
The Toscanini Recordings: Part 1, An Overview 
 

A few years ago, an apparent Toscanini skeptic, prodded by one of his admirers, spent a 
week listening to the conductor’s recordings and came away amazed. He expected, and found, 
some tense, stiff moments in them, but he also found surprising moments of beauty, simplicity of 
form and elegance that he hadn’t expected. And he discovered something else. As he put it, when 
you only listen to Toscanini for an entire week and then go back to listen to other conductors, 
they all sound imprecise. Only Toscanini really sounds right “on” the rhythm, even when that 
rhythm is stiff.  

I will go one step further. Listening to his very best recordings, which take up about 70% 
of his output, you also gain an appreciation for a musical work taken at a basic, consistent tempo 
or, in works where the tempo varies, consistent tempi. This was the lesson I learned in my young 
years when first getting interested in classical music, and although I also bought and listened to 
other conductors’ performances (among them Peter Maag, Sir Thomas Beecham, young Michael 
Gielen and Ferenc Fricsay, whose recordings were being reissued on Deutsche Grammophon’s 
budget Heliodor label), it was Toscanini who best fed my knowledge of how many works should 
go in terms of tempo and pacing as well as my ability to hear every detail of the orchestration. 

As time went on, however, I also began to realize that in many cases Toscanini modified 
this basic tempo with numerous small moments of rubato or, literally, “stolen time.” And he 
alone seemed to have the secret of how to make this work without making it obvious, although in 
a very few instances he did make it obvious. It was this ever-so-slight elasticity of phrasing that 
marked his performances, for me, as superior to those of Maag, Fricsay and early Gielen, even 
many of the recordings of Reiner and most of the recordings of George Szell, who was often 
compared to him. I was later to hear similar subtle modifications in the best work of Stokowski, 
Rodziński, Nikisch and Munch, but I was unaware of their best work at the time I was introduced 
to Toscanini on a fairly wide scale via the Victrola LP reissues. 

Of course, my knowledge of Toscanini’s work was limited to what I could get and listen 
to. My college piano teacher’s vast collection opened my ears to many hitherto unknown per-
formances, as did that 1967 centenary set and the early-1970s issues of the complete Beethoven 
and Brahms symphonies on Victrola and the even more interesting series on German RCA, but 
even in my junior year of high school I considered his 1947 recording of the Tchaikovsky Sixth 
Symphony to be not only unique but unsurpassed in performance quality. I was only too aware 
of the sound limitations—Victrola did little or nothing in terms of a judicious addition of reverb 
to offset the ultra-dry acoustics of Studio 8-H—but in terms of the musical treatment, I was abso-
lutely spellbound.  

Before I get into an overview of his legacy, I have an important point to clarify. There are 
Toscanini aficionados and connoisseurs, of which I consider myself one, and there are Toscanini 
fanatics. The difference is that the Toscanini fanatics generally love everything he did, even the 
flawed, stiff and hard-driven performances. They not only prefer his versions of any standard 
classical work to be superior to everyone else’s, but would rather listen to Toscanini conducting 
trifles and inferior music (like The Skaters’ Waltz, William Tell Overture or some such piece) 
than another conducting performing a masterpiece. I know one such person—via online contact 
in a group, not personally—who has stated that he only listens to the works conducted by Tosca-
nini because for him those are the only masterpieces. I rush to point out that many of these lis-
teners don’t read music and often don’t know what Toscanini did in terms of modifying the or-
chestral texture of a piece (some of which I’ve described in considerable detail in this series of 
essays) or whether or not he is actually following the score or modifying it in his own way. Now, 
neither of these are such mortal sins as his more extreme orchestral changes or his cutting or add-



ing bars of music to a performance, but they are important to keep in mind when listening be-
cause it is the only way an educated listener can adequately judge his work. 

I am not trying to be a snob or put down anyone who enjoys Toscanini but doesn’t read 
music. When I first encountered him, I didn’t read it either, and even after I learned to read piano 
scores I certainly had very little knowledge of orchestral scores. The Beethoven Symphonies 
were the first such scores I ever owned and studied, but even then you have to realize that al-
though I could tell what the first and second violins, violas, cellos, oboes, horns, trumpets and 
trombones were playing, I really didn’t know that much—and in my impetuous youth, I didn’t 
care—about how many of these instruments Beethoven really wrote for. Even now, when I real-
ize that the orchestras of his time were rather smaller than our 100 or 110-piece orchestras of to-
day, what I am listening for is that crispness of sound and clarity of texture that Toscanini 
brought to them. I’ve never learned the exact details as to how many of the La Scala, BBC, New 
York Philharmonic or NBC Symphony musicians Toscanini used on his recordings of these 
works, but to my ears it always sounded like far less than on the recordings of René Leibowitz, 
Beecham, Walter, Reiner, Karajan, Klemperer or Solti. As I matured and finally heard the re-
cordings of Charles Munch and Fricsay, they, too seemed to be using somewhat lessened forces. 
Maybe they really weren’t, but it sounded as if they were. And so it was with Toscanini, for the 
most part (the Ninth always seemed to have a few more hands on deck than the previous eight).  

As for style, I admit that my tastes in this direction were formed by other conductors. My 
first exposure to the Beethoven Second, for instance, was the 1951 recording by Pierre Monteux 
and the San Francisco Symphony on RCA Victor. I loved that performance because it flowed so 
easily and the music sounded so pretty and elegant, so much so that when I finally heard Tosca-
nini’s performance of the same symphony, I thought it rather crude in phrasing. But I’ve since 
realized that the reason the Monteux recording sounded so flowing and elegant was precisely be-
cause he used a very large body of strings and phrased them as if the music were by Brahms or 
Ravel. With the brighter, smaller and spunkier orchestras that Beethoven wrote for and really 
worked with, the music simply had to have a different sound. I accept that today, though I did 
not back then. 

Toscanini left studio recordings, broadcasts and live performances by 10 orchestras. This 
may not seem like very much, but within the period of time in which he could have recorded (but 
often didn’t), the only other orchestras he could have left recordings with were the Metropolitan 
Opera and Bayreuth Festival orchestras, and during the acoustic era Giulio Gatti-Casazza did not 
allow the Met orchestra to record. (The chorus was another matter; several acoustic recordings 
with various opera singers appeared during that period with a stripped-down Met chorus on 
them.) As for Bayreuth, his only chance to record with them would have been the 1930 abridged 
performance of Tannhäuser, which was his production but which he declined to record because 
it was with Columbia, Victor’s and HMV’s rival, to which he was fiercely loyal. Yet the finished 
Tannhäuser as conducted by Karl Elmendorff has always been, to many listeners, sort of a hybr-
id. The cast includes one of Toscanini’s vocal discoveries, Ruth Jost-Arden, as Venus, and the 
famous Toscanini textural clarity is evident from the first note of the overture on. The overture 
and “Bacchanale” are conducted at a brisker pace than Toscanini himself took it over the years, 
but during the 78-rpm era he sometimes had to rush the tempi of pieces in order to fit the 78-rpm 
sides himself, the two most famous examples being the 1929 Dukas Sorcerer’s Apprentice with 
the New York Philharmonic and the 1937 Weber-Berlioz Invitation to the Dance with the BBC 
Symphony, so who knows? We are told that Toscanini occasionally dropped in on the recording 
sessions and listened, usually leaving with a disdainful comment about the whole procedure, and 
the orchestra would surely have noticed him. I’ve always considered this recording to be at least 
a half-Toscanini performance, but not part of the official canon. 



The orchestras he left us recording by are: 

1. Teatro alla Scala, Milan Orchestra: Studio recordings from 1920-21 and 1951; live perfor-
mances and broadcasts, 1946-50. 

2. New York Philharmonic-Symphony: Studio recordings from 1926, 1929, 1931, 1933 & 
1936; live performances from 1932 (Wagner excerpts with Elsa Alten and Paul Althouse), 
1935 (nearly the whole of the winter-spring broadcasts from that year) and 1945 (his last per-
formance with that orchestra). 

3. Vienna Philharmonic: A broadcast of “Siegfried’s Funeral March” from 1934, shortwave 
broadcasts of most of Die Meistersinger and the first act of Fidelio (up through the “Ab-
scheulischer”) from 1936; Selenophone recordings of his 1937 live performances (complete) 
of Die Zauberflöte, Falstaff and Die Meistersinger. 

4. BBC Symphony Orchestra: Broadcasts and studio recordings, 1935-1939. 
5. NBC Symphony Orchestra: Broadcasts, rehearsals and studio recordings, 1937-1954. 
6. Philharmonie Orchestra of the Hague: One live concert from 1938. 
7. Lucerne Festival Orchestra: Several shortwave broadcasts from 1938. These are some of 

Toscanini’s finest performances, but because the shortwave sound phased the orchestra in 
and out of focus, they are among the most controversial artifacts of his career. 

8. Teatro Colon Orchestra, Buenos Aires: A complete Beethoven Ninth from 1941. 
9. Philadelphia Orchestra: Studio recordings, 1941-42. 

10. Philharmonia Orchestra of London: The two famous all-Brahms concerts of 1952. 
 
All in all, a fairly comprehensive overview of his career, though much spottier during the 

years 1920-33 than during the period 1934-54. The only orchestra during this period that went 
unrecorded was the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, which he conducted in a few concerts. 
There exists a two-minute snippet of Toscanini conducting the Palestine Symphony Orchestra in 
1936, an excerpt from the Schubert Eighth Symphony, but due to the horribly distorted sound 
and its being only a fragment, I do not consider this a recording worth hearing or listing. The 
same goes for the Brahms Symphony No. 3 excerpts with the Stockholm Philharmonic. 

One of the interesting things about Toscanini’s work with these various orchestras is that 
although he put his own stamp on each of them, he did not consciously mold their characteristic 
sound in any significant way—unlike Stokowski and Furtwängler, who always tried to make 
their orchestras sound pretty much alike. Granted, they all played with a more transparent texture 
under Toscanini than under other conductors, but other than that their sound was recognizable as 
the same orchestras that worked with other conductors. A rare exception was the Philadelphia 
Orchestra, where Stokowski had trained the strings to play with loose bowing in order to produce 
the characteristically lush “Philadelphia Sound,” and which his successor, Eugene Ormandy, pre-
served to a large extent. Toscanini insisted on uniform bowing, but the famous “Philadelphia 
Sound” was still somewhat recognizable in his recordings with them. 

In the following overview I will only discuss those performances I own, since they are the 
ones I am most familiar with, but you will discover that they are a very large part of his oeuvre. 
 
Atterburg, Kurt 
Symphony No. 6 (5): An outstanding performance, one normally ignored by Toscanini-bashers 
because most of them don’t know that he ever performed it. 
 
Bach, Johann Sebastian 



Air on a G String (arr. Toscanini)(5): Not as bombastic as some of Stokowski’s arrangements, 
but unnecessary both as an arrangement and superfluous as a performance. 
Brandenburg Concerto No. 2, BWV 1047 (5): One of the most interesting of all Toscanini broad-
cast performances, he reduced the NBC Symphony to about 40 players and included a harpsi-
chord. For its time and place, it is one of the finest and most authentic performances of this mu-
sic. 
 
Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D, BWV 1068 (5): Another excellent NBC performance, although this 
one sounds just a bit “heavier” than the Brandenburg Concerto No. 2. 
 
St. Matthew Passion: Wir setzen uns mit Tränen nieder (5): Toscanini loved Bach’s Mass in b 
minor and St. Matthew Passion even more than Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis, but never felt that 
he was certain of the correct performance style in order to perform them complete. This rare 
NBC broadcast again features a stripped-down orchestra and a chorus of about 40-50 voices. He 
fully captures the right spirit of the music and, except for the dated sound, it could very well be 
confused for a historic performance from the 1960s. 
 
Toccata & Fugue in d min., BWV 565 (arr. Henry Wood)(2): This 1935 Philharmonic broadcast 
performance has become famous, or infamous, for an example of Toscanini conducting a “bom-
bastic” orchestral arrangement of a Bach organ piece, but Sir Henry Wood’s orchestration is 
somewhat leaner than Stokowski’s and, in fact, sounds like an organ throughout much of it.  
 
Barber, Samuel 
Adagio for Strings (two performances, 5): I like the 1941 performance better than the 1938 origi-
nal because of the warmer, less harsh sound, but in both one hears a more tender and less “bom-
bastic” (as they are wont to call him) Toscanini. 
 
Essay for Orchestra No. 1 (5): An excellent work, one of Barber’s best. Although I slightly pre-
fer the Eugene Ormandy studio recording with the Philadelphia Orchestra for RCA because of 
the warmer string sound, this, too, is a great performance. It’s ironic that Toscanini probably 
would never have conducted anything by Barber if he hadn’t been the nephew of contralto 
Louise Homer, one of his favorite and most supportive singers at the Metropolitan. 
 
Beethoven, Ludwig van 
Choral Fantasy for Piano & Orchestra, Op. 80 (5): Toscanini’s lone performance of this work, 
part of his 1939 Beethoven cycle, remains for me the greatest ever because of its rare combina-
tion of tenderness and forward momentum. Many critics have criticized the piano soloist, Ania 
Dorfmann, for her “jittery, nerveless playing,” but in this work, at least, I find her less offensive 
than in the Piano Concerto No. 1. She was a family friend, so what did you expect? The closest 
performance to Toscanini’s is the one with pianist Friedrich Wührer (no gem himself) with the 
Vienna Symphony Orchestra conducted by Clemens Krauss, who hated Toscanini because he 
sounded a lot like him but never gained such worldwide fame and acceptance. 
 
Consecration of the House Overture (5): A towering performance of this piece, which is often 
conducted in a mediocre fashion. Charles Munch’s recording with the French National Orchestra 
comes close but lacks some of Toscanini’s crispness. 
 
Coriolanus: Overture (5): Another great performance. 



 
The Creatures of Prometheus: Overture – Adagio – Finale (4): The sound quality of this broad-
cast is a little ragged, but the performance is superb, particularly the “Adagio” where you might 
not expect Toscanini to excel. 
 
Egmont: Overture (5, 1): I have three NBC performances of the Egmont overture. The first, from 
1939, is the most exciting, the second (broadcast, January 17, 1953) more broadly phrased, and 
the third (studio recording, January 19, 1953) broader than the first but not as smoothly per-
formed or as nuanced as the second. The 1946 La Scala performance is quite fine but not a match 
for the 1953 broadcast. 
 
Fidelio (5): I only own excerpts from this performance as a curiosity. Toscanini was wrong to 
conduct it more like a Beethoven symphony than the Missa Solemnis, which would have been 
ideal. Bruno Walter’s 1941 Metropolitan Opera broadcast with a superb cast (Kirsten Flagstad, 
René Maison, Marita Farell, Julius Huehn and Alexander Kipnis) is everything the Toscanini 
Fidelio should have been, but wasn’t. 
 
Fidelio: Overture (5): His stand-alone performances of the Fidelio overture were generally pretty 
good, rather more relaxed than the one from the complete opera broadcast, but not among my 
favorites. 
 
Leonore Overture No. 1 (4, 5): Though recorded only five months apart, these are two differently 
phrased performances. I much prefer the BBC Symphony version in every way, but I do also 
kind of like the edge in the November 1939 NBC version. 
 
Leonore Overture No. 2 (1): A very fine broadcast performance with the La Scala orchestra. 
 
Leonore Overture No. 3 (5): This is the one from the fall 1939 NBC Beethoven cycle, in which 
nearly everything played ranged from good to great. 
 
Missa Solemnis (2, 5): The three performances of the Missa that I own are the 1935 Philharmon-
ic broadcast with all-star soloists (Rethberg, Telva, Martinelli and Pinza), the 1940 NBC broad-
cast (Milanov, Castagna, Björling and Kipnis) and the 1953 broadcast (not the studio recording) 
with Lois Marshall, Nan Merriman, Eugene Conley and Jerome Hines. Each succeeding version 
is a little less broad than the one before, but honestly, I love all three for different reasons, 
though if I were forced to choose just one it would be the 1940 broadcast even though the micro-
phone placement favors the brass and timpani and one of the trombones cracks in the Gloria. 
The reason is that the vocal quartet on this one blends the best and almost sounds like a heavenly 
chorus, whereas Martinelli’s exceedingly bright tenor voice doesn’t really blend at all in 1935. 
The 1939 BBC broadcast and 1953 studio recordings are to be avoided because in these the vocal 
soloists are so recessed that you can barely hear them, and the late recording is also much too 
rushed. The only reason why the 1953 broadcast wasn’t officially released was that the organ 
conked out halfway through the performance, but since the organ in the Missa is just used for 
color and not meant to be heard clearly, it doesn’t bother me at all, and of course the 1953 FM 
radio sound is remarkably good compared to the others. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 3 (5): In the opening section of the first movement, Toscanini does not 
phrase the music as suavely as George Szell did in his studio recording with Leon Fleisher, but 



as the performance goes on all is well. Many listeners have complained about the contrast in 
style between Rubinstein’s somewhat more Romantic approach at the piano and Toscanini’s 
more driving style, including Rubinstein himself, but I think they made an interesting team. It 
might be noted that Rubinstein also bitched about his 1929 recording of the Brahms Second 
Concerto with the equally brisk, no-nonsense conductor Albert Coates and tried to stop HMV 
from releasing it, but Fred Gaisberg overrode him and put it out anyway. Rubinstein never met a 
rallentando or decelerando he didn’t like. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 4 (5): In this concerto, Toscanini used his close friend and colleague Rudolf 
Serkin, who had not yet become the great Beethoven pianist he was in the 1950s and ‘60s but 
was clearly on the same page with the conductor in this work. Incidentally, I could never figure 
out why Toscanini never performed the “Emperor” Concerto, which you certainly would have 
felt was up his alley. No one else seems to know the answer to this mystery either. 
 
Septet in EH, Op. 20 (arr. Toscanini)(5): It took me a great many years to come around to this and 
enjoy it because I was so used to the original version of this piece, but if Felix Weingartner could 
orchestrate the freaking “Hammerklavier” Sonata—an arrangement which is still played and rec-
orded by other conductors, be it noted—why not do the Septet? Just try not to think of it as the 
Septet, as I did, and you’ll like it. A surprisingly warm performance. 
 
Symphonies. This is where things get sticky, since he broadcast and recorded most of them (all 
but the second, ironically, which was only played in complete cycles until he made his studio 
recording of it with NBC) over the years with different orchestras. Let’s try to sort out all the 
various versions I own, OK? 
 
Symphony No. 1 (1, 5): I just don’t like the BBC Symphony recording of this; it’s too slack and 
the playing in the first movement is imprecise, so I don’t own it anymore, but you can safely ig-
nore that version. The 1939 NBC broadcast version is wonderful and includes some interesting 
moments of rubato. There are actually two La Scala broadcasts from 1946, one quite rigid and 
metronomic (that’s the one I don’t own) and the other, which I do have, which is surprisingly 
warm and relaxed. I don’t really feel that the first symphony should be played warm and relaxed, 
thus I prefer the 1951 studio recording, which has less nuance than in 1939 but far superior 
sound and is a stupendous performance. But let’s start making two lists, shall we? The first we 
will call the “Basic Beethoven Symphonies,” which follow the score fairly closely and are in my 
view the best of his “standard” performances, and the “Relaxed Beethoven Symphonies.” The 
1951 NBC recording goes into category 1; the 1946 La Scala performance goes into category 2. 
 
Symphony No. 2 (5, 2 versions): Both the 1939 broadcast cycle version and the later studio re-
cording are quite similar, but since the earlier one has more nuance I’ll put it into category 1. 
 
Symphony No. 3 (5, 3 versions): This is a little stickier. In the 1939 broadcast, Toscanini con-
ducted the two opening chords of the first movement slower than the rest of the movement, 
which throws it somewhat out of balance, but the remainder of the performance has a remarkable 
combination of relaxation, nuance and drive. I wouldn’t live without it, and this goes into catego-
ry 2. The 1949 studio recording is his closest to score tempi but is not as hard-driven as the Her-
mann Scherchen recording of the late 1950s. I also love this performance for its excitement and 
closer-to-score phrasing, so it goes into category 1. But then there’s the 1953 broadcast. Here, 



Toscanini conducted the whole symphony at a more relaxed pace, very close to his 1939 version, 
but took the opening chords in tempo and the nuances are fewer and more subtle. Yet it is a 
simply gorgeous performance that, had the 1939 one not existed, would clearly be my choice for 
category 2.  (His phrasing is also much the same in the excerpts from this symphony with the 
Stockholm Philharmonic.) Let’s just call it category 2B. 
 
Symphony No. 4 (4, 5 two versions): I have a soft spot for the BBC Beethoven Fourth because of 
the way Toscanini suspends time in the opening of the first movement and the fleet, light playing 
in the rest of the symphony, but I also like the 1939 version from the complete cycle, in part be-
cause it includes the first-movement repeats. The 1949 recording included in the complete high 
fidelity symphony cycle is a bit faster and closer to score. So basically, the late recording falls 
into category 1 while the two 1939 versions kind of fall into category 2. 
 
Symphony No. 5 (1, last movement only; 2, two versions; 4; 5, four versions): This is one of the 
most complex group of performances of one symphony in the entire Toscanini canon. From what 
one can tell from the early acoustic recording of the last movement, it moves at a straightforward 
pace relatively close to score. The 1931 performance with the New York Philharmonic, recorded 
from a live concert by RCA Victor with an eye to releasing it, is taken at a fairly straightforward 
pace with little in the way of rubato or rallentando but somewhat more relaxed than his NBC 
performances. By contrast, the 1933 NYP broadcast, also recorded by RCA, is the quirkiest per-
formance he ever gave. There is a lot of rhetorical phrasing all through it, and the contrasts be-
tween the soft and loud passages are so extreme that the former almost disappear beneath the sur-
face noise which is probably the reason he rejected its release…but it’s fascinating as an outlier 
in the Toscanini canon. 
 
The 1939 BBC Symphony performance is the most powerful and exciting I’ve ever heard of this 
symphony. The tempi are somewhat moderate, but the playing of the orchestra is absolutely phe-
nomenal. The orchestra literally explodes in the loud passages and the dynamics contrasts be-
tween loud and soft are perfectly captured. This just may be the most realistic recording of a 
Toscanini performance ever, but to stick it in the middle of a complete symphony cycle makes it 
somewhat overshadow any of his existing performances of the Third and Ninth. 
 
The two NBC versions from 1939 are somewhat different: the first captures somewhat the feel-
ing of the BBC performance except that the dynamics contrasts aren’t nearly as well caught, 
while the second, from the complete symphony cycle, is fairly good but still not on a par with 
that BBC version. The 1945 performance, given to celebrate VE day, sounds like a rushed per-
formance, and it is, especially the second movement. But have you heard Lithuanian conductor 
Mirga Gražinytė-Tyla’s 2017 performance with the BBC Symphony on YouTube? She takes the 
third and fourth movements just as fast and the first even faster than Toscanini, adhering to the 
blazing score speed of h= 108, and she completely ignores the fermata in the second and fourth 
bars (over the half-note following the three eighth notes, the famous “fate knocking at the door” 
motif). Compared to her, Toscanini is a slow poke. The 1952 and ’53 performances take a mid-
point view of the score, not as maniacally fast as 1945 but not as slow as any of the previous ver-
sions. So we almost need three categories for Toscanini’s Beethoven Fifths. The 1952 studio re-
cording falls into category 1, the 1933 NYP performances into category 2, and that 1939 BBC 
performance into a new category which, for lack of a better term, I shall refer to as “Holy Crap!” 
 



Symphony No. 6 (3, 4th & 5th movements only; 4; 5, two versions): Another interesting mixture 
of performances though not nearly as complicated as the Fifth Symphony. The Vienna Philhar-
monic recording of the last two movements show his basic approach to the score as of 1934, 
which was on the brisk side but played lightly and clearly detailed. This is brought to fruition in 
both of his 1939 performances. The BBC studio recording clearly has the most beautiful sound 
of any of his Sixths, is taken at a brisk pace (very close to score), and has great sweep. The 1939 
NBC performance is almost identical in pacing and shaping, but includes the repeats and the 
winds are not nearly as beautiful as their BBC counterparts (neither is Arthur Berv on first horn 
when compared to the BBC’s Aubrey Brain). Still, this is a toss-up for many listeners. I’d put 
both into category 1 and be happy with either if I had to live with just one. The later NBC studio 
recording, however, is remarkably slower and more suavely phrased, possibly a reaction to his 
being told for 20 years that his Beethoven Sixths were too fast (they weren’t). As an alternate 
version I like it, but it’s clearly in category 2. 
 
Symphony No. 7 (2, 5): Conventional wisdom has it that the 1936 New York Philharmonic re-
cording is not only Toscanini’s best Beethoven Seventh but his greatest recording ever. He him-
self liked it so much that he was loath to bother making a high-fidelity version for NBC, but 
eventually gave in. My problem with it is that the first movement sounds too much like the “Pas-
torale” and the second movement, though beautifully balanced and nuanced, lacks a certain 
amount of forward momentum. The NBC recording is, to my ears, much more Beethoven-ish. 
This makes it easy, however, to put the NBC recording in category 1 and the NYP recording in 
category 2. 
 
Symphony No. 8 (5, three versions): This is a little more difficult because all three of the perfor-
mances I own are good, and relatively close to the score, but the differences between them lie 
more in terms of phrasing than in actual tempo, if you know what I mean. And despite the fact 
that it has the boxiest sound of all, it’s the studio recording from April 1939 that I prefer even to 
the live performance given that fall. Toscanini just has a way here of nudging the orchestra for-
ward, building up tension almost to an unbearable point in the first movement with those re-
peated figures that just keep nudging the music forward. He also does a surprisingly good job 
with the delicate string figures at the beginning of the last movement, though the dull-as-dust 
Studio 8-H sound obscures this a bit. The live performance is good, but not nearly as exciting. 
The 1952 studio recording suffers in one respect, and that is that the soft string figures at the be-
ginning of the last movement are recorded a bit too closely. RCA-BMG’s later remastering of 
this recording helped it a little, and all in all it’s a surprisingly genial account of the score, but for 
me it’s a category 2 version whereas the April 1939 recording is category 1. 
 
Symphony No. 9 (2, 5 four versions, 8): Here’s another complex case in Toscanini’s involvement 
with one of the more difficult symphonies in the cycle, and each have their strengths and weak-
nesses. Many Toscanini collectors drool over the New York Philharmonic broadcast, calling it 
“closer to Beethoven” than any of his other versions, but a lot of this is due to the warmer sound 
of the Philharmonic and, believe it or not, the patina of surface noise that covers up much of the 
detail. After living with it for nearly a half-century and going back and forth a dozen or more 
times, I can say with some certainty that it is phrased and paced very much like his famous 1952 
recording, and both the sonics and the soprano (Eileen Farrell) are superior in the latter. But in 
order to appreciate this, you need to hear the remastered version that Pristine Classical did of it, 



with just enough room ambience to give it the space that you can clearly hear in the NYP broad-
cast. Both of these Beethoven 9ths are excellent in their own way, and both fit into category 2. 
 
The first NBC broadcast of this symphony, from 1938, featured what I feel is the greatest vocal 
quartet that Toscanini ever had on records in this symphony: Belgian soprano Vina Bovy, the 
great Swedish mezzo Kerstin Thorborg (one of his favorite singers), tenor Jan Peerce at his 
youngest and freshest of voice, and the great Ezio Pinza as his bass. He also had the superb 
Westminster Choir and conducted the symphony at a brisker pace than 1935 or 1952, which was 
closer to score tempo. His second NBC broadcast, part of the 1939 symphony cycle, is even 
closer to score than the 1938 one, and in this respect many people prefer it to the others, but for 
me it lacks interest in the first two movements. In the third, despite the quick tempo, Toscanini 
manages to suspend time, making the music “float,” a remarkable achievement, and the last 
movement really takes off and, again, the vocal quartet is excellent though a shade less sheerly 
beautiful than in 1938 (Jarmila Novotna, Thorborg, Peerce and Nicola Moscona). This, too, is a 
category 1 performance. 
 
The 1941 live performance with the Teatro Colon Orchestra and Chorus is the only surviving 
artifact of Toscanini conducting a South American aggregation. Here, his phrasing borders on 
the rhetorical (though not quite as much as that 1933 Beethoven Fifth) and, with the microphone 
placement favoring the timpani, the first movement in particular rumbles threateningly like the 
explosion of a planet in the heavens. It’s a remarkable effect that he never duplicated. The or-
chestra is not starry but they play their hearts out for him. In the last movement, he has three 
good singers—contralto Lydia Kindermann, tenor René Maison and Alexander Kipnis—but the 
soprano, Judith Hellwig, has a somewhat harsh voice, at least as recorded here, and the acetates 
on which this survived are full of surface noise that is almost impossible to remove without da-
maging the soft passages. Again, the best version of this I have heard is the one cleaned up by 
Pristine Classical (though I am not always in favor of some of their enhancements), where most 
of the surface noise and crosstalk have been removed and the pitch stabilized without damaging 
the delicate musical signal. It is not a flawless performance; one of the flutes flubs a bit in the 
first movement, etc; and the tempi are a shade more relaxed than the previous two NBC versions 
though Toscanini, surprisingly, indulges in both slow-downs and speed-ups where you least ex-
pect them. This, then, goes into category 2, and although I am not willing to put it on a par with 
the NYP or NBC versions it is surely one of the most incredible performances ever recorded. 
 
A bit later on, we have the 1948 televised performance for NBC. This, too, is a rather brisk per-
formance, somewhat similar to 1939 but in the first movement Toscanini slows down to allow 
the violins to play their double-time passage with better articulation (he did this in a modified 
way in the 1942 Buenos Aires performance). Anne McKnight, who later sang Musetta in his La 
Bohème broadcast and then became a dramatic Verdi soprano in Italy during the 1950s and ‘60s, 
is the soprano, and she’s excellent, but the vocal quartet is marred by the late entrance and off-
rhythm singing of the tenor, Irwin Dillon. This one is a good performance, small g, but no match 
for any of the others. 
 
Triple Concerto in C, Op. 56 (2): This New York Philharmonic broadcast is in awful sound, but 
the performance is a doozy. Interestingly, Toscanini assigned the violin part to his first chair in 
the symphony, Mishel Piastro, but brought in cellist Joseph Schuster instead of assigning it to his 



first-chair cellist, Alfred Wallenstein. Family friend Ania Dorfmann is the pianist, but in this 
case the superb playing of Piastro and Schuster sweep her away, as does the orchestra.  
 
Violin Concerto in D (5): This famous, or rather infamous, recording was made in 1940 and 
sounds as if was waxed in a box of rocks. Modern technology has finally brought out some of the 
sweetness in Jascha Heifetz’ violin tone that was barely audible on the original 78s and some 
surprisingly excellent playing from the NBC Symphony strings. In its restored state (on the In-
ternet Archive) it’s a very fine performance, but to my ears not a match for Bronislaw Huberman 
playing with George Szell in 1934 or my favorite recording, Nathan Milstein with Toscanini 
protégé William Steinberg from 1956. But I’m still surprised that RCA couldn’t talk Toscanini 
into re-recording this, with Heifetz if he wished, in high fidelity. 
 
Bellini, Vincenzo 
Norma: Prelude – Ite sul colle, o Druidi – Druids’ chorus (5): Here is an extremely rare sample 
of Toscanini conducting Bellini, and the performance is so good that it makes you tear your hair 
out that he didn’t bother to perform the whole opera (possibly with Gina Cigna or Zinka Milanov 
in the title role), His phrasing is like no one else’s, and after hearing it you’ll be spoiled. I guar-
antee it. 
 
Berlioz, Hector 
La Damnation de Faust: Act 2 excerpts (5). Toscanini adored this cantata-opera and longed to 
perform it with the NBC Symphony, but couldn’t find the right tenor for the part. Oh, if only Ni-
colai Gedda or Leopold Simoneau could have come along six years earlier! This performance 
was a filler for the second broadcast of the same composer’s Romeo et Juliette in 1947; the Me-
phistopheles is baritone Mack Harrell with the Westminster Choir. In the “Ballet of the Will-o’-
the-Wisps,” Toscanini creates some of his softest and most gossamer textures ever. It will mes-
merize you; no other conductor has ever achieved this effect this same way.  
 
Les Francs-Juges Overture (5): Somewhat harsh sound, as was par for the course at NBC, but a 
great performance anyway. 
 
Harold en Italie (5, two versions): Most collectors go gaga over the 1939 performance in which 
then-first chair violist in the orchestra, William Primrose, was the soloist, but although Primrose 
plays beautifully and the performance is powerful, it simply can’t compete with the Maestro’s 
high-fidelity recording from 1953 with Carlton Cooley, who was first-chair violist at that time, as 
the soloist. Toscanini slightly rewrote the ending of the first movement, but no matter; this is a 
classic performance that will have you on the edge of your seat. He also created one of his most 
remarkable effects in the second movement, where he increases the tempo so gradually as the 
pilgrims march into view that you can almost see them, and his way of rhythmically accenting 
that strange little march tune that Berlioz wrote is utterly unique. 
 
Rákóczy March (1, 5): Toscanini enjoyed playing this excerpt from Act I of La damnation du 
Faust as an encore piece. The acoustic La Scala recording is actually pretty good for its era, in 
fact phrased a little more suavely than his later NBC Symphony remake. 
 
Roman Carnival Overture (5): Taken from themes of Berlioz’ opera Benvenuto Cellini, this has 
always been one of his most popular works, and Toscanini plays it to the hilt. 
 



Roméo et Juliette: Complete (5): Surely one of his finest broadcasts, marred only by the very 
harsh sound of the violins. Modern transfers cut back on this problem. Mezzo-soprano Gladys 
Swarthout, with her velvet plush voice, is the soloist, and this broadcast contains Toscanini’s 
best performances of both the Love Scene (which he once claimed was the most beautiful music 
in the world) and one of his concert chestnuts, the Queen Mab Scherzo.  
 
Roméo et Juliette: excerpts (5): This is the studio recording of scenes from the dramatic sym-
phony. They don’t come close to the live performance, but for nearly 30 years they were the only 
way collectors could hear how he conducted this music. 
 
Roméo et Juliette: Queen Mab Scherzo (9, 5): Both of Toscanini’s stand-alone recordings of this 
piece are beautifully played but just a bit too slow and lacking the bounce and sparkle of the 
1947 broadcast version. The Philadelphia Orchestra recording is played with greater delicacy, 
but the NBC Symphony version from 1951 has much greater clarity. 
 
Bizet, Georges 
Carmen: Suite No. 1 (arr. Toscanini) (5): Toscanini’s own arrangement of the suite from Carmen 
is very good if a bit strange-sounding to those who only know the conventional versions. He 
conducts it a little fast but not so much that it completely loses its charm, and the sound is excel-
lent. 
 
Boito, Arrigo 
Mefistofele: Prologue (1, 5): Toscanini left us three performances of this excellent work, two 
with the La Scala Orchestra and one with NBC. The first of these comes from the reopening of 
La Scala concert of 1946, which is in pretty rough sound. The performance is typically excellent 
and features Ezio Pinza’s great Italian rival, Tancredi Pasero, for the first and last time with Tos-
canini. The 1948 performance, from a fully staged performance of excerpts from Mefistofele and 
Nerone, features young Cesare Siepi, and although the sound is not ideal it does have pretty good 
“space” around the orchestra, chorus and soloist. This allows us to hear, in all its glory, the abso-
lutely tremendous crescendo that Toscanini builds up at the end of the Prologue. The NBC per-
formance was recorded in kind-of high fidelity by RCA but clearly not the more spacious sound 
of the FM broadcast…I don’t even know if this exists. The orchestra and chorus sound very 
clear, but the dynamics are flattened out so that the crescendo doesn’t have the same impact that 
it had in the 1948 version. Nicola Moscona was the soloist. 
 
Mefistofele: Act III complete (1): This was also part of the 1948 Boito Memorial Concert, and 
it’s a very good performance though soprano Herva Nelli, as usual, doesn’t interpret very much. 
Giacinto Prandelli, for some reason, became Toscanini’s tenor of choice in all of his post-War La 
Scala performances. He sang in the 1946 La Scala reopening concert and again in 1950 in the 
Verdi Requiem. He had a decent voice that tended to be just a bit nasal and wiry, but apparently 
he behaved himself and followed the score whereas other postwar Italians who were available to 
him at the time did not. He is, however, a more sensitive Faust than Mario del Monaco in the 
famous 1958 complete recording of the opera under Tullio Serafin. Needless to say, Toscanini’s 
conducting is superior even to Serafin, and everyone else for that matter. A shame he didn’t per-
form this opera complete. 
 
Nerone: Act III complete; Act IV, Scene 2 (1): Boito’s Nerone was one of Toscanini’s favorite 
operas from the time he helped finish the orchestration and mount the first stage production at La 



Scala, which took place in 1924. His cast at that time was pretty much an all-star affair, including 
mezzo Luisa Bertana, tenor Aureliano Pertile, baritone Carlo Galeffi and bass Marcel Journet, all 
of whom recorded excerpts from the opera at that time, but although the pacing and phrasing of 
the music bears the mark of Toscanini he is not the conductor on any of those records. This 1948 
stage production of Act III and the second scene of Act II contained two star names, mezzo Gi-
ulietta Simionato and basso Cesare Siepi, the other singers being Herva Nelli (in very good 
voice), tenor Giuseppe Nessi and American baritone Frank Guerrera. The music is, of course, 
heavily influenced by Wagner and thus less tuneful than Mefistofele, but still excellent. Curious-
ly, however, this performance is underplayed dramatically, emphasizing the sad quality of these 
scenes and not the underlying emotion and drama. It’s a rare example (but not the only one) of 
Toscanini in a nostalgic and melancholy mood. I like it, but I don’t love it. 
 
Borodin, Alexander 
Symphony No. 2 (5): This extremely rare excursion into a Borodin symphony was probably 
spurred by his admiration of the Belgian conductor Desiré Defauw, who conducted the NBC 
Symphony for a couple of seasons. The pacing and shaping of the work is surprisingly effective, 
though the dry, boxy sound quality can interfere with some listeners’ pleasure. 
 
Brahms, Johannes 
Academic Festival Overture (2): Considering Toscanini’s high regard for Brahms—he thought 
him the second-best symphonist after Beethoven and overall one of the true greats—it’s very 
surprising that this is his only surviving performance of this overture. Pacing and shaping are 
very good, the New York Philharmonic plays beautifully, but the sound isn’t optimal. 
 
Ein Deutsches Requiem (5): Toscanini’s 1937 performance of this work with the BBC Sympho-
ny, soprano Isobel Baillie and the great baritone Alexander Sved, sung in German, is even richer-
sounding and more moving than his lone NBC account in English, but the sound is absolutely 
abysmal. The 1943 NBC version is clear as a bell and both Vivian Della Chiesa, a soprano he 
should have used more often than he did, and baritone Herbert Janssen sing very well. As in the 
case of the Nerone excerpts and much of his Wagner, Toscanini proves that he could indeed 
conduct slowly and with great breadth and elasticity of phrasing. This is scarcely a favorite work 
of mine, but this is clearly the greatest performance of it I have heard. 
 
Double Concerto in a min. for Violin & Cello (5): A controversial performance to say the least, 
and a perfect example of why some people love Toscanini’s approach in music like this while 
others hate it. Unlike every other conductor I’ve heard do this piece, including Eugene Ormandy, 
George Szell and Michael Gielen (all conductors who admired him), Toscanini doesn’t indulge 
in allowing the soloists freedom to do as they will with the solo parts but, rather, integrates their 
playing into the overall structure of the work, conducting it almost like a concerto grosso. And 
typically, he plays it a bit faster than others, emphasizes the exact note-values of each and every 
bar, and in the end produces a powerful reading unlike any other. I absolutely love this recording 
and would place it in my Top 40 Toscanini performances for the reasons just mentioned. 
 
Der Gärtner: Wohin ich geh’ [Where’er I go]; Gesang aus Fingal: Wein’ an dem Felsen der 
brausenden; Lied von Shakespeare, Twelfth Night: Komm’ herbei (2): These very unusual chor-
al-orchestral pieces were part of an all-Brahms concert with the Philharmonic in 1935 and are 
sung by the women of the Schola Cantorum directed by Hugh Ross. As in the case of the Liebes-
lieder Waltzes (see below), Toscanini uncharacteristically laid back and allowed the choral direc-



tors to determine phrasing and shaping of the music, to very good effect. A shame that the sound 
isn’t optimal. 
 
Gesang der Parzen (5): Another Brahms rarity, this time from late in his career with the Robert 
Shaw Chorale, and this time Toscanini is most definitely in the driver’s seat in terms of phrasing 
and articulation of the music, producing one of the most surprisingly excellent readings of his 
entire career.  
 
Hungarian Dances Nos. 17, 20 & 21 (2, 5): These were, apparently Toscanini’s favorite of 
Brahms’ Hungarian Dances, adding No. 1 in the NBC Symphony version, but he didn’t really 
feel this music properly in the Hungarian style. The music is excitingly played, but sounds 
somewhat rushed in both performances. His esteemed colleague Antál Doráti did a much better 
job with them, but apparently Toscanini wasn’t listening. Interesting to hear the Philharmonic 
performance, though, which has a warmer sound. 
 
Liebeslieder Waltzes (4, 5): There are not great differences in the pacing and shaping of these 
two performances, but overall the BBC Singers directed by Leslie Woodgate (a group that in-
cluded the young Peter Pears on tenor) have more warmth and fluidity than the unnamed chorus 
led by Walter Preston in the NBC version. Technically speaking these aren’t orchestral perfor-
mances but just two pianists with chorus. Toscanini apparently overlaid his own direction on that 
of the choral directors, but neither performance sounds stiff or rushed, but actually quite fluid. 
These are, in my estimation, Toscanini’s best performances of anyone’s waltzes. By and large, 
he didn’t have a good feeling for the waltz. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 1 (2): Surprisingly, Toscanini didn’t seem to like this concerto as much as 
the second, since this rare New York Philharmonic broadcast is his only surviving performance 
of it. I say “surprisingly” because it is much more symphonically structured—in fact, Brahms 
originally wrote it as a symphony and then adapted it as a concerto. His son-in-law Vladimir Go-
rowitz is the soloist, and he does pretty well. This is one of those concerti where banging away at 
the keyboard, which is what Horowitz did most of the time, works very well. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 2 (5): I absolutely loathe the early-1940s commercial recording that Horo-
witz and Toscanini made of this concerto. The 1948 broadcast, despite a few sound glitches, is 
immeasurably better as a cohesive performance in which Horowitz behaves himself very well 
and Toscanini leads the charge. 
 
Serenade No. 1 (2): This performance, although on the brisk side, is surprisingly genial for Tos-
canini and the sound is pretty good. It thus could have been one of his finest recordings but the 
third and fourth movements were recorded off-center on the acetates and so the pitch wavers (in-
dustry insiders called these “swinging copies”). You would think that nowadays someone with a 
good, expensive pitch stabilizer could correct this, but no. Every issue I’ve heard of it has that 
wow in the pitch in movements III and IV, thus I can only recommend movements I, II & V. 
 
Serenade No. 2 (2): This serenade was recorded in proper pitch from start to finish. It’s a very 
different animal from the first, however, being a slower, warmer, more reflective piece, and for 
those who think Toscanini couldn’t deliver this, they are in for a surprise. It’s an excellent read-
ing. 
 



Symphony No. 1 (5, 10): The NBC performance of this that I own is the 19421 recording. Despite 
the fact that Toscanini uncharacteristically rushes a passage in the last movement that obscures 
the musical line for a few bars, it’s a terribly exciting performance, better than his later LP re-
make. The other performance I have is the one with the Philharmonia Orchestra from 1952. Ex-
cept for the trombone that cracks a couple of times in the soft passage in the last movement, this 
is a much warmer but no less exciting performance than his NBC remake. I would recommend 
that you do what I did, though: take that brief trombone part from the high-fidelity NBC record-
ing and replace the bad section in the Philharmonia recording with it. It works very well. 
 
Symphony No. 2 (4, 5, 10): A tale of three Brahms Seconds, each a bit different. The Philharmo-
nia performance is so much unlike Toscanini that, frankly, I don’t like it; like so many recordings 
and performances of this work, it’s warm and slow and nothing happens. The hi-fi NBC record-
ing, on the other hand, is terrific, so exciting that Charles Munch used it as a model for his own 
recording of the work. The BBC Symphony version lies somewhere in between, not as much of a 
soporific as the 1952 Philharmonia version but not as exciting as the NBC version. 
 
Symphony No. 3 (7, 10): Conventional wisdom among music critics is that the Brahms Third was 
“always a problem symphony for Toscanini” because his surviving NBC performances (and the 
studio recording) sound stiff and clumsy, but that he somehow managed to overcome this in his 
fantastic Philharmonia Orchestra reading. It’s true that the Philharmonia performance is one of 
his all-time greatest, but the Lucerne Festival Orchestra broadcast of 1938 shows that he did 
know how to conduct it in that style even earlier on. Both have a sweep and naturalness about 
them that the NBC performances clearly lack. There is also a rare recording of excerpts from this 
symphony by the Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra that flow pretty well. I did not include this 
orchestra in my list, however, because like the Palestine Symphony snippet, these are incomplete 
movements. 
 
Symphony No. 4 (4, 10): I never really liked Toscanini’s hi-fi NBC Fourth any more than I liked 
his Third, for different reasons, but once again the Philharmonia performance gives us possibly 
the best representation of Toscanini’s way with this symphony. In the BBC Symphony broad-
cast, a performance well loved by many Toscanini aficionados (including the late Christopher 
Dyment), there is an error in the first movement that is either dismissed as minor or ignored 
completely. When the strings repeat the opening theme and the winds start playing their counter-
figure around them, the timing is off which creates a momentary discombobulation for the listen-
er. For this reason I dismissed this performance for decades, but after going back to it and simply 
letting that moment of uncoordinated sound go by, I found that it is indeed a very nice perfor-
mance, slower and warmer than the Philharmonia version but not as boring as the Philharmonia 
Second Symphony. The sound quality of the BBC performance is pretty good for its time, but the 
later one is superb high fidelity. 
 
Tragic Overture (4, 10, 5): Three readings of one of Toscanini’s favorite Brahms pieces, each 
excellent with slight differences between them, mostly due to the sound profile of each orchestra. 
Not surprisingly, the 1953 NBC version is the most powerful, but the BBC and Philharmonia 
ones are also quite excellent. He really “owned” this work. 
 
Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel (arr. Boult) (5): Considering Toscanini’s high re-
gard for so much of Brahms, it’s astonishing that he only performed this once with the NBC 



Symphony. The orchestral arrangement is by his close friend and colleague, Sir Adrian Boult, 
with a few textural retouchings by Toscanini. An absolutely superb performance. 
 
Variations on a Theme by Haydn, Op. 56a (2, 10, 5): This was most definitely one of Toscanini’s 
favorite repertoire items, and like the Tragic Overture, he pretty much owned this music during 
his lifetime. Thankfully, the 1936 New York Philharmonic version is a studio recording with ex-
ceptional sound, so we don’t have to make allowances for broadcast acetates. Although the over-
all pacing and shaping of each of these three performances are similar, there are numerous little 
rubato touches that mark each as unique, and it’s utterly fascinating to listen to all three in se-
quence and see where you can find the differences. 
 
Violin Concerto in D (2): As in the case of the first Piano Concerto, I’m a bit shocked that Tos-
canini never conducted this work with NBC. This one surviving performance, with Heifetz as the 
soloist, is clearly one of the greatest versions of this work available. A few of Heifetz’ passages 
were lost in the recording process due to not having two cutters available to catch the overlaps, 
so the finished recording as we know it contains a couple of brief inserts from the violinist’s re-
cording of this piece with Serge Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony Orchestra. 
 
Bruckner, Anton 
Symphony No. 7 in E (2): Toscanini’s flirtation with the music of Anton Bruckner was relatively 
brief; this is one of only two of his symphonies that he conducted, both with the New York Phil-
harmonic, and the only one recorded—but not complete. Once again, a single cutter was used 
and there are several gaps, some quite large, but in the end it doesn’t much matter. Like Toscani-
ni, I pretty much dislike Bruckner as a composer, but in this one case I will admit that he didn’t 
find the knack of performing his symphonies in a way that made them interesting as Wilhelm 
Furtwängler did. The performance is structurally sound and the orchestra’s playing is warm, but 
to paraphrase Gertrude Stein, there’s no there there. Without Furtwängler’s spin on his music, 
Bruckner is revealed as the empty suit he is—and that goes for everyone else’s performances of 
his music, too. 
 
Busoni, Ferruccio 
Berceuse Élégiaque (5): Busoni was a huge admirer of Toscanini, praised him both to his face 
and to other musicians, but could never get him to conduct much of his music. The reason was 
that Toscanini, like many conductors, found most of his orchestral scores repetitive and some-
what empty. Toscanini also disliked Busoni’s manner in piano recitals, where he would purpose-
ly and perversely distort the music to titillate his audiences. This is, however, an excellent per-
formance of what is perhaps the composer’s best short score. 
 
Rondo Arlecchinesco (5): This isn’t as fine a piece as the former, but it isn’t bad and Toscanini 
had a real fondness for it. There are three NBC performances available, the earliest being the one 
with tenor Jan Peerce (the first time he worked with him, in 1938), another with Samuel Gallu 
(who soon gave up singing to become a Hollywood film director) and yet another with Andrew 
McKinley. I prefer the McKinley performance, which is the one I own, because of the superior 
sound quality, which helps considerably in the passage where the tenor sings from behind the 
orchestra. 
 
Castelnuovo-Tedesco, Mario 



The Fairy Tale, Symphonic Overture (5): Castelnuovo-Tedesco was one of several second-tier 
Italian composers whose work Toscanini liked. This is really one of his best pieces, and the con-
ductor does an excellent job on it. Interestingly, this was originally issued only as a V-Disc for 
American servicemen. 
 
The Taming of the Shrew, Symphonic Overture (5): This is also a better-than-average piece by 
Castelnuovo-Tedesco. Both overtures have been beautifully remastered by Urania. 
 
Catalani, Alfredo 
Loreley: Act III, Dance of the Water Nymphs (5): The jury on Catalani is still out after more than 
a century, largely because he died young and thus probably could have matured in his style. His 
operas are lovely and extremely well-written but tend to drag on stage, but Toscanini continued 
to keep his name alive via occasional performances of snippets from them because he was de-
voted to the Maestro and helped promote his career in the 1890s. This is a very pretty piece but 
nothing to write home about, yet the performance is extremely heartfelt and does full justice to 
the music. 
 
La Wally: Act IV Prelude (5): La Wally is generally considered Catalani’s best opera, and it’s a 
shame that Toscanini never performed it complete with the NBC Symphony as I’m sure he could 
have given us its finest reading, but he memorialized it by naming his children Wally and Walter 
in its memory. (His other daughter, Wanda, also had a W at the beginning of her name.) Ironical-
ly, the finest performance of it I’ve ever heard, from the early 1960s, includes two of his favorite 
singers, soprano Renata Tebaldi and Giacinto Prandelli. 
 
Cherubini, Luigi 
Ali Baba: Overture (5): Cherubini, as we now know, was indeed a great and groundbreaking 
composer, but during the years in which Toscanini was active he was largely ignored and un-
played. This is a rarity for him, a comic overture that is really witty in addition to being well-
written, and Toscanini conducts it with a rare infusion (for him) of humor. 
 
Anacréon: Overture (4, 6, 7): This piece was a staple of Toscanini’s concert repertoire in the 
1930s, and he loved to program it. Interestingly, these three live performances, though similar in 
general outline, again have small details different in each. The BBC Symphony version has the 
clearest sound but the one with the Philharmonie Orchestra of the Hague is brighter and more 
dramatic. The one by the Lucerne Festival Orchestra, despite the occasional sound distortions, 
remains my favorite because it is the most sweeping performance of the three. 
 
Medea: Overture (5): Oh, how we can dream that Toscanini might have performed Cherubini’s 
Medea, but knowing him he’d probably have used Licia Albanese or Herva Nelli in the title role 
which would have been the wrong choice! Nonetheless, his is the most architectural of all exist-
ing recordings of the overture, and the sound is quite good. 
 
Requiem in c min. (5): If one is to excoriate Toscanini for performing the Anacréon overture and 
the trifles of Castelnuovo-Tedesco, one also needs to thank him for reviving this great Requiem 
out of nowhere and insisting on recording it. His recording of it is a gem from start to finish, and 
one of several such recordings that the Toscanini-bashers seem to believe never existed. 
 



Symphony in D (5): I’m not as strongly convinced of the greatness of the Cherubini symphony as 
I am of the Requiem, but considering how few symphonies exist by Italian composers during the 
Romantic era it’s good to have. Toscanini strengthened the score with a few inserts from Cheru-
bini’s string quartet, which means it’s not a “pure” performance, but no matter. It works. 
 
Cimarosa, Domenico 
Il Matrimonio Segreto: Overture (5): Another example of how Toscanini could elevate second- 
or third-rate material and make it work, but surely not a recording for the connoisseur. 
 
Copland, Aaron 
El Salón Mexico (5): A very rare example of Toscanini conducting Copland, and better yet, a 
great performance. In later years, Copland himself talked about how impressed he was with this 
version and, even more so, by the fact that Toscanini copied out the entire score by hand just so 
he could memorize it properly and fully for performance. A real gem. 
 
Creston, Paul 
Choric Dance (5): Paul Creston was a modern American composer whose music Toscanini liked, 
thus he programmed a couple of his pieces. This one is not one of his major works, but it’s a fine 
piece nonetheless and Toscanini plays it very well. 
 
Frontiers (5): This one is a major work by Creston from this period of time, and for those who 
damn the conductor for not playing modern American music, well, here it is, and a great version 
of it to boot. 
 
Debussy, Claude 
La Damoiselle Élue (2, 5): It comes as a surprise to many people that this very Italian conductor 
was one of the very first in the world to grasp the enormity of Debussy’s genius, and although 
his Debussy repertoire was somewhat limited, he was passionately committed to performing 
those works of his that he loved. The early Damoiselle Élue was one of them, though he stopped 
performing it after 1940. Of his two existing performances, the New York Philharmonic one is 
clearly the better, not only because of the greater flexibility of the orchestra and the superior 
voice of soprano Bidú Sayão (this was her first American appearance and the one that led to her 
Metropolitan Opera contract), but also because of the greater amount of “space” around the or-
chestra, chorus and soloist. Even with the dated sound, the delicate string figures almost seem to 
“shoot out” into the hall like a small explosion of fireflies; the effect is uncanny. The NBC 
broadcast from 1940 with Jarmila Novotna, though much more claustrophobic in sound, allows 
one to hear how much clarity of detail he put into the score. 
 
Danse (Tarantelle styrienne) (orch. Ravel) (5): Not a major piece, of course, but played with 
painstaking care and attention to detail. 
 
Images pour orchestra: Ibéria (2, 9, 5): Toscanini apparently didn’t like the other two Images in 
this set, but Ibéria was one of his most-played works. Interestingly, of the three performances 
here, it is the first two, with the New York Philharmonic from 1935 and the Philadelphia Orches-
tra from 1942, which are the fastest, but it’s wonderful to hear the richer, more beautiful sound of 
these orchestras under his direction. The more relaxed NBC recording, with its far superior 
sound, is, however, the classic version. It should be noted that Toscanini also “enhanced” the or-
chestration in this and edited the score slightly. 



 
Marche Écossaise sur un Thème populaire (5): Like the 1940 Damoiselle Élue, this is a fine per-
formance marred somewhat by the boxy sound. 
 
Le Martyre de Saint Sebastien: Prélude et Danse extatique (2): Even I was surprised to learn that 
Toscanini performed music from this wonderful but relatively unpopular Debussy score. Like 
several of the New York Philharmonic acetates, the sound is a bit rough but the performances are 
really wonderful. 
 
La Mer (2, 4, 9, 5): Some people are absolutely amazed to learn that Toscanini conducted La 
Mer more frequently than any of the Beethoven or Brahms symphonies, but he absolutely adored 
this music and couldn’t get enough of it. Curiously, it is, once again, the last of these perfor-
mances, the NBC Symphony studio recording from 1950, that is the most relaxed of the lot. Not 
surprisingly, thanks to high fidelity sound, it is also the most clearly detailed. Toscanini buffs 
know the story of how he called Debussy on the phone and gushed to him how much he loved 
this symphony but asked permission to touch up the score a little because there were “many 
things not clear.” The composer agreed, and was not at all upset when he heard the final result, 
but this hasn’t stopped musicologists and music critics from dumping on the conductor.  
 
The first three performances, with the BBC Symphony (1935), New York Philharmonic (1936) 
and Philadelphia Orchestra (1941-42), though on the quick side, are again different in pacing and 
shaping of myriad little details within the score, and to a certain degree it is very pleasurable to 
hear these better-sounding string and wind sections play this music under Toscanini. Personally, 
I find the BBC account the least satisfying of these four. The Philadelphia recording, made under 
optimum acoustic circumstances, sounds the most sheerly beautiful, though the Philharmonic 
strings also glisten and shine in their broadcast account.  
 
Nocturnes: Nuages & Fêtes (2, 5): For whatever reason, Toscanini disliked Sirènes, the third of 
these nocturnes, and to the best of my knowledge never performed it—much to Debussy’s dis-
may, and that of other music-lovers. His various versions of Nuages may not be as opaque as one 
may like, but for him it’s quite beautiful and he surely played Fêtes to the hilt.  
 
Prélude ã l’Après-midi d’d Faune (2, 6, 5): For decades, people have complained that Toscani-
ni’s NBC performance of this wonderful but quiet piece was marred by people coughing, so why 
not go to the New York Philharmonic or Hague Philharmonie Orchestra versions instead? Flaut-
ist John Amans and first horn player Bruno Janicke play exquisitely in the first, and the second, 
though not quite as tonally alluring, is a surprisingly magical performance that floats out into the 
ether. Toscanini’s tempo is on the quick side (all of these performances run a little over nine mi-
nutes), but he really doesn’t make it sound rushed at all because his phrasing is so good. 
 
Donizetti, Gaetano 
Don Pasquale: Overture (1, 5): Toscanini supposedly came to appreciate Donizetti’s sense of 
musical construction when conducting Lucia di Lammermoor and Don Pasquale at La Scala dur-
ing the 1920s, yet recorded very little of his music. Both the early acoustic recording with La 
Scala and the high fidelity one with the NBC Symphony are good, but I particularly love the way 
he nudges the beat ever-so-gently in the earlier recording. 
 
Dukas, Paul 



Ariane et Barbe-Bleue: Suite No. 2 (arr. Toscanini) (5): Toscanini loved this opera when he con-
ducted it at the Metropolitan Opera and always retained a fondness for it. This stupendous re-
cording of his own arrangement of the suite, made in surprisingly good early high fidelity for V-
Discs, is one of his most stunning achievements. Every time I hear it, I still can’t get over how 
good it is in every way, even the brief soprano solo by an unnamed but outstanding member of 
Peter Wilhousky’s chorus. 
 
The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (2, 6, 5): Another Toscanini chestnut, but in this case I don’t think too 
many people will complain since this piece is both very cleverly written and enormously popu-
lar. In this case, however, it is the earliest version, a 1929 studio recording with the New York 
Philharmonic, that is clearly too fast and thus disappointing. In both his live performance with 
the Hague Orchestra and the hi-fi studio recording with NBC, he relaxes the tempo to produce 
absolutely wonderful, witty readings. Although the latter clearly has the best sound, thus reveal-
ing details one cannot hear properly in the other two, the Hague performance is almost magical 
in the way the music sparkles out into the hall in the first half, much like his New York Philhar-
monic performances of La Damoiselle Élue and La Mer. 
 
Dvořák, Antonin 
Cello Concerto in b min., Op. 104 (5): Like his performance of the Brahms Double Concerto, 
Toscanini’s view of the Dvořák Cello Concerto differs significantly from that of most conduc-
tors. Robert Charles Marsh, in his classic study Toscanini and the Art of Conducting (1962—you 
can read it for free online at https://booklibrarian.com/bookfile/read.php?book=toscanini-and-
the-art-of-conducting), complained about this style because it sucked up (in his view) the so-
loist’s individuality and made it completely subservient to the conductor, but I hear it differently. 
If you want to hear how cellist X played it, with all of his slow romantic rallentandos and fussy 
phrasing, there are literally dozens of recordings that can satisfy you. Only the Toscanini perfor-
mances, with their rigorous architectonic structure, will illuminate the things he set out to illumi-
nate. The sound quality on this performance is absolutely amazing for a Toscanini broadcast and 
soloist Edmund Kurtz, a pupil of the great pedagogue Julius Klengel, plays very well indeed, al-
though I personally preferred the tone of Leonard Rose, who had ironically been principal cellist 
in the NBC Symphony in its first years. The tempi are brisk, as they are in the performances that 
Emanuel Feuermann left us with conductors Leon Barzin, Hans Lange and Frank Black, but not 
detrimental to the music except for those who like their Dvořák Cello Concerto performances 
soft and mushy. A great achievement. 
 
Scherzo Capriccioso (5): Toscanini’s interest in Dvořák was somewhat minimal, but what he 
played he loved, and he lavished all of his normal care on this piece to produce a mini-
masterpiece. 
 
Symphonic Variations, Op. 78 (5): If you’re going to criticize Toscanini for playing the Scherzo, 
you have to give him points for reviving this superb but little-known piece with NBC. It’s rivet-
ing from start to finish. 
 
Symphony No. 9, Op. 95 “New World” (5): Critic Mortimer Frank was particularly big on Tos-
canini’s 1938 broadcast of this work, which he felt was simply brimming with excitement, but 
when I heard it I was appalled. The playing is so rough and unfocused that the strings almost 
sound as if they’re playing their instrument with band saws, the winds squawk and the brass 
blats. Exciting it may be, but with this raw of a sound, you can have it. I much prefer the late 



studio recording in superb high-fidelity sound, one of RCA’s finest achievements. It really 
doesn’t lack in excitement even if it isn’t quite on the edge of madness like the 1938 version. 
 
Elgar, Edward 
Variations on an Original Theme, “Enigma” (4, 5): Several British critics were appalled when 
Toscanini led this BBC performance of the “Enigma” Variations, but others felt that he shed 
new light on the music and, in particular, that his architectural approach to the music made it 
work even better than Elgar did. I absolutely loved this BBC version. The 1951 NBC recording 
isn’t really bad, but somehow a bit of charm is lost in translation.   
 
Enescu, George 
Romanian Rhapsody (5): Considering how Toscanini missed the Gypsy feeling in the Brahms 
Hungarian Rhapsodies, you might think that this would have been a poor choice for him, but he 
surprises you by supplying the right sort of zip and drive to the music. An excellent performance. 
 
Falla, Manuel de 
El Amor Brujo (5): An absolutely amazing and, again, surprisingly idiomatic performance that 
will absolutely rivet your attention. Speculation has circulated for years that the mezzo soloist in 
this performance, Josefina Burzio, was the illegitimate daughter of Toscanini and soprano Euge-
nia Burzio, with whom he had an affair in the early 20th century at La Scala. Surely, her appear-
ance out of nowhere, arriving by plane from Mexico and being whisked directly to Toscanini’s 
home rather than being allowed to stay at a hotel, and then disappearing just as quickly imme-
diately after the performance, made many people suspicious. But no matter: she had a real Fla-
menco-styled voice which was perfect for the music, much more so, in fact, that almost anyone 
else on records, which is one of several reasons why I love this performance above almost any 
other. 
 
Fernandez, Oscar L. 
Reisado do pastoreio: Bataque (5): Once again, if you are to excoriate Toscanini for sometimes 
performing inferior music, you have to praise him for this, one of the most interesting and excit-
ing “unknown” pieces in the repertoire. He just pulled it out of his hat one week, stuck it in the 
broadcast, and played the living shit out of it. Sadly, the sound quality is rough, but the perfor-
mance, though very exciting, is controlled and polished. 
 
Franck, Cesar 
Les Eolides (5): A strange piece—once again, a little-known one at that—which Toscanini con-
ducts very well, and makes a very strong case for by means of his architectural approach. 
 
Psyché: No. 4, Psyché et Eros (5): This was a Franck piece that Toscanini loved but few others 
did. He conducts it very well, but really, it’s not one of the composer’s better works. 
 
Redemption (5): This is a better piece than the former but not as good as Les Eolides. Another 
good performance, though. 
 
Symphony in d (5): Finally, a real Franck masterpiece, and he conducts it superbly. The perfor-
mance has a good forward momentum yet never sounds rushed; the textural clarity he achieves is 
astounding, and I think it would also have astounded Franck who, as an organist, had a sharp ear 



for color. One can argue that it doesn’t have quite the Gallic charm of Charles Munch’s record-
ing with the Boston Symphony, but Munch himself greatly admired this reading. 
 
Galilei, Vincenzo 
Gagliarda, “An Old Dance,” Op. 155 (1): In assessing Toscanini’s handling of older music, 
many critics overlook this gem, made with the La Scala Orchestra at one of his very first record-
ing sessions (December 18, 1920). Perhaps due to the acoustic recording process and possibly 
because he used a stripped-down orchestra, Toscanini produced here a little gem, a lively and 
elegant Italian dance by the father of the famous astronomer Gailileo Galilei. Dating from the 
16th century (Vincenzo Galilei was buried in July of 1591), it is surely the oldest piece in Tosca-
nini’s repertoire at any given time frame. The orchestra plays it with exceptional charm as well 
as energy. 
 
Geminiani, Francesco 
Concerto Grosso in g min., Op. 3 No. 2 (4): Here, in another piece of early music (18th-century 
this time), Toscanini produced another little gem, and in listening to this music and other concer-
to grossi that he conducted we come to what I believe was the underlying principal of his concer-
to performances in general. Just as he liked his singers to be part of the overall sound pattern of a 
piece, he also instinctively gravitated towards a concerto grosso sound even when the music did 
not follow that pattern because his meticulously ordered mind preferred integration to a segrega-
tion of musical forces. He liked soloists who had a certain amount of originality in terms of 
phrasing and articulation, but not so much that it conflicted with the tonal organization of the 
work as a whole. This, too, is a very fine performance on a high order. 
 
Gershwin, George 
An American in Paris (5): Toscanini’s attraction to Gershwin was limited to his big three compo-
sitions, all of which he performed within a three-year span (1942-45), and An American in Paris 
happened to be the last of those three. By this time he had become comfortable with Gershwin’s 
looser rhythmic pulse and swagger; even hardcore Gershwin buffs admit that this performance is 
one of the best ever made. 
 
Piano Concerto in F (5): This 1944 broadcast with one of Gershwin’s favorite pianists, Oscar 
Levant, came halfway between the Rhapsody in Blue (see below) and An American in Paris, yet 
in some ways it is the least relaxed and interesting of the three. Levant and Toscanini reportedly 
had verbal battles over how the music should go, with the pianist pointing out that his way was 
the way Gershwin had taught him. Toscanini’s response was, “That poor boy…he not understand 
his own music!” Yet he takes the central “blues” movement at a good swagger. He begins the 
first movement, surprisingly, much slower than the written tempo, but shortly afterwards moves 
up to speed. This is the worst movement in the performance; one can hear Levant constantly try-
ing to fight Toscanini’s rigid tempi and loosen things up, to no avail. In the last movement, of 
course, the conductor wins out, but here the brisk, motor-driven tempo and phrasing does lend 
itself somewhat to the conductor’s pace. Overall, however, it’s more of a curiosity, perhaps an 
object-lesson in how Toscanini was not always right even when there were moments of lucidity. 
 
Rhapsody in Blue (5): This 1942 performance was Toscanini’s first foray into Gershwin, and to 
aid him he chose the well-known-and-respected pianist Earl Wild. Clarinetist Benny Goodman, 
hearing on the radio that Toscanini was going to program this piece, immediately called up the 
network and insisted that he be allowed to play the opening clarinet solo. Apparently Toscanini 



had a good enough impression of his classical playing from his Mozart recordings and agreed, 
but at the top note in the middle of the highest phrase, Goodman played a “clam,” one of the few 
he ever produced in his long career. For 75 years, this performance has appeared on various “pi-
rate” issues (it was never approved by RCA Victor or the Toscanini Estate) with the clam intact, 
but if you simply remove the “clam” digitally, you will discover that Goodman then got the note 
very well indeed, held it the proper length of time, and then came down to finish the phrase. In 
other words, it was simply a moment of nerves that he overcame, and posterity should just re-
move the one bad moment and allow us to enjoy the performance as it is. 
 
Wild plays a warm, richly detailed performance with splendid technique, in my opinion better 
than both Levant and Gershwin himself, and his loose, spacious approach to the music seemed to 
have rubbed off on Toscanini. After a somewhat nervous start, the conductor seems to get over 
his nerves and really enjoy himself, and the result is a surprisingly fine performance. 
 
Gillis, Don 
Symphony 5 ½ (5): This is an absolutely amazing performance. Don Gillis, Toscanini’s longtime 
radio producer, wrote this symphony as an extended musical joke and scheduled to have another 
conductor premiere it on the air. Hearing about this, Toscanini called Gillis and asked him why 
he didn’t come to him first. Gillis was astonished. “Oh, I never thought to bother you with such a 
trifle, Maestro! You have so many important concerts to rehearse and perform!” “Nonsense!” 
said Toscanini, in a rare gesture of camaraderie. “Let me see the score, at least. It might be fun 
for me!” He did, and it was. Never in Toscanini’s long career on records has he or the orchestra 
sounded so unbuttoned; but yet again, this was never made part of the “Official Toscanini Ca-
non.” It only appeared on V-Disc in 1947, and was resuscitated once on the 1960s radio pro-
gram, Toscanini: The Man Behind the Legend, on the show on which Gillis appeared. The music 
sounds like a sort of manic combination of circus music, Aaron Copland and the folk song 
“Chicken Reel,” and the orchestra is obviously having a ball even with “Maestro Furioso” on the 
podium. No one else’s version of this piece comes close for sheer energy and tongue-in-cheek 
humor. 
 
Giordano, Umberto 
Il Re: Dance of the Moor & Siberia: Act II Prelude (5): Toscanini didn’t seem to have much 
good to say about Giordano in general or his masterpiece, Andrea Chenier, in particular, but 
these two short orchestral excerpts from his lesser-known operas are simply astounding in their 
creativity—or at least, they seem so the way Toscanini conducts them. 
 
Glinka, Mikhail 
Jota Aragonaise (5): Again, this is an outlier work for the Maestro (it, too, only appeared origi-
nally on V-Discs) but again, a stunning piece that most people hadn’t heard before. 
 
Gluck, Christoph Willibald von 
Orfeo et Euridice: Act II (5, 2 versions): There are many people, myself included, who think it a 
shame that Toscanini didn’t perform this opera complete with NBC. Granted, he would probably 
have inserted “Divinite du Styx” as the closing aria of Act I and the other inserts in Act III that 
he had used at the Metropolitan Opera in 1909, which would clearly drive musicologists insane, 
but he had a point that the original closing aria of the first act, “Addio miei sospiri,” was com-
posed in a different, earlier style that doesn’t match the rest of the music. (His colleague Pierre 
Monteux used an entirely different Gluck aria to end the first act in his 1957 complete recording 



with Risë Stevens as Orfeo.) What we do get are two separate performances of the complete 
second act, the first from 1945 and the second from 1952. Nan Merriman sang Orfeo in both per-
formances, but there the similarity ends. The earlier broadcast is far more flexible and fluid in 
phrasing, with surprisingly good dynamic range for an aircheck (albeit one resuscitated by Ura-
nia), and despite the historical anachronisms the performance is utterly thrilling. It makes you 
wonder what Toscanini could have done with Alceste. 
 
Orfeo ed Euridice: Dance of the Blessed Spirits (1, four takes): This is one of the more amazing 
and concrete examples of how Toscanini could change his mind on phrasing, particularly in re-
hearsals, on a dime. As a filler to his album of the Haydn “Clock” Symphony, Toscanini record-
ed six takes of this piece, which had been in his repertoire for at least two decades. The last two 
were destroyed, but the first four survived, and eventually all were issued on a Naxos CD de-
voted to his New York Philharmonic recordings. Seldom if ever has one heard so many little 
shifts in phrasing and stress beats than in these four takes of this little piece, yet each of them is 
valid and interesting. Have fun comparing them! 
 
Goldmark, Karl 
Rustic Wedding Symphony (5): This is one of the longest of all “trifles” that Toscanini filled his 
programs with. It’s played with some charm but the music is scarcely worth examining, and for a 
man of his extraordinary skills, scarcely worth rehearsing or playing, but here it is. 
 
Gould, Morton 
Lincoln Legend (5): Apparently, after performing El Sálon Mexico, Toscanini decided that he 
had enough of Aaron Copland and so would not conduct his Abraham Lincoln piece. In its place, 
he conducted this piece by Morton Gould which, as it turns out, is a pretty good one that just 
never caught on with the public. 
 
Graener, Paul 
Die Flöte von Sansouci, Op. 88 (5): As proof positive that Toscanini wasn’t the only conductor 
to perform trifles, we need to remember that he picked this piece up because he had heard 
Furtwängler conduct it and liked it. Some may argue that German effluvium is better than Italian 
effluvium, but although it’s not a bad piece it’s certainly not great or memorable, but once again 
Toscanini lavished all of his very potent skills on it. 
 
Grieg, Edvard 
Holberg Suite (5): For those who wonder why this lesser-known work of Grieg was chosen in-
stead of the Peer Gynt music or the Piano Concerto, I would argue with you that they are not in 
essence better pieces of music, just better-known pieces of music. This really isn’t a bad work at 
all, taken by itself, and Toscanini was clearly enjoying it. 
 
Griffes, Charles Tomlinson 
The White Peacock (orch. version of first Roman Sketch) (5): The ill-fated American composer 
Charles Griffes, you might say, died twice: first when he succumbed to the widespread flu epi-
demic at the age of 35, then again when his family, discovering that he had become a part of the 
homosexual underworld, disowned his memory and tried to stop performances of his music. By 
the 1940s, however, The White Peacock and the Poem for Flute and Orchestra had begun to be-
come well known, and soprano Eleanor Steber recorded his song By a Lonely Forest Pathway. 
One could wish that Toscanini had chosen his orchestral masterpiece, The Pleasure-Dome of 



Kubla Khan, instead, but I’ll take this since it is a surprisingly sensitive and well-phrased per-
formance. 
 
Grofé, Ferde 
Grand Canyon Suite (5): Although I am willing to concede that this piece isn’t on the same high 
level as Samuel Barber’s music, it strikes me as incongruous that critics who bash Toscanini for 
not performing enough American music fail to recall that it was he who put this suite on the clas-
sical music map. Written by Grofé, who was a composer-arranger for Paul Whiteman’s Orches-
tra, in 1929-31, its only recording before Toscanini’s was by the bandleader himself. Unfortu-
nately, this was in 1932 when, due to the Depression, Whiteman had to cut back on the size of 
his concert-sized orchestra and eliminate all of the strings, so the whole thing was played by a 
large chorus of saxophones. Beginning in 1934, the Philip Morris cigarette company began using 
the orchestral arrangement of “On the Trail” as a background for its radio ads (with a bellhop 
named Johnny yelling out, “Call for Philip Morrr-ais!”), but no other recording appeared before 
Toscanini decided to perform it with the NBC Symphony. 
 
Since most of Grofé’s work for Whiteman consisted of orchestration other composers’ works 
(Gershwin’s among them) and writing such bombastic pieces as the Metropolis Suite, he was 
stunned that the Maestro took his work seriously enough to program it. At the rehearsals, it was 
Toscanini who kept referring to Grofé as “maestro” and asking him if his tempi and phrasing 
were the way he wanted them. Grofé was dumbstruck that this powerful and often-feared dema-
gogue of the classical world treated him, and his music, with such respect, and both the perfor-
mance and the recording came off splendidly. Listening to the performance, even some of Tos-
canini’s most severe critics should be shocked at how well he played this music, elevating it to 
the level of minor Respighi. Although the sound is a bit boxy, Urania has reprocessed it so that 
the orchestra sounds natural and Toscanini’s famed control of dynamics are heard distinctly. Ho-
nestly, this makes my Top 25 Toscanini recordings. 
 
Handel, Georg Friedrich 
Concerto Grosso, Op. 6 No. 12 (5): Yet another good example of how Toscanini handled Baro-
que music. As usual, aside from the occasional harshness in the string sound, which is the result 
of the recorded sound and not necessarily the orchestra, it is surprisingly good. Compare it to 
Fiona Brown’s recording with the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields Orchestra. 
 
Susanna: Overture (2): Although surviving in rough condition, this acetate shows that even in 
the New York Philharmonic days Toscanini treated Handel with respect. Once again he uses a 
reduced orchestra, and although the NYP strings are perhaps a bit too silken for Baroque music 
the musical conception is very fine. 
 
Harris, Roy 
Symphony No. 3 (5): Roy Harris’ famous Third Symphony was something of a cause célbre in 
the classical music world of the early 1940s; even so, I’m surprised that Toscanini would have 
tackled it. Its somewhat rough harmonic character is, on the surface, so foreign to his normal aes-
thetic that you’d think he would have assigned it to one of NBC’s guest conductors, but his per-
formance is almost shockingly excellent. 
 
Haydn, Franz Josef 



Sinfonia Concertante, Op. 84 (5): Using four of his favorite first-chair musicians from the or-
chestra—violinist Mischa Mischakoff, cellist Frank Miller, oboist Paolo Rienzi and bassoonist 
Leonard Sharrow—Toscanini created a fine performance. My issue with his Haydn and Mozart, 
however, has less to do with the number of forces used or the tempi so much as the phrasing. He 
tended to impose what I would call his “early Beethoven style” on their music, which resulted in 
performances that sounded a bit craggy and not flowing enough, but if you take that into account 
the results aren’t bad. 
 
Symphony No. 31 in D, “Hornsignal” (5): Despite what I said just above, this early broadcast 
performance of the “Hornsignal” symphony really is a gem except for the dry Studio 8-H sound. 
The musical concept could still hold up today. 
 
Symphony No. 88 in G (5): A good performance, but here again I just feel that the phrasing isn’t 
quite elegant enough. 
 
Symphony No. 94, “Surprise” (5): This one really doesn’t work at all. It really is played at a Bee-
thovenish pace, with somewhat heavy orchestral sound, and in the famous second movement 
Toscanini doesn’t make as much of the “surprise” between the soft passages and the loud tonal 
explosion as he should. You may be wondering, then, why I have it in my collection. It’s because 
RCA-BMG included it in that afore-mentioned 12-album set of remastered Toscanini recordings 
in the late 1990s. I could just as well live without it. 
 
Symphony No. 98 in BH (5): Surprisingly, I liked the way he conducts this symphony (just as I did 
No. 31). Toscanini always said that he liked Haydn better than Mozart because he came from 
peasant stock and was, therefore, “more human” in his music. If you accept this aesthetic on its 
own terms, you’ll like this performance. 
 
Symphony No. 99 in E H (5): Same as above. 
 
Symphony No. 101, “Clock” (2 – two versions, 5 – two versions): As you can tell from the num-
ber of performances he left us of this symphony, this was one of Toscanini’s favorites. The early 
(1929) studio recording with the Philharmonic is by far the most intriguing: it is phrased and 
played very delicately, with far more legato and infinite nuance. Although not authentic, I really 
love this performance. The three succeeding recordings—NBC Symphony broadcast of 1938, 
New York Philharmonic performance of 1945 and NBC broadcast (later issued on LP) of 1947—
are all fairly straightforward in tempo and phrasing. Of these three, I actually prefer the 1938 
version because of its wonderfully tight structure despite the boxy sound, but the 1947 is also 
fine on its own terms. 
 
Symphony No. 104, “London” (5): A pretty good performance but again, phrased a bit oddly. 
 
Herold, Louis-Ferdinand 
Zampa: Overture (5): As Toscanini’s “pops” repertoire goes, this is one of the real gems of his 
discography. Lavishing as much care on it as if it were an overture by Gluck or Beethoven, he 
conducts it as if his life depended on it, and it’s not just the fast opening and closing that are 
thrilling. The quiet middle section is played with astounding poise and delicacy as well. 
 



Humperdinck, Engelbert 
Hansel und Gretel: Overture (5): Another surprisingly gentle, carefully-crafted performance. 
 
Kabalevsky, Dmitri 
Colas Breugnon: Overture (5): This was one of Toscanini’s favorite concert overtures in the 
post-War years. It’s a splashy, trashy piece, more like circus music than classical, but he does 
have fun with it. 
 
Symphony No. 2 (5): One of Kabalevsky’s better pieces (I guess you can tell that he’s not a favo-
rite composer of mine) in a performance that still stands up today. 
 
Kalennikov, Vasily 
Symphony No. 1 (5): An excellent symphony that Toscanini might have heard for the first time in 
the Victor recording by Fabien Sevitzky and the Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra. Both the Se-
vitzky and Toscanini performances are very good, with Toscanini acing out Sevitzky in a few 
key passages. 
 
Kodály, Zoltan 
Háry János Suite (5): One of Toscanini’s greatest performances of any music, even some of his 
detractors admit that this came out excellently. He captures both the flavor and the rhythmic ac-
cent of the music perfectly. Kodály was fortunate enough to be able to attend this performance. 
After it was over, Toscanini insisted that he come out and take a bow with him, saying with a 
smile, “Come and share my success!” But Toscanini was being facetious; for him, the composer 
always came first, even when he tinkered with the orchestration. When this was first issued on 
LP, it had thin, harsh sound. The RCA-BMG CD issue as part of the “Toscanini Edition” was the 
first to restore the full body of the orchestra. 
 
Marosszék Dances (5): Somehow, this equally splendid performance has eluded all but the har-
diest of Toscanini collectors but it, too, is marvelous. Kodály loved it as well. 
 
Koželuch, Leopold 
Andante & Allegro (2): Here is yet another example of Toscanini reviving the music of a fine but 
forgotten composer. Leopold Koželuch (1747-1818) was one of the very first acknowledged 
great Czech composers. This piece is not only well-crafted but interesting, and it’s a shame that 
he never performed it again after the mid-1930s. 
 
Liadov, Anatoly 
Kikimora (5): A relatively light piece but much better written than the Colas Breugnon Overture. 
Toscanini’s performances of Russian music never quite had a Slavic feel to them, but due to his 
basically melancholy nature, he generally did a fine job in such music. 
 
Liszt, Ferenc 
Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 (5): Like the Brahms Hungarian Dances, Toscanini didn’t quite get 
the rhythmic feel of this music right, but he tears into it as if it were the Fidelio overture and 
produces a very exciting performance. 
 



Orpheus, Symphonic Poem (5): One of Liszt’s better but little-known symphonic poems, it is 
conducted here with excellent phrasing, dynamics and drive. 
 
Von der Wiege bis zum Grabe (5): This isn’t one of Liszt’s best symphonic poems, but Toscanini 
really enjoyed it and played it extremely well. 
 
Loeffler, Charles Martin 
Memories of my Childhood [Life in a Russian Village] (5): The enigmatic Charles Martin Loeff-
ler was a man who lied about his past, wrote very few works, and destroyed most of them before 
he died in 1935. This is one of only four well-known pieces by him, the other three being La 
Mort de Tintagiles (after Maeterlinck), La Bonne Chanson (after Verlaine) and A Pagan Poem 
(after Virgil). It’s really excellent music, and Toscanini is to be commended for reviving it at a 
time when he was all but forgotten. 
 
Martucci, Giuseppe 
La Canzone dei Ricordi (5): I don’t know why, but Martucci’s music is constantly denigrated by 
critics as being a third-rate Brahms, but although he clearly admired Brahms and used him as a 
model, his works are, to me, entirely different in their themes and extremely well-written. Mor-
timer Frank, in his book on Toscanini’s NBC years, ripped this piece to shreds as mawkish and 
dreary, but I find it quite moving, particularly in this performance. Apparently Rachel Yakar, 
Brigitte Ballys, Silvia Pasini and Renata Tebaldi thought so as well, since they all made record-
ings of it. The great Italian mezzo-soprano Bruna Castagna is the vocal soloist. 
 
Noveletta (5): A rather lightweight work by Martucci, part of Toscanini’s “pops” repertoire. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 2 in bH min. (5): There are actually two performances in existence of this, 
Martucci’s best concerto, with Toscanini, but I prefer the 1953 FM broadcast with the great 
Mieczyslaw Horszowski as soloist to the one from 1946 with Glauco d’Attili.  
 
Symphony No. 1 in d min. (5): Both of Martucci’s symphonies are really very good, but for what-
ever reason Toscanini only performed the first. For me, this is the definitive performance. 
 
Tarantella (5): Perhaps this piece, though slight, is as fine an example of any how Martucci built 
his style on Brahms without copying him, and Toscanini plays the hell out of it. 
 
Massenet, Jules 
Scènes Alsaciennes (5): Another good example of Toscanini reviving a forgotten work by a 
composer noted for entirely different music (his operas), and the performance is excellent. Not 
all French conductors liked Toscanini’s performances of “their” music, but Monteux, Munch, 
Wilfrid Pelletier and the Belgian Defauw were among his many admirers. 
 
Mendelssohn, Felix 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Incidental Music (9, 5 – two versions): Toscanini’s performances 
of Mendelssohn, like those of Beethoven, Brahms and Schubert, were considered highly contro-
versial in their day because so few German or Austrian conductors played them like this, but lat-
er musicological research has proven Toscanini to be generally correct. The Philadelphia Orches-
tra recording is surely the most tonally alluring, although the slow passages in the overture and 



the “Nocturne” are a shade fast. Of his two NBC accounts, the broadcast is infinitely better than 
the studio recording, which suffers from too-distant microphone placement. In fact, the NBC 
broadcast is one of my favorite Toscanini recordings. 
 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Scherzo (2 versions) & Nocturne (2): Of Toscanini’s two stand-
alone recordings of the MND Scherzo, the 1926 Brunswick recording is actually too slow but 
very nicely detailed. The 1929 recording is played beautifully at a perfect tempo. Likewise, the 
1926 Nocturne is a shade slow, but in this music that doesn’t hurt it too much. In fact, I like that 
version of the Nocturne the best. 
 
Die Schöne Melusine: Overture (5): This little-known performance of one of Mendelssohn’s 
lesser-known overtures is a real gem, beautifully phrased as well as exciting. 
 
Symphony No. 4, “Italian” (5): Toscanini’s hi-fi recording of the “Italian” symphony suffers, 
even here, from somewhat harsh string sound despite fine tempi and phrasing, but I much prefer 
Guido Cantelli’s account with the Philharmonia Orchestra. 
 
Symphony No. 5, “Reformation” (5): By contrast with the Symphony No. 4, his account of the 
Fifth Symphony is an absolute masterpiece from start to finish, the finest performance I’ve ever 
heard by anyone. 
 
Violin Concerto in e min. (5): Toscanini’s broadcast account of the violin concerto, with Heifetz 
as soloist, was never approved for commercial release and is still considered controversial for its 
very fast tempi, yet both the soloist and orchestra articulate the music perfectly. I like it. 
 
Meyerbeer, Giacomo 
Dinorah: Overture (5): This was an astonishing choice for Toscanini, who so far as I know never 
conducted any of Meyerbeer’s operas complete, but apparently he was drawn to this overture 
because of its unusual structure, including a chorus. Interestingly, this was the first time he had 
worked with the Metropolitan Opera Chorus since 1915, and it would turn out to be the last. 
 
L’Etoile du Nord: Overture (5): Another outlier among Toscanini performances, and another 
good one. 
 
Mignone, Francisco 
Fantasia Brasiliera (5): Fabulous, fabulous, FABULOUS performance of very interesting and 
exciting music, marred by some of the worst sound on any Toscanini broadcast acetate—but it’s 
a must-have for any Toscanini collector. The Urania CD issue, for better or worse, is what you 
have to work with. 
 
Festa das Igrejas [Festival of Churches] (5): Another excellent piece by the little-known Mig-
none. You have to give Toscanini thumbs up for programming these. 
 
Mozart, Leopold 
Toy Symphony (5): This was, for me, one of the quirker numbers in the 1967 centenary boxed set 
on RCA Red Seal, but also one of the most charming. A very rare example of Toscanini letting 



his hair down (what little he had left) and enjoying the music as much as his audience obviously 
did. 
 
Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus 
Bassoon Concerto in BH, K. 191 (5): For decades, this performance was dismissed by many crit-
ics because of the cadenza which Toscanini himself wrote for the soloist, first chair Leonard 
Sharrow. In fact, Sharrow was so embarrassed by it after a while that he claimed that he wasn’t 
the soloist in this performance! Yet going back and listening to it, it’s really not that bad. I’ve 
heard cadenzas written by modern cellists, for instance, for C.P.E. Bach’s Cello Concerti that are 
ten times worse, and on balance it’s one of my favorite Toscanini performances of a Mozart 
work. 
 
Divertimento No. 15 in BH, K. 287 (5): Another surprisingly good Mozart performance by Tosca-
nini. 
 
Le nozze di Figaro: Overture (5): Just a bit rushed, but otherwise a fine account, although lack-
ing a bit in humor. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 27 in BH, K. 595 (2): This was pianist Rudolf Serkin’s American debut, and 
despite the rough acetate sound both he and Toscanini do a fine job in this. 
 
Sinfonia Concertante in EH, K. 364 (5): Another example of Toscanini’s way with a concerto 
grosso sort of piece. I wonder if some modern performers now also view these works the way he 
did, rather than allowing the soloists more freedom as was done in the past. 
 
Symphony No. 29 in A (5): A bit muscular for Mozart, but it works. 
 
Symphony No. 35 in D, “Haffner” (2, 4, 5): Toscanini’s two early performances of this sympho-
ny included some really nice rubato effects, particularly in the opening section, that I liked very 
much, but for those who think (as B.H. Haggin did) that he never duplicated the rapport he had 
with the New York Philharmonic with any other orchestra, I would point out that the BBC Sym-
phony version is actually performed more smoothly and is my preferred version. I find the NBC 
version OK but not in the same league. 
 
Symphony No. 38, “Prague” (5): This is actually a pretty good performance for Toscanini in 
Mozart. 
 
Symphony No. 39 (5): A good reading but not one that pierces the heart of the music. 
 
Symphony No. 40 (5): This was one of Toscanini’s greatest achievements, and although there are 
earlier accounts of it I prefer the high-fidelity recording. He viewed this symphony as “great tra-
gedy” and conducted it accordingly. Interestingly, he may have picked it up by listening to 
Furtwängler’s performances, which were equally tragic, although rejecting the German conduc-
tor’s mannered ritards.  
 
Symphony No. 41, “Jupiter” (4, 5): The BBC performance, though rough in sound, is really very 
good. In later years, after he had approved the NBC recording for release, Toscanini became very 



dissatisfied with it, particularly the last movement which he declared was “too fast,” and instead 
praised his colleague Bruno Walter’s recording. But if you digitally slow down the last move-
ment by about 6%, you’ll find it’s actually a good, exciting reading. 
 
Die Zauberflöte: Overture (4): When this recording first appeared, German, Austrian and British 
critics tore him to shreds for his “overly fast” tempi, but nowadays this is the way we normally 
hear it if not faster, and the BBC Symphony plays beautifully for him. 
 
Die Zauberflöte: Complete Opera (3): I noted my complaints about Toscanini’s choice of dra-
matic soprano Julie Osvath as Queen of the Night in an earlier chapter, but I kept some of it in 
my collection because, except for Helge Rosvaenge’s rather heavy-sounding Tamino, it’s very 
close to a HIP performance of the opera. 
 
Mussorgsky, Modest 
Boris Godunov: Act III, Scene 2 Introduction & Polonaise (5): This is an extremely valuable 
document as it is the only example of Toscanini conducting anything from Boris Godunov, 
which was one of his favorite operas. The interesting thing about it is that the orchestral texture 
is a bit richer than pure Mussorgsky but clearly not the Rimsky-Korsakov version. My guess is 
that it is Mussorgsky arranged by Toscanini, and the style is excellent. 
 
Pictures at an Exhibition (orch. Ravel) (5): An outstanding performance, underrated in its day 
because the original LP releases were thin and shrill-sounding, an obvious distortion of the NBC 
Symphony sound. Modern transfers reveal it as the masterpiece it is, with Ravel’s orchestration 
touched up (just a little) by the conductor. 
 
Olivieri, Dino 
Inno di Garibaldi (5): Toscanini plays and plays and plays this over and over in this recording, 
another one issued only on V-Disc. The spoken introduction was thought by some to be Toscani-
ni himself, but it’s actually his son Walter. 
 
Paganini, Nicoló 
Moto Perpetuo (arr. Toscanini) (5): This performance is a bit of a gimmick because Toscanini 
arranged it for the full NBC violin section, but it’s played so beautifully and creates such a lustr-
ous effect that I find it irresistable, if not a major work. 
 
Pizzetti, Ildebrando 
La Pisanelle Suite: Le quai du port de Famagouste (1): Another of Toscanini’s earliest record-
ings from 1920, this is actually a pretty interesting piece by a composer who was a colleague of 
Respighi and a respected musicologist and teacher. Ironically, he never played or recorded it 
again. 
 
Ponchielli, Amilcare 
La Gioconda: Dance of the Hours (5): By comparison with some of the Italian music he con-
ducted, the Dance of the Hours is actually an excellent piece. This was one of the first Toscanini 
recordings I ever heard, on the 2-LP RCA Red Seal set “60 Years of Music America Loves 
Best,” and I was absolutely mesmerized by the extraordinary detail, drive and elegant phrasing 
he put into this piece, not to mention the extremely good sound quality. 



 
Prokofiev, Serge 
Symphony No. 1 in D, “Classical: (5): This is the only piece by Prokofiev that Toscanini ever 
conducted, but he obviously loved it. The 1951 hi-fi sound is superb. 
 
Puccini, Giacomo 
La Bohème (5): After being controversial for nearly a half-century because of its “rushed” tempi, 
the jury is no longer out on Toscanini’s performance of Puccini’s most popular opera because 
both Carlos Kleiber and Riccardo Chailly have proved to us that these ARE Puccini’s tempi, and 
that everyone else was too slow. I don’t feel that tenor Jan Peerce really captured the least bit of 
character in his performance—I would rather that Toscanini had used Armand Tokatyan—but he 
sings well and most of the other singers (Licia Albanese, Anne McKnight, Francesco Valentino 
and Salvatore Baccaloni) are wonderful in their roles. The controversy now comes not from the 
tempi but from the fact that Toscanini is loudly humming along with the singers in Act I, which 
they feel mars the recording, but as Peerce said in later years, “I think it makes the recording be-
cause the old man’s blood is on it. You can listen to a hundred versions of Bohème that don’t 
have him humming along with the singers, but for me, this makes it a treasure.” 
 
Manon Lescaut: Intermezzo & Act III (1): Oh, how I wish that this had clearer sound or, even 
better, that Toscanini had performed this opera complete! No one in the world conducts, or has 
conducted, Manon Lescaut like this, and the difference is astonishing, taking a somewhat frivol-
ous early opera by Puccini and making it sound like a dramatic masterpiece. This was part of the 
reopening of La Scala concert. The soloists are soprano Mafalda Favero, tenor Giovanni Mali-
piero, baritone Mariano Stabile and bass Carlo Forti, all of whom are very fine in their roles. 
 
Ravel, Maurice 
Bolero (5): Following his 1928 performance of this work with the New York Philharmonic, he 
was chastised by the composer for playing to too fast, to which Toscanini complained that some 
composers don’t know how a true bolero is supposed to go, but after listening to Ravel’s own 
1932 recording of it he changed his mind. Ironically, this excellent 1939 performance was 
marred by an over-enthusiastic trombonist cracking in his solo, which precluded its release. Why 
didn’t he just re-record an insert, as he did with so many other recordings? Who knows? Aside 
from the cracking trombone, however, this is taken at the same leisurely pace that Ravel took, 
and Toscanini even managed to duplicate the slight swagger than the composer put into it. 
 
Daphnis et Chloe, Suite No. 2 (5): An outstanding performance and recording in every respect.  
 
La Valse (5): Once Toscanini heard Ernest Ansermet’s performance of this piece, he declared it 
superior to his own and so refused to approve this version for release, but in truth it’s not bad at 
all—just not Ansermet, or Charles Dutoit. 
 
Respighi, Ottorino 
Feste Romane (9, 5): The Philadelphia Orchestra recording is beautifully played but doesn’t 
quite capture the visceral brilliant of this work. The NBC is a great performance marred only by 
the fact that it was made in 1949, near the beginning of high fidelity recording, and not in 1953 
when it was pretty much perfected. No one has really duplicated the sheer energy and ferocity of 
recording, although Yan Pascal Tortelier came close. 



 
The Fountains of Rome (5): Another outstanding performance, this time in better sound. 
 
The Pines of Rome (2, 5): Both the 1945 account with the New York Philharmonic and the 1953 
recording with the NBC Symphony are virtually the same in pacing and shaping, and both in-
clude the strange finish in which Toscanini begins rather slowly, increases the tempo beyond the 
written metronome marking, and then includes an unwritten ritard just before the end, but since 
Respighi himself heard him conduct this piece many times he apparently didn’t have an objec-
tion to it. Although the NYP strings have a more lustrous sound, there is no question that the 
1953 recording has the more stunning sonics. 
 
Rieti, Vittorio 
Symphony No. 4 (5): This 1944 performance is Toscanini’s only excursion into more modern 
Italian music, although of course Rieti wasn’t nearly as adventurous as some of his contempora-
ries. Like his version of Roy Harris’ Symphony No. 3, however, he pulls it off pretty well. 
 
Roger-Ducasse, Jean 
Sarabande (5): A Debussy-like piece that Toscanini fully understands and gets the most out of. 
The chorus here is directed by Peter Wilhousky. 
 
Rossini, Gioacchino 
Il barbiere di Siviglia: Overture (2, 5): I really don’t like Toscanini’s performances of this over-
ture a lot because, for whatever reason, he chose to conduct it slowly—in fact, even more slowly 
in the 1954 stereo recording than his 1929 account with the New York Philharmonic—but 
they’re certainly not the worst I’ve heard. 
 
La gazza ladra: Overture (1, 5): The first of these is a real gem, the opener of Toscanini’s 1946 
reopening of La Scala concert. A shame that the sound is sporadically bad; this is one of his 
greatest performances. The NBC performance is good but not a lithe. 
 
Guillaume Tell: Overture (5, two versions): I have but two of his performances of this, his favo-
rite war horse. Except for the sound, I like the 1939 one better, but the 1953 version is also good 
and the sonics are far superior. 
 
Guillaume Tell: Wedding Chorus & Dance from Act I (1): Lively performances from the 1946 
La Scala concert, again in iffy sound. 
 
L’Italiana in Algeri: Overture (2, 5): The New York Philharmonic studio recording is simply 
magnificent, beautifully played and finely nuanced. The NBC version is still very good, but not 
quite on the same level. 
 
Mosè in Egitto: Preghiera (1): Another gem from the 1946 La Scala concert, here featuring the 
voices of Renata Tebaldi, Jolanda Gardino, Giovanni Malipieri and Tancredi Pasero. 
 
La scala di Seta: Overture (4 – two versions): Both of Toscanini’s surviving performances of 
this overture with the BBC Symphony are exceptional. The live performance has a bit more of a 



spark to it, but of course the studio recording has better sound, and the orchestra plays beautifully 
in both. 
 
Semiramide: Overture (2, 5): Similar to the L’Italiana overture. The later NBC performance is 
very good but more straightforward, while the New York Philharmonic version is more subtly 
nuanced. 
 
The Siege of Corinth: Overture (5): This one really is terrific, particularly the sound which is 
even more clearly focused than in some of the other Rossini overtures. 
 
Sonata for String Orchestra No. 3 in C (5): This rarity was originally only pressed as a special 
45-rpm disc for himself and members of the orchestra. It’s one of Rossini’s finer pieces, and 
once again his musical style is very close to today’s HIP movement. 
 
Roussel, Albert 
Le Festin de l’araignée – Symphonic Suite (5): One of the more astonishing recordings that Tos-
canini ever made, superb in sound and performance. 
 
Saint-Saëns, Camille 
Danse Macabre (5): For many people, this is just another throwaway piece of little interest, but 
like Hérold’s Zampa overture, it’s what he does with it that astonishes you. The textural detail is 
terrific. 
 
Symphony No. 3 in c min., Op. 78, “Organ” (5): This always was an outstanding performance of 
this symphony. Toscanini lavishes much more care on all the little orchestral details than other 
conductors, who seem to be just waiting for the big organ entrance in the last movement. Urania 
has recently issued an experimental FM stereo broadcast of this and, although the sound is a little 
on the bright side, it almost sounds like a modern recording. 
 
Scarlatti-Tommasini 
Le Donne di Buon Umore, ballet: 4 excerpts (4): Though a rough-sounding acetate transfer, the 
lightness and delicacy of this performance is outstanding. 
 
Schubert, Franz 
Grand Duo for Piano Duet in C (orch. Joachim) (5): For many years, I was told that some clas-
sical experts thought that this work was proposed as the “missing” Seventh Symphony, which of 
course is not missing at all (it was discovered in piano score and orchestrated by Felix Weingart-
ner more than 100 years ago). I’m sure that Toscanini knew this and had no illusions about what 
it was, but in any event this is surely one of his greatest achievements. The whole thing flows, 
and opens up like a flower with multiple buds. 
 
Jäger, ruhe von der Jagd (arr. Brahms) (2): This was part of that odd New York Philharmonic 
concert that included the Brahms choral songs listed earlier. It’s a very nice piece and is well 
played. 
 
Symphony No. 2 in BH (5, 7): The 1938 NBC broadcast has much more focused sound, but the 
phrasing comes across as a bit brusque. Nonetheless, it is played like a Beethoven symphony be-



cause it sounds like one: this was a period when Schubert was strongly influenced by his idol. 
Yet once again, as in the case of the Brahms Third, it is the Lucerne Festival performance from 
1939 in which all those jagged edges are smoothed out and the flow of the music is much more 
natural. This is also on my Top 40 list of Toscanini recordings. 
 
Symphony No. 5 in BH (5): Using a stripped-down orchestra, this is an excellent performance in 
every way despite the occasional harsh sound of the strings. 
 
Symphony No. 8 (5): There exists an earlier broadcast of this symphony with NBC that I’ve nev-
er heard, but the studio recording is actually excellent despite the fact that he had to omit the 
first-movement repeat in order to fit it on the 78-rpm sides. 
 
Symphony No. 9, “The Great” (9, 5): Here’s a case where I disagree with most critics. Although 
Toscanini was one of the first conductors to recognize that the opening section of this symphony 
should be played in cut time, thus making it twice as fast as most German and Austrian conduc-
tors took it, I still find the Philadelphia Orchestra recording somewhat rushed overall, and I may 
be the only music critic in the world who does not like the over-emphasized rallentandos in the 
bass notes during the finale of the last movement. For me, the NBC performance is sheer perfec-
tion, and I don’t care who thinks otherwise. 
 
Schumann, Robert 
Manfred Overture (5): One of the people who posted this performance online described it thus: 
“driving, hard-bitten (if one's unsympathetic) and no dallying or sectionalising. Brass turbulence 
and rhythmic precision ensure that all architectural priorities are achieved, though sometimes at 
the expense of warmth.” But the Manfred story is not about warmth. It’s about heroic struggle, 
melancholy, passion, desperation, fury and supplication, and Toscanini achieves all of this in a 
monumental performance that is like no other. George Szell’s 1959 recording with the Cleveland 
Orchestra is the only one that comes close. 
 
Symphony No. 2 (5): This is the 1946 performance, in which Toscanini corrected some of his ill-
advised rebalancing of the orchestra. There’s still a bit of tinkering to be heard, but this is such a 
towering performance that you don’t mind. One of his greatest achievements. 
 
Symphony No. 3, “Rhenish” (5): This is nearly as good a performance as the previous, and in 
much better high-fidelity sound to boot. 
 
Shostakovich, Dmitri 
Symphony No. 1 (5): Toscanini left us two accounts of this symphony, but I prefer the second 
because the sonics are better.  
 
Symphony No. 7, “Leningrad” (5): And here is the controversial performance of the Seventh, at 
last fully restored with no harsh string sound by Urania. 
 
Sibelius, Jean 
En Saga (2, 5): The New York Philharmonic performance is excellent, with a great deal of 
nuance and fairly moderate tempi. The NBC Symphony performance, despite better sound, 
somehow sounds rather cut-and-dry by comparison. 



 
Finlandia (5): A very fine performance of this great piece, though I still feel that Toscanini’s 
phrasing is a little brusque. 
 
The Swan of Tuonela (5): A good performance of a relatively inferior piece by Sibelius. 
 
Symphony No. 2 (4): An excellent performance if somehow sounding more Germanic than Norse 
in temperament. 
 
Symphony No. 4 (5): You have to hear this performance to appreciate it. Toscanini makes almost 
an entirely different piece of this than Beecham did: darker and more melancholy. 
 
Smetana, Bedřich 
The Bartered Bride: Overture (5): A very fine performance, with lots of brio. 
 
Ma Vlast: The Moldau (1, 5): Two very fine performances to choose from, La Scala in 1949 and 
the NBC Symphony in 1950, with Toscanini’s unusual edit at the end. I prefer the latter because 
of the superior sonics. 
 
Sousa, John Philip 
El Capitan March (5): Those soldiers who may have marched to Toscanini’s performances of 
them obviously had a rifle up their butts, but it sure is exciting. 
 
The Stars and Stripes Forever (5, 2): I like the way he does this march rather better. For me, the 
NBC performance is more exciting and more fun than the Philharmonic rendition. 
 
Strauss, Johann II 
Blue Danube Waltz (5): This one really surprised me: the opening was very tenderly played, with 
superb phrasing and little rubato touches, and when he ups the tempo—though he does not intro-
duce all those little slow-downs that others do—he plays a fairly nice waltz beat. The middle sec-
tion is a little rushed, but hey, this is Toscanini! 
 
Strauss, Richard 
Don Juan (1, 5): The 1949 live La Scala performance is a real barn-burner, but the sound is a 
little rough. The 1951 NBC Symphony recording, though not quite as exciting, is more nuanced 
and the transparency of sound is incredible. 
 
Don Quixote (5 – two versions): Here again I must disagree with the critics. Although the 1938 
performance is indeed very exciting and has the great Emanuel Feuermann as the cello soloist, it 
lacks a bit in humor and warmth, with some edginess in the phrasing. The 1953 performance is 
one of Toscanini’s most interesting achievements: warm, autumnal, almost nostalgic, as if Quix-
ote were reminiscing about his mad adventures rather than living them in real time. There is no 
other version of this great score like it. 
 
Ein Heldenleben (5): Just strap yourself in, crank this one up and enjoy the ride. However they 
managed to do it, the RCA engineers actually got a 1941 Studio 8-H broadcast to sound like a 
1949 hi-fi recording. Even Mischa Mischakoff’s violin solos sound sweet and natural, not wiry 



and acidic. And WHAT a performance! Only Willem Mengelberg’s stupendous live performance 
with the Concertgebouw Orchestra, from the same year, can equal it, but the NBC Symphony 
musicians play even better than Mengelberg’s. Strauss once told Toscanini, “In my music, there 
are good notes, and there are bad notes. When I conduct it, I hear only the good notes, but when 
you conduct it, I hear all the notes.” Why on earth wasn’t this recording part of the official Tos-
canini canon? I can’t even imagine that anyone could pass it up. 
 
Salome: Dance of the Seven Veils (2): Another valuable recording, as this is the only music from 
Salome that Toscanini left us. It’s actually a very fine performance, played with silken string 
sound by the New York Philharmonic. 
 
Till Eulenspiegel (5): A very good performance, notable for its drive and clarity, but not quite as 
witty as the performances led by Strauss himself. 
 
Tod und Verklärung (3, 9, 1, 5): This was Toscanini’s favorite Strauss piece, the one he con-
ducted the most often and the one he left two commercial recordings of. The live performance by 
the Vienna Philharmonic is very good although the poor sound quality defeats it somewhat. The 
1942 Philadelphia Orchestra recording is exquisitely played, but for me somehow lacks the bite 
and dramatic contrasts I want. But then there is the live La Scala orchestra performance, given in 
Lucerne in 1946, and this is the one that will astonish you from start to finish with its sure pac-
ing, contrasts between delicate and loud passages, and nuance in phrasing. I like the 1952 NBC 
Symphony recording better than the one with Philadelphia, but it lacks just a bit when compared 
to that 1946 La Scala version. 
 
Stravinsky, Igor 
Petrouchka: Tableaux I & IV (5): This was the broadcast that so astonished and pleased Stra-
vinsky that he wanted a copy of it as soon as he could get one—but then he complained that Tos-
canini should have conducted the entire ballet instead of filling the rest of the concert with infe-
rior music. I agree. This is another of those very rare Studio 8-H broadcasts that have fantastic 
sound, and although the performance is on the quick side it is by no means rushed. One of the 
conductor’s real gems. 
 
Strong, George Templeton 
Die Nacht (5): George Templeton Strong is an even more obscure and forgotten composer than 
Charles Loeffler. Most of his output consists of overblown Romantic symphonies, but this gem, 
atmospheric and at times downright creepy, is one of the most unusual pieces in Toscanini’s re-
pertoire, and I’m very glad that he conducted it. The sound is rough but the performance flows 
beautifully, with strong dramatic outbursts. 
 
Tchaikovsky, Piotr 
Eugene Onegin: Waltz (5): Toscanini’s Tchaikovsky, like his Schubert and Schumann, ran coun-
ter to the prevailing styles of his time. He pushed the tempi to their outer limits, emphasized 
structure and clarity, and poured all of the emotion he could into it. This little waltz from Eugene 
Onegin is no exception,  but in the back of my mind I still can’t understand why he never, ever 
performed the 1812 Overture. 
 



Fantasy Overture from “The Tempest” (5): Another gem, overlooked during his lifetime, that 
Toscanini rescued from oblivion and turned into a masterpiece.  
 
Manfred Symphony (5): Unlike most critics, I actually prefer the 1953 FM broadcast with its ex-
ceptional sound to the 1949 studio recording, but only the first three movements despite the little 
cuts here and there. I cannot bear to listen to how he butchered the last movement, removing 117 
bars of music from it. For that movement, I turn to the pioneering 1941 recording of the sym-
phony by Fabien Sevitzky and the Indianapolis Orchestra, although for a complete performance 
in modern sound you need to get Vasily Petrenko’s recording with the Royal Liverpool Philhar-
monic Orchestra. 
 
The Nutcracker, Suite Nos. 1-8 (arr. Toscanini): In some places good, in other places too rushed, 
this one is a mixed bag. The “Waltz of the Flowers” moves too quickly and, at the end, Toscanini 
adds two extra bars of music for no reason whatsoever. I only own it because it’s part of a BMG 
two-fer. 
 
Piano Concerto No. 1 in bH min. (5): As in the case of the Brahms Second, I simply cannot sto-
mach the early-1940s studio recording that he made with his son-in-law Vladimir Horowitz, but 
the 1943 live performance, given to benefit the Red Cross, is one of his (and Horowitz’) most 
perfect performances ever. I’ve heard close to three dozen recordings and performances of this 
work, and no one comes close to what they achieve here. 
 
Romeo and Juliet: Fantasy Overture (5 – two versions): The 1946 studio recording is very good, 
and I like the phrasing and pacing a lot, but somehow I feel as if I get a lot more out of the 1953 
recording due to the vastly improved sound. 
 
Symphony No. 6, “Pathétique” (9, 5 – two versions): My feelings are split on this one. In many 
ways, the 1942 Philadelphia Orchestra recording of this symphony is sheer perfection, not just in 
the perfect playing of the orchestra but in phrasing, continuity and drama, but there’s just some-
thing about the 1947 NBC Symphony recording that hits my gut a little harder in places. I’d call 
it a toss-up, with the Philadelphia recording winning by a hair. The 1954 stereo account with 
NBC is a different animal. Here, Toscanini pulls back on the drama a bit (though the loud pas-
sages are certainly effective) and produces a much warmer feeling throughout the symphony. 
The last movement seems more like the resignation of a tired man than the angst of someone 
who has lost everything he wanted in life. Yet the gorgeous sound quality keeps you hooked, and 
the third movement does not lack in excitement. A hard choice, to be sure, but I like all three. 
 
Voyevoda: Overture (5): Yet another relatively obscure overture that Toscanini rescued from ob-
livion and conducted with everything he had. An excellent performance. 
 
Thomas, Ambroise 
Mignon: Overture (5): Another interesting example of Toscanini conducting French music, and 
yet another odd choice for him. 
 
Vaughan Williams, Ralph 



Variations on a Theme by Thomas Tallis (5): Not as fine a work as Elgar’s Enigma Variations, 
but still a pretty good piece of music. Toscanini’s performance, as usual, is tauter than most but 
not unduly rushed. 
 
Verdi, Giuseppe 
Aida (Complete Opera) (5): I noted my feelings about this performance in an earlier chapter, and 
they haven’t changed. Aside from Eva Gustafson’s nasal tone, it’s a superb performance, and 
Urania’s new reissue brings out a lot in the recording. 
 
Aida: Overture (5): Toscanini always liked this piece despite the fact that Verdi scrapped it in 
place of the much shorter Act I Prelude. He only performed it once with NBC, but it’s still a very 
fine version and there is some good music in it. 
 
Aida: Ritorna vincitor! (2): A very rare example of Toscanini conducting an excerpt from a Ver-
di opera with the New York Philharmonic. Soprano Dusolina Giannini’s voice had become, sad-
ly, more acidic in quality since her superb 1927 complete recording, but it gives us a chance to 
hear Toscanini conducting a bit of Aida at an earlier date than 1949. His pacing and phrasing are 
a little broader here, though not by much, but it is the superior playing of the Philharmonic that 
captures the ear. 
 
Un ballo in maschera (Complete Opera) (5): Although soprano Herva Nelli is not one of the 
most dramatic Amelias I’ve ever heard (that honor goes to Maria Caniglia, with Anita Cerquetti 
in second place), she is actually very good. Robert Merrill’s Renato, likewise, is not quite as si-
nister as other baritones (particularly Gino Bechi), but still excellent, but Jan Peerce’s Riccardo 
is the best I’ve ever heard, Claramae Turner’s Ulrica is darkly sinister, and the little-known so-
prano Virginia Haskins sings a wonderful Oscar. Overall, this is my favorite of all of Toscanini’s 
complete Verdi operas because it outclasses nearly everyone else in the hi-hi/stereo era. 
 
Un ballo in maschera: Eri tu (5): This comes from Toscanini’s all-Verdi concert of 1943. Frank 
Valentino sings the aria extremely well with a somewhat more sinister tone than Merrill in the 
complete recording; The pacing and shaping of the music is about the same. 
 
Don Carlo: O don fatale (5): Ditto for the above. This was mezzo-soprano Nan Merriman’s de-
but with Toscanini, and she sings this piece surprisingly well and dramatically for a singer more 
often associated with lighter roles. 
 
Falstaff (Complete Opera) (3, 5): I covered these two performances in some depth earlier in this 
series. The 1937 performance, despite sometimes off-microphone singing and boxy sound, is a 
masterpiece both vocally and orchestrally. The 1950 NBC performance features sparkling play-
ing by the orchestra, but not on quite as high a level as the Vienna Philharmonic, and most of the 
cast just doesn’t sound as funny. 
 
La forza del destino: Overture (5 – two versions): Both the 1944 OWI film version and the RCA 
studio recording are cut from the same cloth, following Verdi’s tempi closely but annoying those 
who like to hear it played slower. The later recording has much better sound. 
 



La forza del destino: Pace, pace mio Dio (5): Also from the 1943 all-Verdi program, a surpri-
singly broad reading featuring the excellent American soprano Gertrude Ribla, who alas only 
sang with him on this one occasion. 
 
Hymn of the Nations (arr. Toscanini) (5): The famous showpiece of the OWI propaganda film, in 
which Toscanini added the Soviet anthem Internationale (they were our allies at the time) and 
changed the words at one point to “Italy, my betrayed country.” It’s a fine, energetic perfor-
mance of inferior, jingoistic Verdi. 
 
I Lombardi: Qui pos ail fianco…Qual volutta trascorrere (5): One of Toscanini’s greatest per-
formances of any Verdi piece, also from 1943 but not from the all-Verdi concert, its biggest 
drawback is that this is the deadest-sounding of all of his broadcasts. It almost sounds as if it 
were recorded in a large phone booth with the door closed. Yet Mischa Mischakoff plays the vi-
olin solo with great feeling and the vocal trio of Vivian Della Chiesa (another outstanding sopra-
no who Toscanini did not use nearly enough), Jan Peerce and the ever-reliable bass Nicola Mos-
cona sing magnificently. This is almost as great a performance as the much later recording with 
Cristina Deutekom, Placido Domingo and Ruggero Raimondi, conducted by Lamberto Gardelli. 
Recently, Urania has finally cracked this nut by adding just enough of the right kind of reverb to 
it to make it sound almost normal. 
 
Luisa Miller: Quando le sere al placido (5): Another track from the 1943 all-Verdi concert, sung 
with surprising passion by Jan Peerce. 
 
Messa da Requiem (4, 5 – three versions): I also covered this in some detail earlier. Many Tos-
canini collectors feel that the 1940 NBC performance is the greatest ever, but I disagree: despite 
the very passionate singing of Bruna Castagna, Jussi Björling and Nicola Moscona, there is very 
little forward momentum in the performance; it just sort of chugs along in a morose manner. By 
contrast, the equally broad-tempoed 1938 BBC performance has momentum, and to my ears not 
only does soprano Zinka Milanov sing better, but mezzo Kerstin Thorborg, tenor Helge Ros-
vaenge and bass Moscona sing their hearts out, and unlike Björling, Rosvaenge even sings the 
little trills in the “Hostias.” The 1948 NBC performance is also quite excellent, and although te-
nor William McGrath’s voice is rather light for the music he does a very good job, and Herva 
Nelli, Nan Merriman and bass Norman Scott are excellent. 
 
The fly in the ointment, for many people, is the somewhat rushed 1951 performance. It has an 
all-star vocal quartet for the most part, teaming up Nelli with mezzo Fedora Barbieri, tenor Gi-
useppe di Stefano and bass Cesare Siepi, and the sound quality is phenomenal. You almost feel 
as if “you are there” in the hall listening to it, and not just hearing a recording. But although it is 
too fast in spots, particularly in the tenor’s solo “Ingemisco tanquam reus,” the whole work pulls 
together with a tighter structure than ever before. 
 
And then we come to the two different versions of it available. The issued recording, in mono, 
contains a couple of inserts from the dress rehearsal: one in the “Dies irae” where the trumpets 
fluff, and the more important one in the “Libera me” where Nelli went flat and then stopped 
singing. This section lasts about 20 seconds; she then recovers and finishes up in fine voice. In 
recent years, however, a stereo recording has been created by using the RCA tape for one chan-
nel and Carnegie Hall’s in-house tape, made on the opposite side of the stage, for the other chan-



nel, and the sound is surprisingly excellent. The chance to pass up a real stereo Toscanini record-
ing should not be missed, BUT since this is the raw feed of the actual performance the flubs are 
included. I cut and pasted the brass mishaps from a different place in the “Dies irae” to correct 
them, but had to include the 20-second insert from the rehearsal, in mono, in the “Libera me,” 
but it’s still an overwhelming and emotional experience. I personally like this recording of the 
Requiem even better than the 1948 version because of its greater passion and tightly-knit struc-
ture. So there! 
 
Nabucco: Overture; Va, pensiero (1): The chorus of slaves from Nabucco was one of the high-
lights of the 1946 reopening of La Scala concert, and both it and the overture are played excee-
dingly well, but of course the inferior sound quality intrudes. 
 
Otello (Complete Opera) (5): I also gave my feelings about this performance earlier. It’s certain-
ly a great one, and one of Toscanini’s better Verdi broadcasts, but Giuseppe Valdengo is too 
bland for Iago, Ramón Vinay too consistently loud for Otello, and the orchestra oddly stiff in the 
love duet. Other than that, however, it is definitely worth hearing, conducted by a man who ac-
tually played in the world premiere performance. 
 
Otello: Ballabili (5): The ballet music for Otello, which Verdi was forced to add for the Paris 
Opera premiere, is not among his best pieces but at the same time not as bad as some other Ital-
ian operatic ballet music I’ve heard. Like the Aida overture, Toscanini conducted it only once, 
and it’s a good performance of a real Verdian rarity. 
 
Quattro pezzi sacri: No. 4, Te Deum (1, 5): Once again, the La Scala Te Deum comes from the 
1946 La Scala reopening, and though it is good the sound is scrappy. On the other hand, his NBC 
recording, in stunning high fidelity, is one of his greatest. 
 
Rigoletto: Act III (5 – two versions): Here is yet another instance where I strongly disagree with 
considered critical opinion. Despite the inclusion of the obviously greater baritone Leonard War-
ren in the 1944 benefit concert (in which Toscanini conducted the combined New York Philhar-
monic and NBC Symphony Orchestras!), it doesn’t work as well as the 1943 performance from 
the NBC all-Verdi concert because of the choice of soprano. Toscanini insisted that Gilda be 
sung by someone who could conceivably also sing Aida or Leonore in Forza; I’m not entirely 
convinced that he was right, but if so, Gertrude Ribla’s brighter, younger-sounding voice was 
surely a better fit than Milanov’s rich, plumy, Slavic sound. Ribla sounds like a plausible Gilda, 
whereas Milanov sounds like Gilda’s grandmother. Moreover, the conducting in the 1943 per-
formance is infinitely more subtle, with smoother phrasing, interesting moments of rubato and a 
cast that is clearly “into” the project. Nan Merriman and Nicola Moscona sing in both perfor-
mances. Pristine Classical’s remastering of the 1943 performance is clearly the one to get. 
 
La Traviata (Complete Opera) (5 – two versions): As I pointed out earlier, the 1946 broadcast of 
Traviata had to be rushed to fit the network’s time slot. Toscanini was very unhappy about this 
and, although he defended his tempi to Walter Legge in 1952, personally he disliked this perfor-
mance intensely and didn’t want it released until he discovered that a “pirate” issue was circulat-
ing. On the other hand, the dress rehearsals for this opera, despite moments of Toscanini yelling 
at the orchestra and, in the second-act soprano-baritone duet, humming along with the singers, is 
absolutely electrifying, almost a “possessed” performance, and conducted at a much more re-



laxed pace, more like Carlos Kleiber’s recording only without the unwritten high EH in “Sempre 
libera.” This is another desert-island Toscanini performance. 
 
La Traviata: Acts I & III Preludes (2, 1): The 1929 New York Philharmonic recordings of these 
preludes are justly praised for their warmth and flexibility of phrasing, but to be honest the 1951 
studio recordings with the La Scala orchestra are nearly as good and have much better sound. 
 
I Vespri Siciliani: Overture (1): This was another recording from the 1951 session, the only time 
he conducted this orchestra in a recording studio since 1920-21, and it’s a great performance. 
 
Vivaldi, Antonio 
L’Estro Armonico: Concerto Grosso in d min, Op. 3 No. 11 (5 – two versions): Another interest-
ing example of Toscanini conducting early music, and in the case of the Italian composer Vival-
di, producing excellent results. In addition to the wide gap in sonics (the first comes from his ini-
tial concert in 1937, the second from the 1950s), the results are colored by the playing of the first 
violinists. The Russian-trained Mischakoff, with his brilliant, steely tone, is heard in the first 
(along with violist William Primrose) while French-trained Daniel Guilet is heard in the second. 
Of course, the latter has far better sound, but to a certain extent it is the first version that com-
pares more favorably with modern-day HIP performances such as the one by Fabio Biondi with 
Europa Galante. 
 
Violin Concerto in BH, RV 370 (5): Another fine performance of Vivaldi by Toscanini, although 
in this case Mischakoff’s tone clearly dominates the ensemble. 
 
Wagner, Richard 
Ein Faust Overture (4, 5): Both performances capture the spirit of the music very well, but the 
BBC Symphony performance clearly has the superior string and wind sections. 
 
Der Fliegende Holländer: Overture (5): This early NBC broadcast performance is an anomaly 
among Toscanini’s Wagner performances, which were generally on the slow side, but apparently 
he viewed this early opera (I think correctly) as being heavily influenced by Beethoven. If one 
can forgive the dry, boxy sound, it’s a tremendously exciting rendition. 
 
Lohengrin: Act I Prelude (2, 1, 5 – two versions): Many listeners like the 1936 New York Phil-
harmonic recording, but I don’t; the strings sound unnaturally edgy and wiry, the tempo is just a 
shade too fast, and despite the quicker tempo the music doesn’t really “move forward,” if you 
know what I mean. The live La Scala performance from 1946 (a separate concert) is actually bet-
ter, but the two NBC accounts—one in mono from 1951 and my favorite, his last one in stereo—
are absolutely superb. 
 
Lohengrin: Act III Prelude (2, 1, 5): Unlike the Act I Prelude, the NYP recording of the Act III 
Prelude is utterly fantastic, both in sound quality for its time and performance quality. The La 
Scala performance is also quite good, and even a bit slower. If one did not have these two for 
comparison, the 1951 NBC account would sound pretty good, but I prefer the first two. 
 
Die Meistersinger von Nürnburg (Complete Opera) (3): This Selenophone recording, like many 
of the Studio 8-H concerts, has boxy sound, but you’ll never hear a better overall performance of 



this opera if you live to be 100, particularly the second act which even Toscanini, in a rare mo-
ment of appreciation for his own work, called “miraculous…like a dream.” The cast is mostly 
superb, though bass-baritone Hans Hermann Nissen seldom sounds cheerful as Hans Sachs, par-
ticularly the great Austrian soprano Maria Reining as Eva and the little-known Dutch tenor Henk 
Noort as Walther (this is his only recording). 
 
Die Meistersinger von Nürnburg: Act I Prelude (1, 5 – two versions): All of Toscanini’s perfor-
mances of this prelude are wonderful, but of course my preference is for the stereo broadcast of 
1954 for reasons of the sound quality. 
 
Die Meistersinger von Nürnburg: Act II Prelude (5): The NBC recording of this prelude is only 
in mono, but high-fidelity sound at least, and has wonderful warmth and repose. 
 
Parsifal: Act I Prelude (5): Ditto as above. 
 
Parsifal: Good Friday Spell music (4, 5): Both very fine performances but, as usual, the greater 
warmth and more fluid phrasing of the BBC Symphony makes that version the preferred one. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Die Walküre: Act I, Scene 3 (excerpt) (2): This rare 1932 performance, 
recorded live at the Metropolitan Opera but with the New York Philharmonic, features soprano 
Elsa Alsen and longtime Met tenor Paul Althouse. Unfortunately, the acetate runs out four bars 
into the “Winterstürme.” The pacing and shaping of this music is very similar to the way Tosca-
nini recorded this scene in 1941 and 1947. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Die Walküre: Act I, Scene 3 (complete) (5 – two versions): Actually three 
versions, since there exists a rehearsal performance from 1947 as well. Once again, Toscanini’s 
treatment of Wagner is slow and measured, in actuality slower and more measured than his rivals 
Furtwängler and Beecham. The 1941 broadcast features the superb voices of soprano Helen 
Traubel and tenor Lauritz Melchior. In the 1947 broadcast, the excellent Swedish Heldentenor 
Set Svanholm is heard, and I like his singing here even better than Melchior’s in 1941, but alas 
the Sieglinde is family friend Rose Bampton, a singer who had a soprano timbre but a mezzo 
range, and her voice—here as in the Fidelio—was clearly a size too small for the music. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Die Walküre: Ride of the Valkyries (2 & 5, 5): Here we encounter an oddi-
ty, a performance of this warhorse in which Toscanini conducts the combined forces of the New 
York Philharmonic and NBC Symphony Orchestras, and it’s a humdinger. The NBC-only per-
formance is also quite good, and recorded in high fidelity. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Siegfried: Forest Murmurs (5 – two versions): The 1951 studio recording 
is beautifully performed while the 1954 broadcast has a bit of a glitch in the orchestral playing, 
but of course the warmer stereo sound make it highly attractive in its own right. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Götterdämmerung: Dawn & Rhine Journey (instrumental only) (2, 2 & 5, 
5 – two versions): This was clearly one of Toscanini’s favorite Wagner passages, since he con-
ducted it so often. Here is an embarrassment of riches: a New York Philharmonic-only recording, 
which is gorgeous in tone but surprisingly faster than all the others; a performance played by 
both the NYP and the NBC Symphony, a bit slower and incredibly rich-sounding; and two per-



formances by the NBC Symphony only, a superb mono performance from 1952 and the stereo 
performance, with a cracking trombone, from 1954. Actually, my preference is for the 1952 
mono recording, which has some of the most lustrous sound ever captured on any of Toscanini’s 
RCA studio recordings. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Götterdämmerung: Dawn & Rhine Journey (including the vocal duet, “Zu 
neuen Taten”) (5): This was part of Toscanini’s February 1941 all-Wagner concert, and although 
the orchestra is not as realistically recorded here as in 1952, it does play well and was recorded 
in Carnegie Hall, not Studio 8-H. In addition, we have the wonderful voices of Traubel and Mel-
chior in the duet which, for my taste, is actually a little too slow. 
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Götterdämmerung: Siegfried’s Death and Funeral March (3, 4, 5 – two 
versions, 2): Again, almost an embarrassment of riches, five performances dating from 1934 with 
the Vienna Philharmonic to 1952 with NBC, and all are superb. Your reaction to each, however, 
will vary depending on the quality of sound and the quality of the orchestral playing. Personally, 
I like the first two the best (the Vienna Philharmonic and BBC Symphony versions) though all 
are good.  
 
Ring des Nibelungen: Götterdämmerung: Immolation Scene (5 – two versions): The February 
1941 live performance with Helen Traubel is more exciting, but the studio recording—once they 
removed that awful low-level hum that resulted from Toscanini dubbing in the trumpet part after 
the finished record was made—is also rather exciting and more polished. 
 
Siegfried Idyll (2, 5): I actually like both of these very much. Like the Götterdämmerung Rhine 
Journey, however, the New York Philharmonic recording is actually faster than the NBC Sym-
phony one. 
 
Tannhäuser: Overture (2): A good performance with the combined Philharmonic and NBC 
Symphony from the 1944 concert. 
 
Tannhäuser: Overture & Bacchanale (1, 5 – two versions): All of these are good performances 
but, believe it or not, the infamous stereo broadcast from 1954 is the best of them all. 
 
Tannhäuser: Act II, Dich, teure Halle (5): This is the one track from the 1941 Wagner concert 
that somehow seldom gets reissued, but it’s a terrific performance by both Traubel and Toscani-
ni. 
 
Tristan und Isolde: Prelude & Liebestod (2, 2 & 5, 5): Another embarrassment of riches. The 
earliest of these, from the 1932 concert, is the only one to feature a soprano in the “Liebestod” 
(Elsa Alsen), thus it is the most interesting despite the poor sound. I do, however, love the per-
formance by the combined NYP and NBC forces from 1944 as well as the later NBC-only re-
cording. Robert Charles Marsh condemned Toscanini’s performances of this music as lacking in 
emotion, but I certainly don’t hear them that way at all. Emotion was Toscanini’s middle name. 
 
Weber, Carl Maria von 
Euryanthe: Overture (5): Despite what Joseph Horowitz had to say, Toscanini’s performances of 
Weber’s overtures are not only musically valid but forward-looking. Too many conductors of his 



time viewed then as echt-Wagner or Bruckner, while today most conductors recognize that they 
are to be performed by a lean orchestra with brilliant sonorities and quick tempi—as Toscanini 
did them. A great performance. 
 
Der Freischütz: Overture (2, 5): The New York Philharmonic performance is a shade slower and 
warmer in string sound, but not terribly different from his much-better-recorded NBC account. 
Incidentally, Artur Nikisch conducted this piece in a way very similar to Toscanini’s. 
 
Invitation to the Dance (orch. Berlioz) (2, 5): The BBC Symphony string and wind playing in the 
1937 recording is phenomenal, but Toscanini had to rush it a bit to get it on two sides of a 78 
(though not as rushed as his 1929 Sorcerer’s Apprentice). The NBC performance has more 
breathing space in it and is, in addition to the better sonics, the preferred recording. 
 
Oberon: Overture (5): Another great performance, and for your information not only Artur Ni-
kisch but also Carl Schuricht, a fine conductor often ignored, also conducted it at similar tempi. 
 
Wolf-Ferrari, Ermanno 
Il segreto di Susanna: Overture (5): Another so-so piece elevated by Toscanini’s approach into 
sounding almost like great music. 
 
And that pretty much sums up Toscanini’s recorded repertoire, not counting such encore trifles 
as Emmett’s Dixie or national anthems like God Save the King (Queen) and The Star-Spangled 
Banner. What I find amazing is the fairly large number of unusual pieces one would never sus-
pect him of recording, not just the early music and the French opera overtures (yes, I count 
Meyerbeer as a “French” composer) but also the surprising amount of unusual American scores 
from various periods. It was only normal that an old man like Toscanini was in the 1940s and 
‘50s would have limits as to what he liked and would conduct, but he still kept his ears open and 
listened to a lot of music performed by his peers, and apparently some of these caught his fancy. 
 


