
Toscanini XII: The Aftermath 
 

When Toscanini died in January 1957 he was still considered a major name in conducting. 
New LPs of his performances, now approved for release by his son Walter, continued to emerge 
from RCA Victor over the next few years. Perhaps the most notable of these was the commercial 
release of his February 1941 Wagner concert with Helen Traubel and Lauritz Melchior and, 
around 1962, the very first release of any of his 1941-42 Philadelphia Orchestra recordings, the 
Schubert Ninth Symphony. An RCA engineer claimed to have spent close to 20 hours going 
through a high-quality tape of the defective masters and manually spicing out every single tick, 
pop and swish that marred the sound of the music. As it turned out, this was to be the very last 
Toscanini-Philadelphia Orchestra recording to get such detailed treatment. 

What surprised RCA and, to a certain extent, annoyed several of his rivals was this staying 
power of a now-deceased conductor who had recorded only in mono, and more often than not 
defective mono sound. The hot conducting properties at RCA during this period, which was real-
ly the official beginning of the stereo era (though stereo recordings had been made as far back as 
1954), were Fritz Reiner with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and Charles Munch with the 
Boston Symphony. The New York Philharmonic and Philadelphia Orchestras were now proper-
ties of Columbia Records while Fricsay’s RIAS Orchestra and the Berlin Philharmonic were on 
Deutsche Grammophon. Philips countered with the Lamoreux Orchestra conducted by Igor Mar-
kevitch while EMI and Decca-London split up the British orchestras between them. 

Many middle-class households which appreciated classical music to some degree still had 
a Toscanini record or two in their collection. My first exposure to him was at a friend’s house 
when I was nine or ten years old: the LP version of Berlioz’ Harold in Italy. I loved both the mu-
sic and the performance, and was hooked.  

By the late 1950s, however, the interest in Toscanini began to wane, largely due to the fact 
that by that time stereo sound was ubiquitous and had improved to an amazing degree. RCA Vic-
tor’s release of the 1961 Aida recording with Leontyne Price, Jon Vickers and Georg Solti 
knocked the monophonic Toscanini and Jonel Perlea recordings off the best-seller lists, and even 
Reiner’s ultra-slow Verdi Requiem did very well, partly because of stereo and partly because it 
included such popular singers as Price and Jussi Björling. Alarmed at losing one of their cash 
cows, RCA began to subject the Toscanini recordings to what was called “electronically en-
hanced stereo.” This was a fairly crude method of forcing a sense of stereo separation which, in 
some cases, reduced the volume of one channel which dulled its sound while jacking up the 
treble in the other channel. The following excerpt from an article published in Time magazine on 
January 20, 1961 describes both the process and the aural effect it had on listeners: 

The sales of Toscanini disks, which once far outdistanced the rest of the classical record field, 
dropped off sharply after stereo appeared. Alarmed, RCA in 1958 assigned an engineer-
composer named Jack Somer, then 23, to see if he could save Toscanini for stereo. It took him 
two years to produce a recording that sounded convincing and that was not afflicted with 
such normal recording hazards as "grit, ticks and swish." 

Somer’s technique is based on the fact that in the usual symphony orchestra, the higher pitch-
ed instruments (violins and higher winds) are concentrated on the left, the lower pitched in-
struments (cellos, bass, brass, tympani) to the right. With a maze of controls he called “the 
rat's nest,” Somer was able to divide a monophonic recording into two separate sound tracks, 
generally using a high-pass filter to channel the high-frequency violins and winds to the left, a 



low-pass filter to place the low-frequency instruments to the right. With further gimmicks, 
such as the adding of reverberation, Somer achieved an effective illusion of true stereo sepa-
ration. 

Not all engineers approve of doctored stereo. Says Columbia's William S. Bachman: “You 
have a single signal to start with. We don't think there is any honest way to make two out of it. 
It's like separating mush and milk; once you get them together, you can't get them apart.” 
RCA's Somer concedes that his technique is a compromise: too much separation results in an 
alteration of the original sound. Moreover, in pseudo-stereo “you can spread the sound 
around the room, but there is no way to get the feeling, as in true stereo, of the proper posi-
tioning of the individual instruments.” Sharp-eared listeners will detect that the Somerized 
orchestra has a habit of wandering about the stage: the strings may shift a bit toward center, 
a trumpeter may wander farther into right field. But most customers are not likely to question 
the illusion: the gimmicked Toscanini recordings have a luster that their mono counterparts 
lack. 

I have to admit that my young teenaged self was impressed with some of the pseudo-stereo 
Toscanini albums when they came out on their budget-priced Victrola label, but found a few of 
them to be shriller and harsher than others, thus I sought out the mono alternatives. But a curious 
thing happened: the mono pressings began to disappear from the record store shelves, and before 
long only the pseudo-stereo versions were available. This really started to upset me, since I could 
clearly hear that several of the mono LPs I had were quite evidently superior to their fake stereo 
counterparts. 

But critical reaction had started to turn on Toscanini, his approach to music and, in particu-
lar, the quirky stiffness that imbued several of his interpretations, and with this came a backlash 
in the form of slower, less rhythmically precise but, to the critics, “warmer” interpretations of the 
classics. Some of this came from the late stereo recordings of Beethoven by Bruno Walter, 
whose approach had become generally slower than his earlier self, but the biggest influences on 
popular and critical tastes were the recordings of Herbert von Karajan, whose 1962 set of the 
Beethoven symphonies on DGG received glowing reviews and a Grand Prix du Disque, and the 
late Beethoven performances by Toscanini’s former colleague at the New York Philharmonic, 
Otto Klemperer. Many classical aficionados were aghast at Klemperer’s ultra-slow performances 
of Beethoven, both of Fidelio and of the symphonies he began recording for EMI, but others, and 
especially the critics, lauded them highly for their “granitic” interpretations. The long-range im-
plications of these recordings were not inconsequential. To this day there are millions of listeners 
who grew up with these recordings in the 1960s and still consider them great. A handful of crit-
ics praised the alternative performances by George Szell and the Cleveland Orchestra, and some 
also praised the complete set by another former Toscanini colleague, William Steinberg, with the 
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra on Westminster Classics which was recorded in the mid-to-late 
1950s, but these were now considered the anomalies in a field dominated by Karajan and Klem-
perer (who, ironically, didn’t get along at all).  

In 1967, the Toscanini Centenary Year, we got a reprieve. RCA Victor issued, on their 
full-priced Red Seal label and in mono sound, A Toscanini Treasury of Historic Broadcasts. 
These never-before-released performances included the Haydn Symphony No. 99 and Sinfonia 
Concertante in BH, the Sibelius Second Symphony, Brahms’ Gesang der Parzen, Serenade No. 2 
and Liebeslieder Waltzes and the prize of the set: the legendary first American performance of 
the Shostakovich Seventh Symphony. The sound of this set wasn’t great—in fact, it was down-



right cramped and harsh-sounding in places—but it was in mono. I was quite satisfied with my 
purchase. 

Unknown to me, however, this set began the undoing of Toscanini as a god of conducting. 
For some reason, the critics hadn’t yet jumped down his throat (at least, not in a big way) for his 
tampering with scores, but it was almost as if the entire Dmitri Shostakovich Fan Club and 
Marching Band all around the world was just waiting for this to come out so they could all lam-
baste it. 

Yet as I pointed out in the chapter in which I discussed the issues surrounding its premiere, 
the issue is a complex one. It was explained to me years ago via email by the late British Tosca-
nini expert, Christopher Dyment. Shostakovich’s supposed hatred of this performance, and the 
one of his First Symphony which was also included in that set, comes from a book written about 
the composer after his death and supposedly was stated by him; but other admirers of Toscanini 
who met and talked with Shostakovich’s son Maxim got a very different story. Maxim uncate-
gorically denied that his father had hated Toscanini’s performance of the Seventh Symphony, 
only that he found it lacking in “true Russian feeling” and felt that the last movement was a bit 
rushed (it was indeed conducted a few notches faster than the metronome marking).  But the 
composer absolutely loved Toscanini’s reading of his First Symphony, and would often play it 
for conducting students as an example of how this music should properly go.  

But the Toscanini-bashers, now finally let out of their cages and with the taste of blood on 
their tongues, didn’t stop there. They lambasted the sound of the orchestra as harsh and ugly, 
with “screeching strings” and “acrid woodwinds.” Well, this was so often a defect of almost any 
issued Toscanini broadcast pre-1947 that I didn’t even stop to think about that; I just assumed 
that it was a defect of the recording itself and not necessarily of the orchestra. Eventually, after a 
very long period of time, I was proven right when Urania issued a superb transfer of this perfor-
mance. I can’t say whether they used the original RCA source or, perhaps, somehow got hold of 
that “alternate source recording” that I mentioned earlier on, which supposedly had great sonics. 
It wouldn’t have been the first time. Even when he was still alive, Toscanini complained about 
the sound of one of his Beethoven Symphony recordings (I think it was the Fourth), but a fan 
from Connecticut who had recorded it straight from the FM broadcast played his tape for the 
Maestro, who was absolutely stunned—and angry. “Why can’t RCA make sound like that?” he 
exploded. “I will talk to them! They need to fix this!” But alas, RCA never did have or keep ac-
tual broadcast transcription discs or tapes in their vaults. All of the recordings you hear were 
made live in the actual hall during the performances. Sometimes they were very good, often just 
so-so, occasionally pretty cramped-sounding, and the Shostakovich Seventh was one of these. 

I know what I’m talking of because when I was in college my piano teacher, Frederic 
Chang, had been able to obtain off-line transcriptions of Toscanini’s 1950-54 broadcasts and 
played several of them for me at his home. I swear to you, they sounded like new recordings…in 
mono, mostly, but the sound was lustrous and perfectly-balanced. Sadly, he wouldn’t make cop-
ies for me. Apparently he had been sworn to never share them with others for fear of copyright 
violation. 

Back to our regularly scheduled narration, the commercial release of the Shostakovich Se-
venth seemed at first like just some carping from jilted wannabes, but it was actually the begin-
ning of the end for Toscanini’s reputation for nearly 20 years. Even when, in the early 1970s, 
German RCA began reissuing his recordings in very fine and impeccable mono sound, and in-
cluding such things as the Berlioz Romeo et Juliette broadcast that hadn’t been part of the RCA 
Victrola series, only we who had remained loyal to Toscanini bothered to buy them. Mostly they 
just sat on the shelves and, in some cases, were sent back to the distributor. 



Perhaps RCA thought they would be able to revive interest in the conductor and restore his 
now slightly tarnished reputation by releasing all of the Philadelphia Orchestra recordings in 
1976, but as I said, except for the perfectly-restored Schubert Ninth the rest of the series sounded 
absolutely horrible. In addition to the pops, ticks and swishes that had kept them from being re-
leased in the first place, these newly-made tapes also gave the orchestra a “powdery” sound in 
loud climaxes that distorted their pure, lustrous sound quality. Whether intentional or not, this 
just drove one more nail in the Toscanini coffin and failed to revive interest in him. Less than 
three months after this set came out, I bought it in a used-LP shop for less than half price. And 
was bitterly disappointed at that. 

Yet another movement was afoot in the classical world: the “historically informed perfor-
mance” movement. At first, this mostly meant using reduced orchestral forces for earlier music 
and, in the case of orchestral-choral works, a reduced chorus as well. Robert Shaw’s 1966 re-
cording of the Handel Messiah was considered groundbreaking in its day, not just for the use of 
reduced forces but also for the brisk tempi and snap of the phrasing. Yet it was Nikolaus Har-
noncourt who ushered in the real “HIP” movement, almost full-blown, in the late 1960s and ear-
ly ‘70s on the Teldec label, mostly Baroque works but also occasional recordings of Mozart such 
as the Horn Concerti with Hermann Baumann as soloist, that set the critical world on its ear. By 
the late 1970s/early ‘80s we had Christopher Hogwood, whose own recording of Messiah 
seemed to make the Shaw performance sound too “lush,” and before long it seemed as if a whole 
school of conductors suddenly erupted with HIP performances of Bach, Handel, Vivaldi, Mozart 
and eventually Beethoven. The pitch was lowered by a half-tone on the presumption that this was 
the norm in the 18th and early 19th centuries (it wasn’t, but they didn’t let hard facts stand in the 
way of their agenda). This has since morphed into small bodies of strings playing with no vibrato 
whatsoever, producing a whiny, flaccid sound that didn’t even sound like violins, and choruses 
that likewise sang with no vibrato, producing a sound not unlike that of the electronic MIDI. 
This trend, which has continued to the present day, is what they are pleased to call “historical,” 
even though contemporary writers in the 18th century praised string players for emulating the 
sound of singers, which included vibrato on held notes.  

When RCA, then owned by BMG in Germany, began issuing their complete “Toscanini 
Edition” in the late 1980s, they did collectors a favor in many instances by returning to the origi-
nal tapes, often improving the sound, but also let many recordings stay the way they were (par-
ticularly the Philadelphia Orchestra recordings). Once again, critics were quick to point out the 
occasional textural changes and additions/subtractions of bars in a few pieces rather than point 
out the many great things in his performances, but by and large they restored a certain amount of 
respect to Toscanini. But this was the same era in which Joseph Horowitz’ poison-pen tome, Un-
derstanding Toscanini, was published, and in it he excoriated the conductor as a cheap opportun-
ist who rode to fame solely due to the heavy promotion and marketing of NBC/RCA and who 
used his position as an expatriate living in America to “wrap himself in the flag” in order to pro-
mote his brash and insensitive performances. It was a ghastly smear job but the critics who were 
already predisposed to disliking Toscanini jumped on Horowitz’ bandwagon and praised the 
book for its cultural “honesty.” 

Once again, Toscanini went into remission, but BMG wasn’t finished with him. In the late 
1990s they issued a dozen 2-CD sets including much of his best work, meticulously remastered 
and this time using a judicious amount of reverb to give the recordings a much more natural 
sound. EMI’s Testament label gave us the first official release from the original tapes of the 
Philharmonia Brahms concerts and then continued with meticulously remastered issues of many 
of his NBC Symphony performances. Then other smaller labels such as Pristine Classical, Im-



mortal Performances, Legendary Recordings and Urania jumped into the fray with further 
cleaned-up releases of some of his finest and rarest recordings and concerts. In the early 21st 
century RCA Red Seal, now owned by Sony Classical, finally gave us the fully restored Phila-
delphia Orchestra recordings. Slowly but surely, Toscanini’s reputation was being restored.  

The Maestro is now viewed, correctly, as a pioneer in performance practices that were then 
highly controversial but are now mainstream. Even Karajan, in his last Beethoven Symphony 
cycle, restored most of the symphonies to their proper or near-proper tempi and phrasing, albeit 
with the lush sound of the Berlin Philharmonic. In recent years it seems as if nearly every label is 
vying to produce a Beethoven or Brahms symphony cycle that can rival Toscanini’s. The two 
that have come closest, in my opinion, are those of Michael Gielen on SWR Music (who was 
also recording occasional Beethoven symphonies at the right tempi for small labels like Audio 
Fidelity in the late 1950s/early ‘60s) and the little-known Yondani Butt on Nimbus. 

Toscanini’s performances of such early music as Bach, Handel, Vivaldi, Cherubini, Mo-
zart, Haydn and Rossini are not without flaw, but if one examines them in the light of what was 
positively known in terms of performance practice in his time they are surely of great historic 
value as well as intrinsic performance quality notwithstanding the often dry, cramped sonics. We 
will examine several of these in my critique of Toscanini’s best performances in the following 
chapter, after which I will propose his “Top 25” recordings, the ones that I feel represent him at 
his very best artistically (if not always sonically). The point I am making, and the point of this 
entire series of essays, is that contrary to what his detractors may say, Arturo Toscanini was a 
thinking musician who also felt music deeply. Indeed, some of the excesses one hears in his re-
cordings were excesses of feeling over phrasing. Particularly during his long association with the 
NBC Symphony, he often drove his musicians far too hard because he wanted them to give of 
their “blood” as he did, and this resulted in the hard-driven phrasing you hear. At other times this 
was conditioned by nervousness on his part; as I pointed out much earlier, he was always at his 
most tense during the first performance in a series with the New York Philharmonic-Symphony, 
but there he had two more performances that same week in which to relax, and by the Sunday 
afternoon broadcast he was often at his best. With the NBC Symphony, he had no such luxury; 
he had one shot to get it right, and sometimes the tension overrode his basic musical instincts. 
Ironically, this sometimes worked the opposite way. His relaxed 1950 tour performances of De-
bussy’s Ibéria resulted in a faster, tauter, less relaxed studio recording, just as his relaxed 1953 
broadcast performance of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis was sped up and tightened for the studio 
recording a few days later. This yin-yang push-pull took its toll on both him and the musicians, 
and like the great Hungarian pianist Annie Fischer, he often changed his mind about his own per-
formances, sometimes from year to year. RCA was lucky to get him to approve as many for 
commercial release as they did, but if you take a look at the length and breadth of his total oeu-
vre, a surprisingly large amount of superb performances remained “in the can” for years or dec-
ades before they finally saw the light of day.  

Yet as music commentator Karl Haas pointed out, the sheer excitement and vitality of Tos-
canini’s performances are what make them unique, even the flawed ones, and this vitality was 
for the most part unflagging until the last two years of his career. They provide not necessarily an 
objective lesson in creating “perfect” performances but, rather, a subjective lesson in how to in-
fuse even the least interesting piece of music with so much kinetic electricity that it practically 
leaps out of the speakers. Yes, other conductors did the same thing, among them Stokowski, 
Rodziński, Walter, Fricsay, and his musical “children” James Levine, Carlos Kleiber, Riccardo 
Chailly, Michael Gielen and Valery Gergiev, but more intermittently. Toscanini was always 
hard-wired when he conducted; he knew no other way of working; and yes, sometimes the desire 



for perfection was exactly what circumvented it; but as soprano Olive Fremstad said when her 
former personal secretary, Mary Watkins Cushing, played her a recording of one of his rehearsal 
rages thinking she would laugh with her, “That poor man! He wants things to be perfect so bad-
ly!” 

It is exactly this constant search for perfection, and his constant injection of every last 
nerve of his being in his music—a trait which led many Italians to nickname him “Maestro Furi-
oso” or, as one American commented, “conducting as if he were always on caffeine”—that 
makes the Toscanini legacy unique. And along the way, the very best of his performances make 
one sit up and take notice of thousands of little details in the score that were hitherto obscured or 
simply not noticed as well as an unshakeable belief that the composer’s note-values and, most of 
the time at least, written tempi were sacrosanct. Yes, he sometimes made editorial decisions that 
were wrong-headed, but more often than not made such decisions that made sense and illumi-
nated the composer’s intentions. As composer Paul Creston once said, it didn’t matter to him if 
Toscanini conducted this passage too fast or this one too stiffly, what mattered was that he really 
suffered in his painstaking attention to detail and the personal energy he put into his work. The 
number of times he failed were indeed painful to hear, but the number of times he succeeded far 
outweigh these. No conductor is perfect, Toscanini was no exception, but in his case he generally 
knew when he had failed and blamed himself more than anyone else. Music-making, for him, 
was a crucible of the soul, a test of the heart as well as the mind, and his constant striving for the 
highest level of performance is the part of his legacy that, in the end, means the most. 

All the rest of the noise against him is simply sound and fury, signifying nothing. 
 
 


