
THE RIVAL SIRENS

The tale of the onstage fight between prime donne Francesca Cuzzoni and Faustina Bordoni is

notorious, appearing in music histories to this day, but it is a fiction. Starting from this

misunderstanding, The Rival Sirens suggests that the rivalry fostered between the singers in 1720s

London was in large part a social construction, one conditioned by local theatrical context and

audience expectations, and heightened by manipulations of plot and music. This book offers readings

of operas by Handel and Bononcini as performance events, inflected by the audience’s perceptions of

singer persona and contemporary theatrical and cultural contexts. Through examining the case of

these two women, Suzanne Aspden demonstrates that the personae of star performers, as well as

their voices, were of crucial importance in determining the shape of an opera during the early part of

the eighteenth century.

suzanne aspden is a lecturer in the Faculty of Music at the University of Oxford. As a leading

Handel scholar, she has made numerous appearances on BBC radio and television, and has been the

co-editor of Cambridge Opera Journal since 2009. Her research interests include opera and identity

politics in music, and she has been awarded a number of fellowships in the USA, UK and India. She

has published articles in Journal of the American Musicological Society, Musical Quarterly, Journal of the

Royal Musical Association and Cambridge Opera Journal, and is co-editor, with Michael Burden, of a

forthcoming book on Cavalli’s Erismena.
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2.8 Giovanni Bononcini, ‘Sento che già il pensier’, Astianatte (London, 1727), bb.10–37.

Edited from ‘Astianatte. Selections’, HTC-LC, M1505.B724 A85 1727 F. | 119

2.9 Giovanni Bononcini, ‘Amato caro ben’, Astianatte (London, 1727), bb.1–47. Edited

from ‘Astianatte. Selections’, HTC-LC, M1505.B724 A85 1727 F. | 123

2.10 Giovanni Bononcini, ‘Spera che questo cor’, Astianatte (London, 1727), bb.9–19.

Edited from ‘Astianatte. Selections’, HTC-LC, M1505.B724 A85 1727 F | 128

2.11a Giovanni Bononcini, ‘Mesto e solo l’usignolo’, Astianatte (London, 1727), bb.41–59.

Edited from ‘Astianatte. Selections’, HTC-LC, M1505.B724 A85 1727 F | 130

2.11b Giovanni Bononcini, ‘Mesto e solo l’usignolo’, Astianatte (London, 1727), bb.84–102.

Edited from ‘Astianatte. Selections’, HTC-LC, M1505.B724 A85 1727 F | 131

3.1 G. F. Handel, Alessandro (London, 1726), ii.i. | 144

xi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03337-5 - The Rival Sirens: Performance and Identity on Handel’s Operatic Stage
Suzanne Aspden
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033375
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


3.2a G. F. Handel, Admeto (London, 1727), Overture bb.1–14. | 162

3.2b G. F. Handel, Admeto (London, 1727), i.i, bb.1–30. | 163

3.3a G. F. Handel, Admeto (London, 1727), Overture, ‘Allegro’, bb.50–53. | 166

3.3b G. F. Handel, ‘La gloria sola’, Admeto (London, 1727), bb.1–48. | 167

3.4a G. F. Handel, ‘Luci care, addio, posate’, Admeto (London, 1727), bb.83–91. | 171

3.4b G. F. Handel, ‘Admeto traditor, iniquo amante’, Admeto (London, 1727),

bb.1–11. | 172

4.1 G. F. Handel, ‘Bella, teco non ho’, Riccardo primo (London, 1727), bb.1–10. | 197

4.2a G. F. Handel, ‘Ai guardi tuoi’, Riccardo primo (London, 1727), bb.25–45. | 199

4.2b G. F. Handel, ‘Ai guardi tuoi’, Riccardo primo (London, 1727), bb.66–90. | 200

4.2c G. F. Handel, ‘Ai guardi tuoi’, Riccardo primo (London, 1727), bb.129–139. | 201

5.1 G. F. Handel, ‘Mi credi infedele’, Siroe (London, 1727), bb.18–36. | 226

5.2a G. F. Handel, ‘Fra dubbi affetti miei’, Siroe (London, 1727), bb.1–31. | 229

5.2b G. F. Handel, ‘Fra dubbi affetti miei’, Siroe (London, 1727), bb.83–108. | 231

5.3 G. F. Handel, ‘Deggio morire, o stelle’, Siroe (London, 1727), bb.5–9. | 233

xii Music examples

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03337-5 - The Rival Sirens: Performance and Identity on Handel’s Operatic Stage
Suzanne Aspden
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033375
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


TABLES

Table I: Operas in which Faustina and Cuzzoni appeared, London 1726–8 | 9

Table 1.1: Operatic roles taken by Faustina, Cuzzoni and Senesino, London

1726–8 | 51

Table 2.1: Cuzzoni’s arias as Andromaca in Astianatte | 101

xiii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03337-5 - The Rival Sirens: Performance and Identity on Handel’s Operatic Stage
Suzanne Aspden
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107033375
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book has been over ten years in the making, since an idea formed during work

on another project grew too large to be contained in the two articles originally

intended. I am grateful to several institutions for providing funding to help me

pursue my research: Robinson College, Cambridge, on whose postdoctoral

research fellowship I began this project; the Huntington Library, Los Angeles,

Beinecke Library, Yale, and Houghton Library, Harvard, all of which provided

fellowships (from a year to a month in duration) allowing me to pursue this and

other work; the Arts and Humanities Research Council, which gave matching

funding for a term’s research leave to finish writing up the book. Oxford

University’s John Fell Fund provided money towards the cost of music editing,

as did the Music Faculty at Oxford.

The advice and suggestions of colleagues and students at the various institutions

at which I’ve worked and presented research over the past ten years – Cambridge,

Yale, Southampton, Oxford – have been invaluable. I have also benefitted from

feedback on conference presentations or guest lectures at the American Musico-

logical Society annual meeting in Seattle, the universities of Leeds, Manchester,

Auckland, King’s College London, and Victoria University of Wellington. The

ever-helpful staff of Cambridge University Library, the British Library and, most of

all, the Bodleian Library and Oxford’s Music Faculty Library deserve particular

thanks, especially Peter Ward-Jones, Jenny McParland, and Martin Holmes of the

Bodleian and Music Faculty Libraries, and Andra Patterson of the British Library.

I must also thank Thomas Daggett and John Traill, who transcribed the music

examples for me. I am grateful to my commissioning editor, Vicki Cooper,

for persisting with her interest in this project and for her care and judgement

in managing it through to publication, and to her team and my copy editor, Sara

Peacock.

Recalling the debts accrued over such a lengthy period of creation is to trace the

outline of a career through friendships forged. Handelians and scholars of eighteenth-

and seventeenth-century opera, many of whom I am privileged to count as friends,

have shared their expertise in different ways. Terence Best commented on an early

draft of chapter 4, while he was working on the HHA critical edition of Riccardo

primo. Michael Burden, Donald Burrows, Ellen Harris, Richard G. King, Lowell
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