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ABSTRACT: The article focuses on how cancel culture is alluded to in the motion picture Taking Sides in 

which Major Steve Arnold interrogates renowned German conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler in the aftermath of 

World War II in Germany. We argue that maestro Furtwängler falls victim to what is known today as cancel 

culture – the term did not exist at the time. However, the events depicted in the movie and the consequences 

damage his reputation. Although he is acquitted in a subsequent trial, he is later denied admission to the USA. To 

discuss the problem, we adopt a three-dimensional approach from the points of view of: 1. Musicology – although 

Major Arnold could have been right, Wilhelm Furtwängler did everything for the sake of his musical endeavours; 

2. Culture Studies – Wilhelm Furtwängler is cancelled by Marjor Arnold who fails to empathize with the 

conductor, but rather dehumanizes him chiefly for not understanding how the world of classical music functions; 

3. Post-WWII and German Studies – Major Arnold is completely ignorant of German culture, which is why he 

fails to comprehend, too, why his German assistants sympathize with Furtwängler. The conclusion that we reach 

is that Wilhelm Furtwängler is innocent; yet, he falls victim to cancel culture because his interrogator, Major Steve 

Arnold, is totally incompetent, but is determined to execute the orders he has been given. 
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Introduction: 

The article aims to investigate the allusions to cancel culture in post-WWII Germany in the 

motion picture Taking Sides (Pasquier, 2001). Written by Ronald Harwood and directed by István 

Szabó, the movie is centered around the interrogation of one of the world’s most renowned conductors 

Wilhelm Furtwängler by Major Steve Arnold. The purpose of this interrogation is to find Furtwängler 

guilty of being subservient to the Nazi regime, although the conductor claims the contrary. The term 

cancel culture did not exist at the time, but the events depicted in the movie show exactly that – a famous 

person is totally dehumanized and eventually cancelled (by being denied entry to the USA in order to 

practice his art). The reason for this – according to Major Arnold – because Furtwängler wanted to 

promote his career by opting to remain in Germany and conduct concerts for Nazi leaders. In this article, 

we will argue that Major Steve Arnold is totally ignorant of several important factors: 1. he is not 

familiar with how the world of classical music functions and what it means to a conductor to be able to 

conduct in order to convey his musical ideas; 2. he is totally unaware of some German cultural specifics 

– Germans respect their past, though they may not be proud of some chunks of their historical heritage; 

they also respect art – something that Adolf Hitler himself promoted; but more than anything else, they 

do not tolerate injustice, especially when it is done toward their compatriots – this is proven in the 

reaction of Major Arnold’s assistants, who, unlike him, empathize with the great maestro; 3. because 

Major Steve Arnold receives direct orders to find Furtwängler guilty, he takes his mission seriously, 

and is determined to complete it successfully, even if he has to degrade one of the leading artists of his 

time. In this article, we comment and express opinions solely on the events depicted in the motion 
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picture; the text does not attempt to be a review of the screenplay, acting, direction, or any other 

cinematic achievements of the movie. 

 

Argument: 

Cancel culture is one of the phenomena of the 21st century because many famous people have 

fallen victims to it. In Bulgaria, for instance, two recent examples include: boxing star Kubrat Pulev 

forcibly kissing reporter Jenny SuShe in front of cameras, live, during an interview after one of his 

bouts on US soil. As a result, he was sued and cancelled to fight in the USA for a certain period of time. 

Another instance cost the political career of former Bulgarian Minster of Culture and member of 

parliament from the GERB political party Vezhdi Rashidov, who, during one of the meetings at the 

Bulgarian Parliament, without realizing that a nearby microphone was on, slammed all women who 

made claims over sexual abuse as whores. He later apologized for his words, but he had to quit his 

position as an MP, his political party, and subsequently politics as a whole. 

The world of classical music is not alien to cancel culture, either. In 2018, one of the top 

American conductors, the late James Levine, was cancelled by the Metropolitan Opera following 

allegations of sexual molestation of young artists at the beginning of their careers. Another case involves 

the late Dale Clevenger, principal French Horn of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra for 44 years. He 

was known for being a sexual predator; however, unlike James Levine, he was not cancelled by the 

orchestra, probably because there were no legal accusations by any of his victims. The most recent 

scandal involves two male members of the New York Philharmonic – Matthew Muckey (trumpet) and 

Liang Wang (oboe) who allegedly drugged female French horn player Cara Kizer and took sexual 

advantage of her back in 2010. As a result, New York Philharmonic chairman and CEO, Gary Ginstling, 

issued a statement on 18 April 2024 that they were currently suspended from the orchestra while an 

independent investigation was being conducted by Katya Jestin, co-managing partner of the law firm 

Jenner & Block1. With this context in mind, we return to post-WWII Germany and the process of 

denazification, when US Amry Major Steve Arnold (a former insurance agent) has received orders of 

finding the iconic conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler guilty of sympathizing with the Nazi party in order 

to promote his career. To understand the events, we will look into the problem from three points of view 

– that of how classical music functions, how cancel culture is alluded to, and, ultimately, we will narrow 

the focus to German culture.  

To understand the art of a conductor, we will provide a brief overview of how classical music 

functions. In this sophisticated realm, there is a kind of trinity or, in order not to make a reference to the 

holy trinity, triangulation (cf. Fig. 1). Thinking about any classical music work, we distinguish between:  

• first, the composer – the person who creates the music. In order to hear his/her music, there 

have to be performers – individuals, an orchestra, a choir, etc. Many composers are also conductors, 

and when they compose their works, if they have the necessary performers, they can conduct their own 

works, premier them, and conduct them onwards; 

• second, the performers – most often, there will be an orchestra, although, a work can be written 

for a specific instrumental or vocal performer; if it is an operatic performance, there has to be an 

orchestra, singers, and (not always) a choir; 

• third, the conductor – as most of the greatest composers are dead, they can no longer conduct 

their works; therefore, in order for them to be performed, there has to be a conductor. This is the person 

who serves as the mediator between the composer and the performers. We would argue that the role of 

the conductor is the most complicated one, because, since most composers are dead, he/she has to rely 

 
1 As of 1 September 2024, no results of this investigation have been published. 



„LINGUARUM UNIVERSE“, VOLUME 1, ISSUE 2 

                                                                                         DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.14024452 

 

234 
 

solely on the score, and/or on some recordings (if available). The beauty on the one hand, and the 

complexity, on the other, of a classical music work, is that if we have some intermediate knowledge of 

the way a symphony, for instance, sounds, we will be able to recognize it. If we listen to several different 

performances, by different orchestras and conductors, we will be able to tell the difference in areas such 

as tempi, nuances, sound effects, quality of individual performers, etc. This is why the role of the 

conductor is of crucial importance, because he/she has to interpret a specific work, but also, he/she must 

have a good orchestra in order to convey his/her musical ideas.  

 

 

Fig. 1. The trinity or triangulation of a classical music work 

 

With the Austro-German repertoire, for which Wilhelm Furtwängler was renowned, the 

conductor must have an excellent orchestra, and the Berlin Philharmonic is the one that meets the 

requirements. Without this orchestra, or in other words, if he had chosen to leave Germany, Wilhelm 

Furtwängler would not have been able to express his musical ideas. This is what Major Steve Arnold 

fails to comprehend. He is a man on a mission because he has received an order to find Furtwängler 

guilty. Throughout the motion picture, he keeps reminding his assistants and Furtwängler that he has 

been an insurance agent before, and just as insurance agents dig for evidence in order not to pay for the 

damages, he carries out the interrogations with total disregard of the maestro’s explanations; on the 

contrary, he desperately tries to make Wilhelm Furtwängler confess a crime that he did not commit.  

In contemporary cancel culture, a cancellation is usually triggered by some inappropriate 

gesture or in more extreme cases, sexual misconduct. Although there are hints of Wilhelm 

Furtwängler’s being sexually involved with a young musician from the Berlin Philharmonic, the 

important gesture is the maestro’s shaking hands with German propaganda minister Goebbels after a 

concert. This act, however, cannot be deemed inappropriate, and in itself cannot be the sole reason for 

a cancellation. Furthermore, it is later discovered that afterwards, Furtwängler wiped his hands. But as 

this were not enough, the peak of Major Arnold’s complete incompetence is the accusation, partially 

based on a second violinist’s assumption, that Wilhelm Furtwängler has been jealous of a young rising 

star, Herbert von Karajan, for being a better conductor than himself. In fact, it is Karajan who is a 

member of the Nazi party, but Major Arnold is unaware of that; instead, he tries to find proof of 

Furtwängler’s belonging to it but finds none. More to the point, only specialists with profound 

knowledge in music could ascertain whether one conductor is better than another. Major Arnold is not 

such a specialist; therefore, the jealousy claim remains unproved.  

German culture has its peculiarities. For instance, if one travels on the U-bahn (the underground 

railway) in today’s Berlin and his/her route goes from former East to former West Berlin, he/she will 

notice that when the train brakes, there is a deafening screech in East Berlin, but not in West Berlin. 

Bearing in mind Germany’s technological advancements, it is evident that this screech could have been 

removed long ago; however, it is left as a reminder of Germany’s World War II past. Germans might 
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be ashamed of some of their past, but they always leave something to remind them of it. Another good 

example of this is the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, nicknamed “the hollow tooth” (cf. fig. 2), 

which could have been restored, but today it is one of Berlin’s most famous landmarks. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, nicknamed “the hollow tooth” 

 Major Steve Arnold is unaware of any cultural traits specific to Germany. This is why he 

cannot comprehend, either, why his German assistants, despite being personally affected by the evils of 

the Nazi regime, empathize with Wilhelm Furtwängler throughout the movie, rather than shunning him 

– something Major Arnold himself is constantly trying to make them do.  Research on the literature 

shows that no literary sources deal with either the motion picture Taking Sides or the play with the same 

name (both written by Ronald Harwood) in terms of cancel culture. Hall (2020) discusses the movie 

and the play from the point of view of an Aristotelian tragedy. Similarly, Stewart (2002) dwells upon 

the play comparing a courtroom to a theatrical space. Little is mentioned about music, nothing about 

cancel culture. Gardiner (2010) deals with Wilhelm Furtwängler’s denazification, but the maestro was 

never a member of the Nazi party; therefore, there was no need for him to be denazified. Riberi (2021) 

makes a comparison between the play and the movie. He also cites some of the works performed by 

Furtwängler and the Berlin Philharmonic. He dubs Major Arnold as “uncultured” and ascertains that 

the interrogation damaged the maestro’s reputation and future career. Music is not described in detail, 

nor is a reference to cancel culture made. Schmidt (2006) claims that “Harwood [did not write] mere 

fiction. His rather ‘semi-fictional play’ is based upon a wide range of evidence that was presented at 

the original trial.” She also states that “[t]o fully understand the phenomenon of the denazification trials, 

one has to understand the cultural differences between Americans and Europeans […].” Major Arnold’s 

narrow-mindedness leads to his showing zero compassion on his victim, and total disregard to his 

assistants, who being Germans, empathize with the great maestro. However, these issues do not address 

cancel culture, or Furtwängler’s musical achievements.  

According to Stojanova (2003), “Szabó is mainly concerned with the Furtwängler’s legacy and 

how his alleged compliance with the Nazi elite has affected his place on the musical Olympus.” She 
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also makes a mention of Karajan as Furtwängler’s “worst nemesis”. Szabo himself (2002) claims “I 

don’t think that you can separate art and politics because politics is life, and if you separate art and 

politics, it means that art has nothing to do with life.” However, this is a prejudiced opinion, and as 

established earlier, in order to be able to convey his/her musical ideas, a conductor must have an 

orchestra, and Furtwängler had to make a choice – one that was for the sake of his art. 

 

Conclusion: 

The article has made an attempt to investigate the events depicted in the motion picture Taking 

Sides from the point of view of Wilhelm Furtwängler’s classical music legacy, the cancel culture 

phenomenon, post-WWII German studies, and German culture studies. Without having any sentiments 

on the motion picture’s cinematic achievements, although, we cannot but admit that Harvey Ketiel’s 

rendition of Major Steve Arnold is an Oscar-worthy one, we claim that Wilhelm Furtwängler is 

cancelled unjustly and mainly because of Major Steve Arnold’s ignorance of how classical music 

functions and what German culture is like, on the one hand, and his personal determination to execute 

orders at any cost and by any means, on the other. Overall, the movie itself does not make it clear which 

side is taken – that of Wilhelm Furtwängler’s innocence or that of cancel culture embodied by Major 

Steve Arnold. 
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