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This essay focuses on female public image, in particular the way the relationship between women and power is represented. It examines the changing depiction of the figure of Agrippina in historical sources, coins, art and music, as a case study for investigating the relationship between women, power and public image. There is a concentration on her characterisation in Handel’s opera Agrippina, first performed on the 26th December 1709, and, in particular, the influence of the prima donna Margherita Durastanti, who sang the title role. It argues that, although the ancient sources have a privileged position in the chain of reception, any subsequent portrayals equally have a bearing on the way we perceive her. Just as in the last 50 years the literary feminist movement has led us to re-examine the female figures of antiquity, so there are also intermediary representations which form part of what is better described as a web than a chain. And just as literary feminism raises questions about historical representation, so any examination of such compels us to reflect upon our own culture and conventions. Despite being well-received in its original run of 27 performances and number of repeat performances between 1713 and 1724, Handel’s Agrippina fell out of favour, just as with many of his other operas. But, just as interest in his works was revived in the early 20th century, so Agrippina has been performed over 100 times, and with increasing frequency. What factors are accounting for this opera’s exponential growth since the mid-20th century, and, interestingly, since its rebirth in Hallë, in the midst of Nazi Germany? 

The first part of this essay sets out the historical background of Agrippina’s character by the ancient sources. The second part examines the reception of Handel’s opera and, especially, the role of the prima donna. The third part attempts to account for the reawakening of interest in this opera and figure since the post-war era, particularly pertaining to the rise of second and third wave feminism, and feminist literary criticism. It attempts to make sense of Agrippina’s reception in the modern day. In the final part, the argument is that, just as pre-18th century years, the relationship between women and power is still a complex negotiation in public image. 


The Empress

The ancient sources have a complex relationship with Agrippina. Her most popular characterisation is as a power-hungry villain, and a controller of men. Suetonius claims that Nero was manipulated by her: “matri summam omnium rerum privatarem publicarumque permisit”[footnoteRef:1] – “to his mother he turned over the heights of all his affairs, private and public”. Here, Suetonius is infantilising the young emperor, patronising and emasculating him. Men should have power, so he insists; when they give it to women, they are weak. Suetonius’ opinion of Agrippina – and all women in power – is that she is only powerful in relation to her son. Female power stems from its proximity to male power. There is a distinct sense of threat in the exaggeration of the phrase “omnium rerum privatarem publicarumque”. The reiteration of the all-encompassing area of her dominion is emphatic; not only is she taking over the domestic, but is encroaching on the public sphere. To a Roman, the idea of a woman stepping into the spotlight, let alone the political spotlight, was horrifying. As Mary Beard, herself a female public figure, argues: “a woman speaking in public was, in most circumstances, by definition not a woman”[footnoteRef:2]. However, Suetonius was a senator, writing over half a century later. The senatorial bias against Nero no doubt intersperses his works. The damnatio memoriae against Nero following his death in 68AD also determined what was said about his character. The emphasis on his mother’s influence is more to reduce his power than to laud her. All the same, it is evident many still felt the remnants of her control, and considered her as hugely influential.  [1:  Suetonius, 121AD ‘The Twelve Caesars: Nero’ 9]  [2:  Mary Beard, 2017, ‘Women and Power: A Manifesto’] 


An aureus of 54AD places Agrippina on the same plane as the most powerful man in Rome: the emperor. 

[image: Image result for nero and agrippina aureus 54 ad][footnoteRef:3] [3:  Aureus of Nero and Agrippina, 54AD, National Numismatic Collection, DNB, Amsterdam] 


On the obverse, Nero and Agrippina are pictured facing each other, their features similar, clearly reflecting their familial relationship. Her jewellery announces her wealth and status. The fact that they are eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose, illustrates their equal status in matters of state, even if not officially. The inscription on the obverse elevates Agrippina’s rank: “AGRIPP AVG DIVI CLAVD NERONIS CAES MATER” (“Agrippina Augusta, wife of the divine Claudius, mother of Nero Caesar”). The title “Augusta” has the suggestion of the role “empress”, as well as meaning “exalted” or “revered”, which directly links her to the “divus Augustus”, the founder of Imperial Rome. The message is clear: Agrippina and Nero are ruling side-by-side. 
As a high value coin, an aureus was intended as a message to the wealthiest, most powerful echelons of society, an image of the ruling family to further strike fear into the senatorial classes (such as Tacitus and Suetonius). Surely, it would have rankled. 

Tacitus recounts a remarkable story about her. In 51AD, following his capture, the British rebel Caratacus and his family offer the same homage to Agrippina as to Claudius, during Claudius’ triumph, an unprecedented political move[footnoteRef:4]. Tacitus, like Suetonius, is using her power as a way of reducing the emperor’s credibility, as a man sharing a stage with a woman, as equals, is hardly a “man” at all. One can only speculate how unnerving this must have been to the patriarchal senators as a woman wasn’t supposed to be the equal of a man. Standing before them is Agrippina: an empress whose power and influence is so audaciously displayed and reaches those at the furthest bounds of empire. Again, Tacitus acknowledges her proximity to power and defines her solely in terms of her relationship to men: the empress to an emperor. [4:  Tacitus, 109AD, ‘Annals of Imperial Rome’ 12.37] 


The provinces also chose to portray her on the same stage as Nero. At the Sebasteion in Aphrodisias, a religious monument to the Imperial Cult, Agrippina is presented as crowning Nero.

[image: Related image] [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Nero and Agrippina, North Building, Sebasteion, Aphrodisias (photo from Wikipedia, author Carole Raddato)] 


The symbolism is clear: she put him on the throne, and she will keep him there. The cornucopia in her left hand illustrates Fortune and Plenty, recalling the Augustan Golden Age over half a century earlier, suggesting both her divinity and her role in helping Nero bring back the age of peace and plenty. Nero’s military garb, in comparison to her overtly feminine stola and the parallels to Ceres (a goddess who had a very feminine role as a divinity of agriculture and fertility) serve to emphasise her, presumably shocking, femininity, juxtaposing her “appropriation of the role of master of ceremonies”[footnoteRef:6]. This monument is certainly a statement: the citizens of this Turkish province perceived Agrippina with the power to create an emperor, and to bless the empire. To a modern viewer, she is the puppeteer, the organ-grinder to his monkey.  [6:  Annelise Freisenbruch, 2010, ‘First Ladies of Rome’ Witches of the Tiber] 


Agrippina’s character was also under scrutiny by the ancient sources. Tacitus implies she was not only an evil seductress, but even incestuous: “offerret se saepe temulento comptam et incesto paratam”[footnoteRef:7] – “she often offered herself, arranged for intoxication and ready for incest”. Here, there is a triple damnation: she is not only licentious, with all the moral condemnation that brings, she is overly indulgent in drinking, again frowned upon in respectable, high-class women, and the charge of incest is deliberately provocative. However, this would not have been so impossible to imagine, as she had already married her uncle, Claudius, having the laws changed to allow it. However, the charges with her brother and son are more dubious. As Matsyzak and Berry argue “incest was regularly attributed by political enemies in Rome, and as Caligula’s enemies were both numerous and vociferous”[footnoteRef:8], just as Nero’s were, the truth is often subject to slander. Similarly, in ‘the Twelve Caesars’, there is strict Suetonian moral judgement in his account of the speed with which she seduces Galba following her husband’s death[footnoteRef:9]. This morality is echoed two millennia later. Dennison calls her “that ambitious termagant”[footnoteRef:10] (this out-dated term is used in the same capacity as shrew). It seems even modern historians cannot resist imposing their own moral beliefs upon a figure beyond their time. There is a condemnation in her ambition, something we wouldn’t consider inherently wrong within a man.   [7:  Tacitus, 14.2]  [8:  Matyszak and Berry, ‘The Lives of the Romans’ Agrippina]  [9:  Suetonius, Galba 5]  [10:  Matthew Dennison, 2012, ‘The Twelve Caesars’] 



The Singer

In 1709, in the new theatre in Venice, Agrippina again takes to the stage, this time in an explosive whirlwind of music and singing. Handel’s Agrippina presents an invented love triangle between Poppea, the helpless heroine, Ottone, the archetypal hero, and Nero, the ambitious social climber. In the centre of this web, Agrippina pulls the strings, until they eventually break. At the dénouement, everyone gets what they want: Nero the throne, Ottone Poppea, and Agrippina has her son as emperor, although her schemes were not the cause. With an original run of an extraordinary 27 performances, she was viewed in completely new and unexpected ways. No longer just a power-hungry tyrant, now she is a woman with her own complex emotions, dreams and desires. Despite this, Handel doesn’t avoid her ability to manipulate. In the twelfth aria, “Non ho cor che per amarti” (“No heart have I but to love you”), she sings to Poppea, claiming that they will never deceive one another. This is loaded with dramatic irony, as the audience is highly aware that she is in the process of lying to Poppea about Ottone, the archetypal hero’s, feelings for her and the throne, where the latter takes priority. The aria’s long introduction of 17 bars reflects the tension between the two women. It hints at her careful selection of words, each designed to push or pull towards an eventual conclusion. The suspense conveys her precarious position to the audience; one wrong move will result in her exile at the very least. We can hear her anxiety in the staccato articulation (fig. 1), as well as the movement of quaver beats in the violoncelli against crochets in the violins, oboes, viola and bass (fig. 2). The isolation of one instrument against the constant rhythms of the others emphasises her own distance from the others. Like the music, she is moving against the traditional current. She is the one who stands apart. There is a fragility in her separation and the implicit loneliness conveyed in the music by the offset notes. The emotional complexity of her character is conveyed by the many layers of music (“an examination of the score of this air would probably astonish some who think Handel's orchestration is wanting in variety”[footnoteRef:11]) and the abrupt changes of dynamic, in the traditional baroque style, as marked in by the Chrysander edition. Her multi-faceted nature is characterised by the plethora of abrupt changes in volume, leaping from forte to piano, or even pianissimo, the extremes relating to the lengths she goes to in order to achieve her ambitions.  [11:  Ebenezer Prout, 1884, ‘Handel’s Orchestration (Continued)’] 
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Figure 1[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Handel, Agrippina, Chrysander Edition, 1874, Leipzig] 
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Figure 212
       
By all accounts, Margherita Durastanti was an excellent singer and a formidable woman. Clearly Durastanti was not, herself, Agrippina. But what is interesting is it does seem Handel wrote the opera singer into the part. Prior to her role as Agrippina, Durastanti sang the part of Mary Magdalene in Handel’s La Resurrezione. So how does one go from playing a woman revered by the church to one infamous for her “moral depravity”? One answer is that the church itself spurred this evolution; Durastanti was forbidden to complete her role as Magdalene, when the Pope himself berated this opera’s patron, Ruspoli, for allowing a woman to sing on stage, and, what’s worse, on Easter Sunday. St. Paul’s declaration announcing “mulieres in ecclesias taceant”[footnoteRef:13] (“women must be silent in churches”) was taken as grounds for women not being able to sing at all. To make matters worse, the opera was commissioned by the exiled Queen of Poland, Maria Casimira, for Easter Sunday, with its symbiotic account of Mary Magdalene’s anticipation of Christ’s return on that very day. Ironically, despite Magdalene’s privileged position in the church’s story, the Pope was not happy to have a woman playing a woman. There’s a potential to read this focus on separation, longing and reunion as a parallel of the exiled Queen Maria’s own loss, separating and longing for her kingdom and her husband. To combat the blow to Durastanti’s career, Handel gives her the title role in Agrippina, transferring an entire aria (‘Ho un non so che’) from La Resurrezione to Agrippina, the score and lyrics unadulterated, despite the two operas being written by different libretti. In the former, it conveyed Magdalene’s hope of the resurrection; later, it was Agrippina’s reflection upon her manipulation and character. How can a single aria, sung with such joy as Mary Magdalene also convey such pathos and agony as Agrippina? The first part “ho un non so che nel cor, che invece di dolor gioia mi chiede”[footnoteRef:14] (“I have I know not what in my heart, that instead of pain joy seeks me”) seems oddly pitiable. The drawn-out nature notes over the syllables of “dolor” (“pain”), eliciting pathos between Agrippina and the audience, conveys her suffering and the agony she feels at her conflicting emotions and even the emptiness in her heart. Agrippina’s decisions, here motivated by emotions other than desire for power, redeemed her in the eyes of the 18th audience. It’s likewise to see the success of this opera as redemptive to the career of Durastanti. There’s a strange parallel in the lives of these three women: Agrippina, Mary Magdalene and Margherita Durastanti – all three fallen women, who seem to be redeemed by Handel’s opera.   [13:  St. Paul, ‘Corinthians’ 14.34]  [14:  Handel, Chrysander Edition, 1874] 


In April 1720, Margherita Durastanti took on a male role in another of Handel’s operas, Radamisto, performed in England, titling herself “primo uomo”. With this self-title, she moved herself outside the conventional restraints of femininity, following in footsteps similar to Agrippina’s, fashioning herself as a masculine hero. This is especially surprising in the context of 18th century England. Women had only been permitted on-stage as actresses since 1660, “followed within the half century by the opera singer and then the professional dancer”[footnoteRef:15]. As women had only recently made such a début, one can only assume this would have been in equal parts disconcerting and sensational: other, but tantalisingly new. While Durastanti has the power to do this in the 18th century, her talent (and presumably self-confidence) unnerved many of her critics, including the Italian libretto, Rolli: “I shall not enter into her singing merits, but she really is an elephant”[footnoteRef:16]. This comment dismisses her talent entirely out of hand, instead focusing on her appearance. Like Agrippina almost two millennia before, it seems that power beyond the prescriptions of gender is repulsive and appalling. This is perhaps portrayed in this caricature: [15:  Olwen Hufton, 1995, ‘The Prospect Before Her’]  [16:  Rolli, c. 1720] 


[image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/6/67/Margherita_Durastanti.jpg/210px-Margherita_Durastanti.jpg][footnoteRef:17] [17:  Caricature of Durastanti, 1709-1713, Venice] 


This shows that Durastanti was a powerfully built woman, with a large chest and a double chin, strong jaw and firm-set lips. However, there is also an element of the regal about her, in her earrings and elegant gown, and the aquiline slope of her nose, as well as the presumed beauty spot. No doubt what made Rolli criticise her so greatly also made her such an excellent singer, which was highlighted by the fact that, as declared, albeit second-hand, by Charles Burney, “additional airs were composed to display her peculiar powers”[footnoteRef:18], in the 1722 revival of Floridante, despite her not even having the title role. [18:  Charles Burney] 



‘MeToo’

200 years later, the theatre stage is again the setting for a revolution about the relationship between women and power in the public eye. At the 2018 Oscars, many actresses wore black to honour the #MeToo movement, which has exposed the sexualisation and marginalisation of women in the media. What’s more, there is an endemic hostility towards women in public roles. The classicist Mary Beard suffered a torrent of online abuse in 2013, following a positive comment on ‘Question Time’ she’d made about immigration. But, rather than her views being called into question, they insulted her appearance, age and femininity. It leads one to wonder whether the same would have happened had it been a man.  

The suffrage movements that started in the late 1800s eventually culminated in women being given the vote. In Britain, this was 1918, but it opened the way to female presence in government outside of the monarchy. But our first female Prime Minister did not appear until the 1980s, and many did not perceive her as a good impact upon society, especially for women, as she was determined to stand aside from her fellow women, which did not give them much room to manoeuvre. She surrounded herself with men, thus making herself stand out. Even in the 2017 election, it was the first time over two hundred seats were occupied by women in Parliament – 208 out of 650, still not even a third[footnoteRef:19]. Despite this somewhat disappointing lack of progress in the past hundred years, there is a definite sense of positivity, as “female MPs now have strength in numbers – they are rarely a lone voice in a room full of men, having to apologise for speaking at all”19. This progress allows us to reconsider Agrippina as a revolutionary, with an unapologetic desire for power. Modern women can empathise with a woman who has had to fight for power – something taken for granted by men, but barred to her by her gender. [19:  The Guardian, January 2018] 


The literary feminist movement has highlighted the sexism which is inherently bred into our culture, and even into our language. Spender argues that “language and literature developed in patriarchal society reflect and maintain a sexist ideology”[footnoteRef:20]. We are perhaps never able to completely free ourselves to an honest and open understanding of any figure in literature. However, that does not stop us trying. The rise in popularity of Agrippina as an opera, which, as I have shown, presents Agrippina as a real person, with real emotions and desires, shows we are trying to understand female experiences with power throughout time. It equates with how we see ourselves now – as people, not entirely good, but not entirely bad. Women are stepping up to claim their humanity now more than ever, no longer confined to being the ideal of domestic bliss – dubbed “angel in the house”[footnoteRef:21] – or the Eve-like temptation who calls men to sin. Still, this virgin-whore dichotomy is still relevant in the modern day. Many see women as either good or bad, pure or sinful. The reality is more complex; the lines are blurred, and we are beginning to understand that. The #MeToo movement and the actresses in black at the Oscars is an example of this: women are taking a stand against the objectification of their bodies and the accusation that the way they dress is to blame for any sort of harassment or assault. The road is rocky, and there are many obstacles, but the men and women behind #MeToo and the reclamation of the female body as more than a sexualised object are beginning to change people’s perceptions. As female sexuality and strength is promoted and the virgin-whore dichotomy gradually fades, this generation (the #MeToo generation, if you will) views women as more than their sexual history. And, amongst them, Agrippina will not be hated so much because of her private affairs, as most now perceive that to have little bearing over their public life, or be a cause to shame women.  [20:  Dale Spender, 1980, ‘Man-Made Language’]  [21:  Coventry Patmore, 1853, ‘The Angel in the House’] 



Agrippina continues to evolve. In the 1st century AD, she was seen as powerful empress, venerated, if not necessarily good. Her contemporaries, such as Tacitus and Suetonius, used her to strike fear into the hearts of their fellow senators at the idea of a woman being more influential than them, and to demonise her son, victimising her and removing her own agency and agenda. Handel gave her emotions and humanity, as well as a title role usually reserved for the tragic heroines, turning her into what was, at the time, a “good” woman, or at least redeemable by their standards, even if it resulted in stripping some of her more “masculine” power away, weakening her resolve. But now, changed as our minds are by the events of the past, we see Agrippina as all of these things. We see her as strong and powerful and determined, a woman who defied the odds, bridged the gap between women and power. But we are also indignant, as children of a generation who now see the barrier to female achievement as being wrong and foolish. “How long have women been told that their position is ‘privileged’, that they are ‘the power behind the throne’, or that they are the objects of special reverence?”[footnoteRef:22]. Women have broken away from the idea of goodness being inherently bound to their chastity or their kindness. They embrace the fact that they can be villains or heroes, anything they wish, and they have started to reclaim their humanity, with all its flaws. We still wish to see Agrippina as either “good” or “bad”, but we have started to realise that perhaps she is neither. Perhaps we see her from a patriarchal perspective, steeped in “their terror of not being real men”22, whatever that is, and the fear that “masculinity” isn’t inherently male, just as “femininity” is confused with being female. But it’s impossible to understand ancient figures such as Agrippina without an acute awareness of the social, political and cultural atmosphere of her time, and our time, and all the cultures in the years between. In the introduction, the metaphor of a web was mentioned as a more effective description to represent the complex interconnectedness of reception. While a chain moves either laterally or linearly, moving on in sequence, a web can branch out in all directions, making connections to any part of its whole. In this essay, the power and prestige attributed to Margherita Durastanti raises difficult questions about the position of women in the spotlight today, just as in the past, and, further, antiquity. Agrippina today is both the same and different to the Agrippina of Handel, or of Tacitus, or of Suetonius, and even to Julia Agrippina Minor, sister, wife and mother of emperors.  [22:  Joan Smith, 2013 Edition, ‘Misogynies’] 
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