Women of the Stage – Soprani

It was on the stage that the women of Western Europe first found their full liberation and equality with men.  This was achieved, ironically, only by being able to step out of their own personality to become a character in a play or to be seen as an artist, rather than as themselves.  Nevertheless, these women had the opportunity to be seen, at least in one forum, for what they were and appreciated for what they could do.  Those who became famous and wealthy, no doubt helped bring about a change in how all women were valued.  These pioneers were in every sense extraordinary women.

La Maupin, died in 1707

The young lady we know only as La Maupin was a celebrated French actress and singer.  We first hear of her as being married to a young businessman and living in Paris.  Soon after her marriage, she began an affair with a fencing master, with whom she also studied the art of the large and small sword.  Upon the occasion of her husband being offered a position in Provence, La Maupin, not wishing to give up her life in Paris, moved in with the fencing master.  When her husband began legal action against the lovers, they fled to Marseilles where they both apparently had sufficient voices to be employed by the local opera.

Soon tiring of this lover, La Maupin developed a passion for, and seduced, a young woman.  Alarmed friends of the young woman captured her and for her safety hid her in a convent in Avignon.  La Maupin, however, soon discovered her location and, presenting herself as a novice, gained admission to the convent.  La Maupin set fire to the convent and in the confusion carried off her young female lover.  The young woman’s friends rescued her once again and at this time La Maupin apparently lost interest and turned her attention toward Paris.

In 1695 she joined the Paris Opera, attracting immediate attention in the role of Pallas in Cadmus.  Following this success she apparently enjoyed several years of extraordinary popularity.  

When a male singer in the Opera, named Dumesnil, managed in some fashion to slight her, La Maupin dressed in male attire and waited for him after his performance one evening in the Place des Victoires.  When Dumesnil appeared, she insisted that he draw his sword and fight.  When he refused, she gave him a sound beating and took from him his watch and snuffbox.  The next day Dumesnil boasted to his friends of the Opera company that he had successfully defended himself upon being attacked by three thieves.  La Maupin, of course, humiliated him by immediately revealing that it was she alone who had beat him for his cowardice, producing his watch and snuffbox as evidence.  On another occasion, a member of the company who similarly became the object of her wrath, hid from her for three weeks in the Palais Royal before finally making a public request for her pardon.

On the occasion of a great ball given by Monsieur, brother to Louis XIV, La Maupin appeared again dressed in a man’s clothing.  During the course of the ball she insulted a young lady, whereupon three of the lady’s friends, supposing La Maupin to be a man, demanded that she follow them outside where they proposed to defend the young lady’s honor.  While she could have easily avoided the fight by revealing herself to be a woman, she instead drew her sword and killed all three.  She returned to the ball as if nothing had happened and explained the situation to Monsieur.  He apparently found her story amusing and extended his pardon.

Some time later La Maupin turns up in Brussels, where she became the mistress of the Elector of Bavaria, who was in residence there.  After a period of time the elector tired of her and his passions turned to the Countess of Arcos.  To rid himself of La Maupin, the elector gave this lady’s husband a large sum of money to deliver to La Maupin with an order to leave Brussels.  La Maupin declared this a gesture worthy of a scoundrel, threw the purse in the count’s face and left for Paris.

Upon her arrival in Paris she resumed her success on the stage.  In 1705 she announced her retirement from the Opera, surprised her friends by declaring her devotion to her husband and left Paris to join him in Provence.  It is here with her husband that we last find mention of La Maupin, living out the rest of her life in a most pious manner, until her death at age 34!

Francesca Cuzzoni, 1700 - 1770

Francesca made her debut in Venice in 1718 and her success was followed by performances throughout Italy.  She was known for her perfect intonation, creativity in improvisation and by a unique ability to crescendo and diminuendo by minute degrees.

She made her first of many trips to London in 1722, where she married the composer and harpsichord performer, Sandoni.  Horace Walpole, who saw her at this time, wrote,

She was short and squat, with a doughy cross face but fine complexion; was not a good actress; dressed ill; and was silly and fantastical.

She was engaged by Handel, who greeted her by announcing, “Madame, I well know that you are a veritable female devil; but I myself, I will have you know, am Bellzebub, chief of the devils.”  In a rehearsal for her appearance in his Ottone, she declared that she disliked the aria, “Falsa immagine,” and refused to sing it.  She quickly changed her mind when Handel threatened to throw her out a window and thereafter this aria became the one that made her career in London.  She is well remembered for her musical duels with another Italian soprano in London, Bordoni, which we discuss below.  This competition was finally resolved when the directors of the opera offered her a salary of one guinea per year less than Bordoni.  At this, Cuzzoni resigned and accepted an invitation from Count Kinsky in Vienna.

Cuzzoni’s final appearance in London was in 1750, but she was older now and had lost her voice.  Passing through the Netherlands she was thrown into prison for her debts.  By giving performances for the governor of the prison, she gradually repaid her debt and made her way to Bologna.  There, in extreme poverty and squalor, she supported herself by making buttons.

Faustina Bordoni, 1700 - 1781

Faustina was born to a noble Italian family, one which had previously governed the Venetian Republic.  Her first instruction was with Gasparini and in 1716 she made her debut in the opera Ariodante by Pollarolo.  Within three years she was singing throughout Europe with the greatest success and began to be known as the “New Siren.”  An Italian critic wrote,

[She has] a matchless facility and rapidity in her execution; dexterity in taking breath, exquisite shakes, new and brilliant passages of embellishment, and a thousand other qualities [have] contributed to inscribe her name among the first singers in Europe.

In Vienna she was heard by Handel, who took her to London for a production of his Alessandro in 1726.  Here the famous music critic, Charles Burney, wrote of her,

She, in a manner of speaking, invented a new kind of singing, by running [improvisations] with a neatness and velocity which astonished all who heard her.  She had the art of sustaining a note longer, in the opinion of the public, than any other singer, by taking her breath imperceptibly.  Her beats and trills were strong and rapid; her intonation perfect; and her professional perfections were enhanced by a beautiful face, a symmetrical figure, though of small stature, and a countenance and gesture on the stage which indicated an entire intelligence of her part.  Apostolo Zeno, in speaking of her departure from Vienna says: “But, whatever good fortune she meets with, she merits it all by her courteous and polite manners, as well as talents, with which she had enchanted and gained the esteem and affection of the whole court.”

The London audience, however, quickly took sides, some becoming supporters of Bordoni and some of another famous soprano, Cuzzoni, and began to compete in the applause they awarded their favorite.  During a performance of Bononcini’s Astianatte, in 1727, when Bordoni tried to sing, the supporters of Cuzzoni rose up in a chorus of hisses, boos, and roars.  A fight broke out in the pit and soon, on the stage itself, the two sopranos began to fight and tear each other’s hair while the spectators smashed the scenery!  This great competition was satirized by Gay in his The Beggar’s Opera of 1728.

In 1730, having returned to Venice, Bordini married the famous German composer Johann Adolf Hasse and followed him to Dresden where they lived in happiness for thirty years, before retiring to Venice.

Caterina Gabrielli, 1730 - 1796

Caterina was born the daughter of a cook to the Roman Prince Gabrielli.  One of her first teachers was the famous Nicola Porpora at Naples, who was also a teacher of Haydn.  She appears to have begun her opera career in l754, soon moving to Vienna, where she became a favorite of Gluck and Metastasio.  During her stay in Vienna, the French ambassador, who had become obsessed with her and was jealous of the Portuguese minister, once drew his sword and would have killed her but for her whalebone bodice.

By 1770 she was famous all over Europe, not only for her singing, but for her questionable personal reputation -- references to her love affairs finding their way into many memoirs.  We find a glimpse of this in a letter by Leopold Mozart, who heard of her on a trip to Italy.

Signora Gabrielli is known throughout Italy to be an extremely conceited fool who besides squandering all her money does the most idiotic things.  We shall meet her on our travels in Rome or Naples, as she is coming up from Palermo, and we shall then do homage to her as a queen and praise her to the skies, as that is the way to curry favor.

In 1772 Gabrielli made a tour to St. Petersburg, where she astonished Catherine II by requesting a fee of 5,000 ducats.  “This,” said Catherine, “is more than a field marshal makes!”  “Well, then,” answered Gabrielli, “let your field marshal sing for you!”  Her success in St. Petersburg was such that ardent admirers more than once fought for her favors.

She also toured London, where the music critic, Charles Burney judged her,

the most intelligent and best-bred virtuosa with whom I have ever conversed, not only on the subject of music, but on every subject concerning which a well-educated female, who had seen the world, might be expected to have information.

Regarding her real musical ability, we have a judgment rendered by the greatest musician of all time, Mozart.

Those who have heard Gabrielli are forced to admit that she was an adept only in runs and roulades; she adopted, however, such an unusual interpretation that she won admiration; but it never survived the fourth time of hearing.  In the long run she could not please, as people soon got tired of coloratura passages.  Moreover, she had the misfortune of not being able to sing.  She was not capable of sustaining a breve properly, and, as she had no messa di voce, she could not dwell on her notes; in short, she sang with skill, but without understanding.

Henriette Sontag, 1806 - 1854

Henriette was born to a German family of actors and made her first stage appearance as Salome in Kauer’s Donauweibchen at age six!  At age nine her mother, now a widow, took her to Prague, where she appeared in juvenile parts in the opera under the direction of von Weber and was admitted as a student in the conservatory.

When Henriette was fifteen she was called upon to substitute for the lead singer in Boieldieu’s Jean de Paris.  From this moment on her career was extraordinarily successful throughout Germany, as well as in Vienna and in London.

While still in her early twenties, she retired from the stage to marry Count Rossi, a diplomat in the service of Sardina, whom she had met in Berlin.  The court protocol of the day was such that her husband’s diplomatic career was in danger for his having married a woman of low birth.  This problem was fortunately solved when the King of Prussia conferred upon her a title of nobility.

The civil wars of 1848 threw the couple into financial difficulties and Henriette considered returning to the stage.  Again, the position of opera singer was of such low prestige that her husband was informed he could only continue his career if he separated from his wife, with the understanding that when her career ended she could return to him.  Her husband refused his post and kept his wife.

In 1849 a lucrative offer from London brought her out of retirement after a decade and she resumed her successes in London, Paris and throughout Germany.  In 1852 she made a tour to the United States and in 1854 to Mexico, where she contracted cholera and died at age 48.

Jenny Lind, 1820 – 1887

Jenny Lind was the daughter of a director of the court theater in Stockholm and began serious study in singing at age nine.  After having been fortunate enough to have a number of fine teachers and helpful mentors, including Meyerbeer, she began making appearances throughout Europe by 1845.  She was particularly popular in London, as one can see in a review which concludes with the nickname by which she was known.

From that first moment till the end of the season, nothing else was thought about, nothing else talked about, but the new Alice -- the new Sonnambula -- the new Maria in Donizetti’s charming comic opera  -- his best.  Pages could be filled by describing the excesses of the public.  Since the days when the world fought for hours at the pit-door to see the seventh farewell of Siddons, nothing had been seen in the least approaching the scenes at the entrance of the theater when Mlle. Lind sang.  Prices rose to a fabulous height.  In short, the town, sacred and profane, went mad about “the Swedish nightingale.”

In 1848 she was engaged by the famous P. T. Barnum to tour the United States, where she was welcomed by frantic enthusiasm, made a fortune and found a husband, Otto Goldschmidt.

Most of her American earnings she gave to charities in Sweden and in England she gave the funds to build an entire hospital in Liverpool and the wing of another in London. 
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