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Toscanini
The 1939 Beethoven Cycle, Volume 2

There is no end to the marvel of music as familiar as Beethoven’s Second and Fourth Symphonies and the third
“Leonore” overture, which Mr. Toscanini performed for the second program of the Beethoven series he gave
with the NBC Symphony Orchestra last night in Radio City. How can any music, so well known, so endlessly
played, keep its extraordinary significance?

The reason, of course, lay in the wholly exceptional performance, which, whether or not the listener agreed with
their every aspect, were fully abreast of Mr. Toscanini’s customary standards of tonal beauty, meticulous finish,
grace and power; and, on occasion, the passionate torrent of Beethoven's feeling, which sweeps everything
before it.

The Second Symphony is the one which Camille Bellaigue terms so appropriately the “heroic lie.” The “lie”
consists in the buoyancy and glow of the music that the master produced at the very time when he discovered
that he was doomed to complete deafness, and when he penned one of the most pathetic of human documents,
his so-called “Heiligenstadt testament” which is a martyr’s farewell to happiness.

Introduction a Revelation

We know how unqualifiedly the symphony controverts all this, how bold and exultant it is in its irresistible spirit
and its every idea and detail. For it flashes like a sword. The introduction in itself is a revelation, as the orchestra
gradually brightens and gathers strength and effulgency. A valley in the morning would gradually lighten like that
with the sunrise.

But this is not the time to dilate upon all the wonders of the Second symphony. The performance of the first two
movements was as ideal as we may hope a human performance to be. It was good to hear the pace at which Mr.
Toscanini took the “larghetto,” which was flowing and joyous, and permitted of no slackening or sentimentalizing
of the song. But we found the scherzo more conspicuous for its delicacy and eighteenth-century preciseness than
for the brusque and shaggy Beethoven that inhabits these pages. Similarly in the finale, which is jocose,
unbuttoned, sometimes sly, sometimes uproarious in its humor. A somewhat polite Beethoven was heard in the
scherzo and the finale.

The Fourth Clearly Presented

The playing of the Fourth symphony was as remarkable for its transparency of tone in certain places as it was for
that mysterious hush and brooding of the orchestra which is often felt when Beethoven writes in a pastoral
vein—and surely this Fourth symphony, as well as the Sixth, is a "pastoral”! In none of the nine symphonies is
there a greater sensation of mysterious nature than in the introduction and the slow movement. In general, of all
the nine, it comes nearer to Haydn, for it has his vivacity in the livelier pages, and his full-hearted acceptance of
living.

The Fourth symphony is less vigorous and brilliant than No. 2. and was therefore the better foil for the thunders
and prophecies of the overture “Leonore, No. 3,” given a wildly dramatic performance.

Olin Downes, The New York Times, 5 November 1939
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TOSCANINI THe 1939 BeeTHOVEN CYCLE VOLUME 2 - SYMPHONIES 2 & 4, LEONORE OVERTURE NO. 3

ToscANINI, NBC SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA

BEETHOVEN Symphony No. 2 in D, Op. 36
1. 1st mvt. - Adagio molto - Allegro con brio (12:22)
2.2nd mvt. - Larghetto (10:42)

3. 3rd mvt. - Scherzo. Allegro - Trio (3:13)

4. 4th mvt. - Allegro molto (6:24)

BEETHOVEN Symphony No. 4 in B flat, Op. 60
5. 1st mvt. - Adagio - Allegro vivace (12:30)

6.2nd mvt. - Adagio (8:52)

7.3rd mvt. - Allegro vivace (s:09)

8. 4th mvt. - Allegro ma non troppo (7:03)

9. BEETHOVEN Leonore Overture No. 3, Op. 72a (13:33)

NBC Symphony Orchestra
conducted by Arturo Toscanini
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