Wilhelm Furtwangler:
Defending Art, Defying Oppression

ABSTRACT

Wilhelm Furtwingler, one of history’s most celebrated conductors, occupied a morally ambiguous position
in Nazi Germany. While never a member of the Nazi Party, he chose to remain in Germany from 1933 to 1945,
believing he could use his influence to protect Jewish musicians, preserve artistic freedom, and uphold the
institutions he loved, including his family and the Berlin Philharmonic. That decision was much criticized for its
relation to German propaganda. This paper examines Furtwéngler’s overlapping responsibilities: civil, familial,
professional, and public. Drawing from historical documents, letters, and contemporary scholarship, it argues that
Furtwéngler’s decision to stay in the Third Reich was shaped less by complicity than by a commitment to his moral
and social obligations under totalitarian rule. Each section of the paper considers how these responsibilities clashed
or overlapped, revealing a man navigating impossible choices under extraordinary pressure. Furtwingler’s case
complicated simple narratives of heroism or collaboration and ultimately underscores how individual agency under
authoritarian regimes is constrained by ethical, structural, and political forces. His legacy compels modern scholars
to rethink what responsibility means in times of oppression, illuminating Furtwéngler’s enduring relevance in
debates on morality and courage.

Introduction

In the 2001 biographical drama Taking Sides, at his post-WWII denazification trial regarding his actions in
Nazi Germany, the world’s leading orchestral conductor at the time, Wilhelm Furtwéngler (1886-1954), declared:
“art and politics should have nothing to do with each other!”! Furtwingler was, and still is, universally
acknowledged as among the most brilliant musical geniuses in history. By 1923, the 37-year-old prodigy had
become the principal conductor of three of Germany’s most prestigious musical institutions, and even Hitler was an
ardent admirer.? Furtwiingler was known for his deeply philosophical and personal approach to music, treating
markings on musical scores as fluid and interpretive. His recordings of Beethoven, Brahms and Bruckner sought not
just precision, but metaphysical depth, marked by flexible tempos, sweeping phrasing, and a remarkably
improvisational intensity in the fortissimo sections.® The Greek soprano Maria Callas who closely worked with
Furtwiingler, exclaimed that “to me, he was Beethoven.” Furtwiingler’s artistry transcended national boundaries to
achieve global fame, but he found himself increasingly entangled in the political realities of his time. On the eve of
Hitler’s ascent to power and the Nazis gradually sullying his homeland, Furtwingler faced a difficult choice: to stay,
or to leave Germany. Ultimately, facing the systematic dismantling of rights under the Nazi regime—including
freedom of expression and association—Furtwéngler was forced to weigh his mounting responsibilities. He chose to
stay and work as a freelance conductor in Germany from 1933-1945, believing he could preserve some measure of
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artistic freedom and protect his family and orchestra even as the regime curtailed basic civil liberties. That choice
became the source of his controversy. In Nazi Germany, he protected Jewish musicians and never joined the Nazi
party, yet he is known as a “Nazi conductor” and “Hitler’s pampered maestro.”> He wished to work as an apolitical
artist, yet, under his baton, his orchestra became the Reichsorchester. He witnessed the Nazi regime’s systematic
censorship and the eradication of rights central to cultural life, forcing him to live and work in oppression
unparalleled in modern societies.

Amid Nazi Germany's pervasive repression, Furtwéngler’s multi-layered responsibilities compelled him to
make morally ambiguous decisions, the center of which is his decision to remain in GermanyThe totalitarian nature
of the Nazi regime complicated even simple peacetime responsibilities, and Furtwéngler’s reputation became
tarnished as he tried to fulfill his civil, familiar, professional, and public responsibilities. His approach to navigating
his responsibilities during difficult times stands as an instructive case for historians. As the framework of this essay,
responsibilities are defined as “holding ourselves and others responsible for actions.”® In a wartime fascist state,
Furtwéngler gradually lost ability to say “no” as Nazi censorship tightened its grip. Struggling to take on several
roles at once under such a regime, Furtwéngler was tortured from being forced to make compromises with the Nazi
regime in order to protect the people and ideals for which he cared for. The extreme and complex situation that
Furtwéngler faced exemplified the courage it takes for citizens to prioritize moral responsibilities even in the most
difficult of times, and despite Nazi appropriation of his music, he remained a role model as a man of moral rectitude
who tried his best to fulfill his responsibilities under oppression.

Civil Responsibilities: Furtwangler the Protector of Fellow Musicians

As the Nazi regime stripped Jewish citizens of their fundamental rights, Furtwéngler undertook the
daunting responsibility to civil disobedience and saw it as his civil responsibility to shield Jewish musicians from
Nazi persecution, leading him to stay in Germany where he could wield his influence to protect them. Biographer
Fred Prieberg writes that “it was clear to him that he could not abandon the members of the Berlin Philharmonic to
their fate—they were attached to him.”” This attachment is an extraordinary responsibility to take on during
wartime, when one could hardly guarantee their own survival. He ensured the safe departure of the six fully Jewish
musicians in his orchestra by 1936 and protected the partially Jewish musicians until the end of the war,® an
astonishing achievement in an increasingly hostile and violent Germany. He directly saved the life of violinist Carl
Flesch with a letter of recommendation, working tirelessly for years to personally appeal to Goebbels for Flesch’s
safety.” Furtwiingler’s helping hand extended to all who were in need, taking as much responsibility as he could
regardless of who required assistance. Perhaps the most striking testimony of Furtwéngler’s consistent efforts comes
from the music teacher Hugo Strelitzer, who had no personal relations to Furtwingler. When news of Strelitzer’s
imprisonment and torture reached Furtwingler, he immediately and repeatedly went to personally plead to the
Minister of Culture and the Police Commissar. Strelitzer was freed, and in deep gratitude, wrote of Furtwingler in
1965: “If I am alive today, I owe it to this great man...”'° Strelitzer’s words speak for many others. Furtwingler’s
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persistent efforts prompted Georg Gerullis, Nazi Undersecretary of Culture, to remark, “Can you give me the name
of a Jew who is not backed by Furtwiingler?”!! As a result of his efforts, over eighty survivors testified for him
during his denazification trial as evidence of his courage amid the horrors of Nazi subjugation.'?

Not only did Furtwéngler fulfill his responsibilities to others, but he also exercised his responsibility of
civil disobedience against an oppressive regime. Despite Himmler tapping his phone and collecting material against
him, Furtwiingler still worked tirelessly to resist Nazi presence at his concerts.!? He never joined the Nazi party or
saluted Hitler, even in his presence. He refused to hang swastikas in his concert halls or conduct the Horst-Wessel-
Lied, the Nazi party anthem.!* When Nazi officials organized a banquet for him after a concert, “without replying,
[he] threw his score at their feet and left them,” instead returning to his Jewish secretary and friends.!> The political
upheaval and subsequent complaint from the Nazis attending his concert did not stop him from small acts of
resistance: throughout the war he largely refused to conduct in occupied countries, performing a total of only four
times, '® and even deceiving the Nazis by purchasing fake medical certificates to avoid conducting these concerts.!”
Despite the regime persecuting those who resisted against it, Furtwéngler still pushed to exercise his responsibility
of civil disobedience. His choice to undertake this responsibility to support the persecuted thus marks his
extraordinary courage.

The complexities of his situation are often oversimplified when scholars scrutinize his actions and discuss
his enduring controversy, often lacking full recognition for the extreme difficulties he faced in making his choices.
The most famous words of attack came from fellow conductor Bruno Walter, who left Germany in 1933: “Consider
too that you ultimately have lived for twelve years in the Nazi empire without terror, or fear of it...of what
significance is your assistance in the isolated cases of a few Jews?”'® Emigre writer Thomas Mann similarly accused
him of merely “staging a political show” in his acts of assistance.!® They imply that Furtwéingler had a political
responsibility to leave Germany, even if it meant abandoning his civil responsibilities there. These post-war
comments—made when Walter and Mann were safe in California—outlined a dangerous oversight: Furtwéngler’s
responsibilities were more nuanced than a simple political gesture, and overlooking other parts of his responsibilities
resulted in arrogant presentism. The complexities and stress of Furtwéngler’s situation demand historians to
approach his case with sufficient recognition for the tangible impact of his courageous actions, which are preserved
in the lives he saved.

Familial Duty: Furtwéangler the Guardian

As son, husband, brother, and father, Furtwéngler had a deeply personal duty to his family, who were all
born, raised, and located in Germany as Nazi regime gained power in government. The deep entanglement with his
family members made even short tours torturous, when he is required to take a prolonged absence from his family.
Furtwéngler was born into a prominent family and had at three siblings; apart from his wife, Elisabeth, he also had
at least three children whom he regularly wrote to.2° During times of conflict, he took up the massive responsibility
to care and provide for his entire family using influence and wealth, and whenever he is away, his family members
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became Wilhelm’s primary concern. To stay with his family, Furtwéngler had to remain in Germany, despite the
option to leave. Before the war, during heightened tensions in March 1935, he wrote to his mother, saying that “you
shouldn’t have to worry about finances”, implying that he has been continuously supplying her with enough
money.?! In February 1944, at the height of the war, he wrote to his mother: “I hear that your apartment situation in
Heidelberg is back in order. Otherwise, if you have any problems, just let me know right away. Even though I'm
often far away, I can usually help you right away.”?? His influence within the Nazi circles allowed him to find his
mother a safe refuge in the city of Heidelberg, which was not bombed during the entirety of the war. He further
mentions that “Elisabeth and the children now live in Achleiten, Post Rohr, Upper Danube, near Linz, where they
are, as far as humanly possible, protected from enemy bombs.”? His protective instinct extended not just to physical
safety, but also to emotional support. In a letter to his daughter Friederike dated to October 1937, he gently urged
her to open up about her inner struggles: “But if you’re really very sad and don’t know what to do, you should write
to me and tell me what's bothering you. Can’t you do that? ... We still have a lot to talk about; (also about the
religious things you touch on in your letter, which are difficult to write about.) ... Always remember that I love you
very much.”?* These words reveal not only a father’s tenderness, but also the quiet emotional labor he undertook,
even amidst the pressures of conducting and political compromise. His concern for Friederike’s wellbeing—mental,
spiritual, and personal—was just as serious as his efforts to shield her from bombs. The arrangements with his
mother, wife, and children were only made possible with Furtwéngler’s enormous influence within the circles of the
Nazi government, which would not have been possible had he left Germany in 1933.

Perhaps the most poignant example of his profound sense of familial duty came on the most heartbroken
day in Wilhelm Furtwéngler’s life came on November 14, 1944. That day, Wilhelm learned that his mother had
passed away and that “the funeral had already taken place on November 9th, and I [Wilhelm] sent her a telegram on
the 12th, still unaware, announcing the birth of our son.”* He found it “particularly bitter to have written to her so
rarely recently” and “on the very day Marit’s letter [informing him of this tragedy] arrived, I had intended to write
her [his mother] a long and detailed letter, including about our child.”?® The unspeakable grief of a son was not to
overcome him: the grief in his voice immediately cut to concern for Marit, his sister, who he asked to “come to
Berlin or somewhere closer to us” because she no longer has to take care of their mother.?” Albert Speer, the
Minister of Armaments and War Production, had built a safe shelter in Furtwéngler’s Berlin residence, protecting
from aerial bombings, and so Berlin was safer than anywhere else.?® Even during such a moment of grief; his first
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concern was for the safety and wellbeing of his siblings, and despite this setback, continued to provide for his family
until he was forced to flee in 1945.

During the war, he ended the various letters to his family in loving signatures, including “Dein Vater [your
father]”, “Dein W. [your W.]”, “immer immer immer Dein W. [always, always, always your W.]”, “Willi [a
diminuative of Wilhelm]”, and “Viele Kiisslein von deinem Vater [many kisses from your father]”.?° It is clear that
Furtwéngler’s love and attachment to his family is palpable and motivated him throughout the war to protect and
provide for them. Since moving his entire family was impossible, Wilhelm must stay in Germany, so that he could
use his influence to shield for those who he cared for. His family would be left helpless and powerless had he chosen
to abandon them in the times of war; thus, his decision to remain was not just a political compromise—it was an act
of guardianship rooted in love, made for the family he could not bring with him.

Institutional Leadership: Furtwingler the Steward of the Philharmonic

As the longtime principal conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic, Wilhelm Furtwingler bore not only artistic
but also institutional responsibility: he was the steward of a financially crumbling orchestra that, despite its global
stature, was teetering on the edge of collapse. Publicly revered as the world’s leading orchestra, the Philharmonic
was financially unsound and the whole ensemble was near structural collapse. As Prieberg notes, Furtwingler “knew
that he was artistic director of a bankrupt undertaking, a fact which was nervously kept from the public.”** The
orchestra suffered several major economic blows in the 1920s and 1930s. The post-WWI depression in the German
economy resulted in hyperinflation such that by November 1923, the cost of a single concert program had ballooned
to 200 billion Marks.?! Despite efforts to combat inflation by the implementation of the Rentemark policy in
December 1923, reducing prices by 10,000%, the orchestra continued to find itself unable to cover the increasing
expenses of paying its musicians.’? In 1924, the number of Active-Mitglieder [active members] who plays through
all seasons of concerts had increased from 54 to 66, and by 1926, the orchestra was running a deficit of 90,000
RM.*? The financial situation did not improve as the Great Depression hit the global economy. The annual subsidy
0f 90,000 RM from the City of Berlin was soon unable to cover the debt, which grew to 400,000 RM by 1926 and
eventually escalated to 480,000 RM.3* That mounting pressure was too much for any government, organization or
individual to afford, and the Berlin Philharmonic soon found itself legally bankrupt.

Adding to the financial troubles of the orchestra was its legal structure. The orchestra functioned as a
limited liability company, with each musician being shareholders who both rely on the orchestra to pay their salaries
and collectively bear legal responsibility for the orchestra’s debts.’® Hence, as a Public Limited Company, the
orchestra was subject to PLC Law #64 for Germany at that time, which stipulated that any insolvent company must
declare bankruptcy within three weeks. Amazingly, the orchestra’s management decided to conceal the bankruptcy
for over two years, risking a fine of 5,000 RM each and up to one year in prison.’® Prieberg asserts that “their
behavior was as illegal as that of any common crook”, and because each musician was a shareholder, everyone in
the orchestra was at risk of losing their jobs, being arrested and imprisoned, and ultimately Germany would lose its
foremost orchestra.’’

As the principal conductor, Furtwéngler had a responsibility not to allow that tragic possibility to unfold on
his watch. The only way to alleviate the financial pressure was to seek sufficient funding for the orchestra, and with
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the Nazis assuming power, the only viable option in front of Furtwéngler was to accept state subsidy, via the
government buying most of the orchestra’s shares. Instead of the musicians being the shareholders, the government
now holds the majority of the orchestra’s shares and obtains a dominant voice in the operations of the orchestra.
Aster writes that in 1933, the year of Hitler’s ascendency to the post of Prime Minister, “the Nazi Reich saved the
Berlin Philharmonic from bankruptcy.”?® Huebel writes that in essence, “the orchestra exchanged its independence
for economic security”.>* Had Furtwiingler left the country in 1933, the orchestra would have been unable to strike
the deal with the Nazi government and face dissolution, as the Nazis were clear that they “did not intend to lose
Furtwangler” and the orchestra came in only second.*® Only Furtwingler had the influence among the high-ranking
members of government to strike the deal, and thus his name became inevitably tied to the transformation of the
Berlin Philharmonic from an independent musical organization to the much controversial Reichsorchester, the
Reich’s orchestra.

Furtwéngler’s decision to guide the orchestra through its financial crisis reflected a deep sense of
responsibility, not only to the quality of music produced with the Berlin Philharmonic, but to the orchestra and the
musicians themselves. Each musician’s livelihood depended on the integrity of the orchestra, and to abandon the
orchestra would have meant abandoning those who played in it—and the very possibility of music’s survival amid
political catastrophe. Despite the costs to his personal reputation and the artistic independence of the orchestra,
Furtwiéngler’s responsibility to the musicians of the orchestra played a significant role in contributing his ultimate
decision to remain in Germany and with his musicians. Through times of unrest, he remained in Germany and
continued in the unenviable role of steward of the orchestra until 1944, when Allied bombing destroyed the
Philharmonie concert hall.*!

Public Responsibilities: Furtwangler the Influential Artist

As an artist, Furtwéngler initially exercised his right to independently pursue his artistic goals. However,
under Nazi rule, the regime’s increasing control over cultural institutions meant that this right was progressively
restricted, and exercising it came with a profound responsibility: to recognize how his music could be appropriated
as propaganda. His inability to fully recognize this responsibility to the German public ultimately compromised the
very right to autonomous artistry he sought to preserve. Furtwéngler stated that his musical principle is to pursue “a
kind of high naivety” which is “simple and noble”,** and his artistic personality was described as “the very essence
of the old and trusted values.”*® Hence, he is often regarded as the epitome of a 19th-century artist who believed in
the purity and abstraction of art—art for art’s sake. In 1933, on the eve of Hitler’s ascent to power, he wrote: “art
cannot be placed at the service of public life. It must be left as it is, its materials are the great primal forces.”** This
belief was echoed in 1942, writing that art can enjoy “separation from people...ineffable peace in nature and God”,
and that it is his lifelong goal which “is surely worth a few sacrifices.” As an artist, it was his right to practice art
as a standalone pursuit separate from politics. To him, music was not merely an aesthetic experience but a
metaphysical journey, a search for ultimate truth beyond the material world. The exercise of his right to artistic
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expression cemented his reputation as an exalted conductor, his legacy secured in video and audio recordings of his
concerts.

The exercise of his artistic rights blinded him from seeing some of the responsibilities as an esteemed
public figure, failing to recognize that music was and has never been apolitical in Germany. In this regard,
Furtwéngler was unable to fully uphold his responsibility to confront the political implications of his widespread
influence in society. Cultural historian Pamela Potter argues that the “‘German’ nation was a Volk der Musik”,*® a
people of music, tracing their roots back to the longstanding musical tradition of Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, and
Wagner for a sense of national identity. This same Volk der Musik under Nazi rule would find that “the role of unity
and synthesis in the symphony suited perfectly ... Nazi ideology,”” making music a crucial tool through which the
Nazis sought legitimacy. Political appropriation thus came swiftly: Goebbels openly wrote to Furtwéngler that music
must be “responsible, professional, popular [volksnah] and militant”,* challenging the conductor’s ideals.
Furtwéngler soon found himself unable to conduct music that was not “popular” and “militant”. In 1934, when
premiering avant-garde composer Paul Hindemith’s opera Mathis der Maler, which central theme was art and
freedom,*® the scheduled performance was forcibly cancelled and his personal assistant was forced out of the
country.>® This incident would be the prelude to many more, demonstrating the Nazi government's iron will to ban
politically dissenting music. As a result, Furtwéngler was compelled to open his concert programs to government
intervention which resulted in frequent political manipulation. As the Nazi regime continued to appropriate his
music, Furtwéngler’s career in Germany became doubly tragic: Nazi appropriation of his music both compromised
his right to his brilliant artistic expression, and also limited his ability to fulfill public responsibilities, making him a
symbol of a regime he resisted against.

Nevertheless, parts of Furtwéngler’s responsibility were impossible to fulfill due to the Nazi regime’s
active manipulations of his image. As a public figure, Nazi misportrayals of him in the media eroded his ability to
express himself and lead the public against the regime as part of his responsibility. Consequently, his failure to
recognize the political impact of his music cannot be singularly attributed to himself. For instance, he was forcibly
conferred the ceremonial title of Staatsrat, or State Councilor, which could not be “refused or renounced. It was a
title for life.”>! The Staatsrat title gave him no power, and Furtwiingler never used the title, but he was always
referred to as a Staatsrat in the newspapers, listing this title preceding all other ones. By conferring a title on
Furtwéngler against his will, the Nazis effectively seized control of his public image, portraying him as a loyal
supporter in a narrative he had no power to shape or resist. A similar propaganda attempt was Friedrich Herzfeld’s
1941 biography of Furtwingler, published during the war a decade before Furtwéngler’s death. Herzfeld, a Nazi
collaborator and state-sponsored author, attempted to paint Furtwéngler as “Aryan, most German, and most
profound conductor,”? the embodiment of a perfect German according to Nazi ideology. The antisemitic and
chauvinistic lens of Nazi propaganda painted Furtwéngler as a loyal supporter of the Nazi system for millions of
Germans, whether they were reading this biography or the newspapers.>® His ability of expression was nullified by
the overwhelming intensity of Nazi propaganda which stole his music to turn against him. As his own voice outside
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of music gradually became silenced, his image and his music were in effect out of his control, thus rendering it
impossible to fulfill his responsibility of responsibly leading the public.

Final Words

Musicologist Peter Palmer gravely asserts that “the posthumous denazification of Furtwéngler is doomed to
run to all eternity.”>* This “trial” by posterity consists of two conflicting historical viewpoints that constantly
struggle to reshape the narrative of Furtwiangler. Scholars such as musicologists Michael Custodis and Chris Walton
take the radical stance that Furtwéngler voluntarily allowed his music to be appropriated by the Nazi regime, Walton
even contesting that Furtwiingler held Nazi beliefs himself. 3 3¢ This extreme is contrasted with the apologetic view
held by many prominent historians, such as Curt Riess, Furtwéngler’s first biographer, who believed that
Furtwéngler was physically compliant but spiritually resistant, and his presence in Germany did not mean
complicity, but rather courage.’” While history has no definitive narrative, the contemporary opinion of Furtwiingler
resides somewhere in the middle, as does this paper. A modern viewpoint will no doubt recognize the imperfections
but also the merit of his choices, as his flawed undertaking of civil, familiar, professional, and public responsibilities
is contrasted with his incredible bravery in his attempt to fulfill his responsibilities. He fought to uphold his
dwindling responsibilities even under unprecedented tyranny in modern civil societies. His quiet yet intense struggle
vividly illustrates the profound difficulty of undertaking moral responsibilities under the crushing weight of a violent
and all-consuming totalitarian regime.

Modern audiences revisiting the 2001 film about Furtwingler will surely feel both sympathy and frustration
towards the character. After all, how could art “have nothing to do with politics”, when the Nazi regime tied their
politics so closely to his work and presence in Germany?°® For us, his story remains a reminder that complex
circumstances can challenge the very definitions of responsibilities and how one navigates them. Furtwingler’s case,
then, can be interpreted as a social experiment that documents human responses to war and dictatorship. To avoid
the internal torment that plagued Furtwéngler for his whole life—his daughter recounted that by the end of his life
he was spiritually exhausted and “wanted to die”—a delicate balance must be struck. *° That balance is not easy to
achieve, as Furtwingler illustrates with the 12 years of his struggle under an oppressive regime as an influential
figure facing morally complex choices. Each human has a multitude of roles and responsibilities. Furtwéngler’s life
will remain a case of a man who courageously undertook but ultimately did not have enough power to fulfill his
responsibilities in times of war and despotism. He defends himself in a letter to Thomas Mann, a staunch critic of
his, and in defense of himself to all of his judges from posterity: “After all, the point is not to dwell on the past, but
to work on constructing a new world.”%’

3% Peter Palmer, “Review”, Tempo no. 184 (1993): 35.

33 Riethmiiller and Herzfeld, Furtwinglers Sendung, 107.

36 Chris Walton, “Furtwéngler the Apolitical?” The Musical Times 145, no. 1889 (Winter 2004): 5-25, accessed
March 12, 2025, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4149126.

37 Curt Riess, Furtwingler: Musik und Politik (Bern, Switzerland: Alfred Scherz Verlag, 1953).

38 Istvan Szabd, dir., Tt aking Sides.

%9 Frederike Kunz (née Furtwiéngler), “Frederike Kunz Tells”, interview by Ute Neumerkel, Archive Ute Neumerkel,
2010.

60 Furtwiingler, Briefe, Letter 162, to Thomas Mann. Translated from the German: Es handelt sich doch schliesslich
darum, nicht an der Vergangenheit hingen zu bleiben, sondern an einem neuen Aufbau der Welt zu arbeiten.
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