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Cross-dressing in Operas:
On the Musical-Theatrical Aesthetics of
Castrato and Trouser-role

Kii-Ming Lo

Abstract

Romantic love between man and woman is one of the major themes in operas.
The theme of love expressed via the beautiful voice of singers and their arias have
been two of the major attractions of opera. Reviewing the four hundred years of
opera history from the perspective of the relationship between gender and voice,
we note that composers use castrati and trouser-roles to comstruct a
multiple-layered interrelationship by switching gender and voice.

In the development of opera, the beauty and techniques unigue in castrati
fascinate and amaze audience musically by their most ornate and elaborate
coloratura, which led to its unfailing popularity and made it the center of the opera
stage up to the first half of the 19™ century. In terms of the relationship between
characters and gender, both castratos and trouser-roles possess a voice close to that
of the female; they differ in that castrati cover both male and female characters,
while trouser-roles are limited to male characters sung by women’s voice. The
divergence of gender and voice which creates a unique aesthetics in music and

theatricality of opera is the focus for the discussion of this article.

Key words: opera, opera seria, castrato, trouser-role, aesthetics of voice, Der

Rosenkavalier, Farinelli, Il castrato
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