahms except in form, and is 
very interesting in its own way, and this performance is slightly more relaxed and much better-
played than his earlier broadcasts with Italian pianists. Horszowski was essentially a Romantic 
pianist in the vein of Artur Rubinstein and thus not entirely comfortable playing at the brisk tem-
pi that Toscanini and Martucci’s music demanded, but he does a superb job, infusing the music 
with more warmth than usual and an excellent sense of the work’s structure, and the sonics are 
terrific. 

The live performance of the Missa Solemnis was Toscanini’s last, and although it is more 
taut than his very expansive versions of 1935 and 1940 it is clearly more relaxed than the record-
ing he made a few days later with the same singers. Moreover, in the broadcast the singers are 
closer to the microphone and thus easier to hear. In the recording session, Toscanini insisted on 
recessing them so that they could barely be heard properly—much like his 1939 BBC Symphony 
broadcast. So why isn’t it better known and appreciated? In part because the organ, for some rea-
son, stopped working halfway through the performance, which is why neither Toscanini nor his 
son Walter approved it for commercial release. But the organ in the Missa is mostly used for am-
bience, not to be heard overtly by the audience, and at this point in time RCA could easily have 
dubbed in the missing organ part in the second half of the work—and much more smoothly than 
they dubbed in, at Toscanini’s insistence, the trumpet solos in the 1941 Götterdämmerung finale 



or the timpani in the 1946 Tchaikovsky Romeo and Juliet overture. This recording is available on 
CD from Pristine Classical and is, in my mind, the preferred version of this work by Toscanini 
next to the superb 1940 broadcast (for differing reasons, which I will discuss in the recordings 
section). 

The 1953 “Eroica” Symphony, which I first heard in the early 1970s, was issued at that 
time by RCA Victrola as part of the complete Beethoven Symphony set, replacing the 1949 stu-
dio recording which had been part of the original set on Red Seal in the mid-1950s. I didn’t care 
much for it at the time because it was slower and thus not as close to the score, just as I didn’t 
care all that much for the December 1939 live broadcast for the same reason. In time, however, I 
came to appreciate both, but as part of what I will call the “alternate” Toscanini Beethoven cycle. 
The 1939 performance has one detail that I’ve never liked, and that is that he conducted the two 
opening chords a bit slower and out of tempo from the rest of the movement, but I generally like 
that slower interpretations because of the multiple little rubato effects he uses. The 1953 perfor-
mance has the opening chords played in tempo but is conducted at nearly the same slow pace but 
without as many rubato touches, and the few that are used are much subtler. Nonetheless, it has a 
quality that many Toscanini Beethoven symphony performances tend to lack and that is greater 
warmth. How I wish he had chosen to re-do Fidelio at this time with a stronger cast! 

Many Toscanini fans dismiss his later performance of Don Quixote as inferior to the much 
faster, tauter 1938 performance with Emanuel Feuermann as cello soloist, but although I admit 
that the early performance is more exciting its style is not nearly as smooth and integrated as the 
1953 broadcast, but rather a bit jittery in phrasing. It is also more exciting than the 1953 version 
but not as humorous. More interestingly, in 1953 Toscanini gave the work an almost autumnal 
warmth that humanized the half-mad Don more effectively than any other version I have heard. 
It is wholly unique, and it was wise to have it approved for release. It also has far superior depth 
to the sound. 

The Ballo in Maschera broadcast has always been one of Toscanini’s most controversial, 
in part because, at the live performance, the soloists were recessed behind the wall of orchestral 
sound and thus not always audible to the audience, but the microphone placement was perfect 
and the issued recording one of his absolute finest readings. Despite his problems in trying to get 
Jussi Björling to show up for rehearsals, his being dropped from the cast and his last-minute ap-
peals to Jan Peerce to fill in (although I wonder why he didn’t approach Eugene Conley, who had 
sung the Missa Solemnis with him, or Richard Tucker first), the performance is, for once, cast 
from strength. Everyone sounds right for their parts and gives 100%, from the little-known Vir-
ginia Haskins as Oscar to the principal roles, sung by Herva Nelli, Claramae Turner, Peerce and 
Robert Merrill. Perhaps because he felt he had something to prove to Toscanini for “overlook-
ing” him (although, as I explained earlier, the casting of Björling was primarily RCA’s decision 
with the Maestro’s approval), Peerce sings here his most impassioned and emotionally commit-
ted performance on records. For the first time, “Ma se m’e forza perderti” makes sense dramati-
cally rather than sounding like a superfluous aria, and in the soprano-tenor duet “O qual soave 
brivido” Toscanini brings out the edgy triplet tremolos of the strings better than any other con-
ductor on record. Yes, there are other Amelias I prefer to Nelli, among them Maria Caniglia, 
Anita Cerquetti and Margaret Price, but the oft-maligned Nelli holds her own in this sterling per-
formance. 

For whatever reason, the March 1954 Mefistofele Prologue tape was taken from the AM 
broadcast rather than the FM, thus its sound is more congested than one would like, but the con-
ductor’s pacing and shaping of the music is beyond reproach, and the sound is at least good 
enough to capture his amazing slow build-up in the final crescendo of the work. Bass Nicola 



Moscona was seldom appreciated in his time for his splendid voice, musicality and interpreta-
tions, but he gives a fine account of himself here, though of course I would have preferred that 
Toscanini had used Cesare Siepi as he did in 1946. 

It was in March of 1954 that RCA Victor finally began using stereophonic tape on a li-
mited basis; one of the first recordings made using the new process was Fritz Reiner’s Chicago 
Symphony performance of Strauss’ Also Sprach Zarathustra, which has since come to be ac-
cepted as a classic. They also used alternate stereo tapes of Reiner’s performance of the Brahms 
Piano Concerto No. 1 with Rubinstein as soloist and Charles Munch’s recording of Berlioz’ Ro-
meo and Juliet with the Boston Symphony. Somehow or other, the stereo tapes of the Berlioz 
disappeared, but several years later they finally issued the stereo versions of the Reiner record-
ings to high critical acclaim. 

Of course, they wanted to capture their prize conductor, Toscanini, in stereo as well, and it 
is to be regretted that they didn’t start in January with the Ballo in Maschera and also capture the 
Mefistofele Prologue in stereo. I’ve not seen or read any of the family correspondence on this 
topic, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Toscanini resisted the idea. He was too old and only a month 
away from his retirement from the orchestra. Yet NBC did instruct their engineers to record his 
last two NBC Symphony broadcasts in stereo, which they did. 

The program of March 21, 1954 consisted of only two works, Rossini’s Barbiere di Sivig-
lia overture and the Tchaikovsky Sixth Symphony. For some reason, at this late stage in his life 
Toscanini felt that his earlier recording of the first work was too fast. It wasn’t, but he became 
convinced of it, thus the March 1954 reading is quite spacious and relaxed. But there were other 
forces at work. Although the NBC musicians all agreed in later years that Toscanini was in full 
control of his powers at the rehearsals, even the dress rehearsal, he looked and acted very fati-
gued when the actual broadcast time arrived, thus his performances, though having the outlines 
of a Toscanini interpretation, lacked a certain degree of his intensity. You can judge this better in 
the Tchaikovsky Sixth, which would be considered a very fine performance by any other con-
ductor but which misses the nerve-tingling excitement of his 1942 and 1947 recordings with the 
Philadelphia and NBC orchestras respectively. Yet, to be honest, I’ve always liked this perfor-
mance for what it is, a warmer and less savagely intense reading of the score. It really isn’t Tos-
canini Lite, as in the case of his Philharmonia Orchestra Brahms Second, it’s just not quite Tos-
canini at his peak. Yet the stereo tapes so impressed one RCA engineer that he sneaked the one 
with the third movement of this symphony out of the RCA building, brought it home, and played 
it several times for friends as an example of what they were achieving with stereo sound on his 
job. The problem was that, somehow, he lost the tape, thus the stereo separation in the third 
movement has had to be recreated, which it has been, most successfully by Urania. So chalk up 
this performance as at least a half-choice of mine among his last broadcasts and performances. 

Perhaps because he was chagrined that he “wasn’t all there” for the March 21 broadcast, 
Toscanini was firmly resolved to be on point for his very last broadcast, an all-Wagner program 
given on April 4, 1954 (the March 28 program was conducted by Charles Munch). This was the 
concert at which Toscanini suffered an apparent aschemic attack during the performance of the 
Tannhäuser Overture and Bacchanale, at which point the orchestra supposedly stopped playing 
and Guido Cantelli, watching in horror from the broadcast booth, insisted that NBC broadcast a 
Toscanini recording to fill the time. They did, but the Maestro recovered much quicker than ex-
pected, started conducting again, and finished the music in fine fashion. The issued recording 
made from the broadcast tape shows that the orchestra never really stopped; listening to it, you’d 
never know anything had gone wrong at all; but home listeners at the time knew something was 
amiss.    



But as a whole, this broadcast had its problems. During the final rehearsal, Toscanini of the 
fabulous memory actually misremembered how many beats of rest there were before the timpani 
was to come in at one point in one piece and began screaming uncontrollably at the orchestra’s 
timpanist, Karl Glassman, that he was to count 13 bars of rest rather than 12. When Glassman 
tried to explain to him that he was wrong, Toscanini just got madder and more insulting, so he 
counted the 13 bars and made the old man happy—if wrong. 

The two performances that suffered the most in this concert were the Siegfried “Forest 
Murmurs,” where the orchestra plays incredibly sloppy and out of synch, and the Götterdämme-
rung Dawn and Rhine Journey where the French horns crack badly. Yet the Act I Prelude to Die 
Meistersinger is as good if not better than his previous recordings, and that much-maligned 
Tannhäuser piece is actually better (and, typical for late Toscanini, a little slower) than his offi-
cial issued recording from a few years before. Thus he really went out in a blaze of glory, though 
it wasn’t until the stereo tapes were finally issued decades later that listeners got the chance to 
hear it for themselves. 

 Toscanini conducted the orchestra only once more, in June 1954 when he recorded a few 
inserts to the Aida broadcast with Nelli as soloist. After that, nothing, though there were planned 
projects, including a fully staged Falstaff at La Scala, that never got off the ground. Toscanini’s 
spirit was willing but his mind and body were no longer under his full control and continued to 
break down when he least expected it.  

Yet he tried to remain as active as he could. In preparation for the aborted Falstaff he was 
at La Scala in the fall of 1954 where he attended Maria Callas’ performance of Spontini’s La 
Vestale with a young, unknown tenor named Franco Corelli. Perhaps because Toscanini was in 
attendance, Corelli sang cleanly for one of the few times in his life. Toscanini liked Callas’ dra-
matic instincts but compared her voice unfavorably to that of Renata Tebaldi and complained of 
her Italian diction, saying that she blurred too many consonants. Years earlier, he had given a 
score of Mozart’s Cosí fan Tutte to Cantelli as a gift, yet complained bitterly when the younger 
conductor wanted to christen the opening of the smaller “Piccolo Scala” theater with a produc-
tion of that opera. Toscanini felt that a work by an Italian composer should have that honor. As 
he had done with the Metropolitan Opera in the late 1930s and early ‘40s, the old man tried to 
interfere with La Scala’s choice of artists and repertoire. 

At home, he spent a few happy hours each day in his aviary, listening to his birds chirp and 
sing, sometimes to accompaniment of his own performances since RCA was desperately trying 
to get him to approve as many of his formerly unreleased broadcasts as he could before he died. 
As usual, the music had to be played for him at ear-splitting levels with the treble turned up be-
cause his hearing had become defective with age. He also spent some very pleasant evenings en-
tertaining his friends and colleagues after dinner with lively conversation about the state of music 
art and reminiscences of his own career. Many of these were taped and provided the material for 
at least one Toscanini book. Yet by and large, he was unhappy because he could no longer con-
duct, and to his credit he insisted that everyone stop calling him “Maestro.” “I am a maestro no 
longer,” he said. “I am just Mr. Toscanini.” 

In December 1956, shortly before New Year’s, he suffered another stroke and this time it 
was a serious one. Although he survived, his family recalls him being in a daze much of the time 
and no longer being able to recognize them. The final curtain came down on January 16, 1957. 
The man who many thought would easily live to be 100 didn’t quite make it to his 90th birthday, 
falling short by a couple of months.  

It was the end of the physical Toscanini but not of the spirit that imbued so many of his re-
cordings and broadcasts. The legend would live on, but the unrestrained public adulation of his 



abilities would begin to wane and eventually reverse itself as a handful of critics and writers 
turned against him.  

The deconstruction of Toscanini was about to begin—and this deconstruction, although it 
has ebbed a bit in recent years, has not ended. 


