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‘The image is a homage to the world of theatre, to all the 
performers who transform themselves into kings and queens, 

warriors, sorceresses, princes and princesses, lovers, who wear 
crowns, swords, helmets, beards, gowns, skirts…’ Cecilia Bartoli

›

and everyone in-between
Ladies, gentlemen
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Mezzo Jamie Barton 
as a thoroughly 
blokish Orpheus at the 
Metropolitan Opera

Dressed in pin-striped trousers, a slate-
grey waistcoat and dark suit jacket, the 
grieving Orpheus in The Met’s revival of 
Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice this season looks 

slick as he pines for his beloved Euridice, taken by 
the underworld. Director Mark Morris envisaged a 
Johnny Cash figure as the lovelorn lead: a brooding 
bloke with a guitar, set against soprano Hei-Kyung 
Hong’s delicate femme fatale beauty. It’s a convincing 
tale of lost love between a man and a woman – except 
in this production, Orpheus is sung by mezzo-
soprano Jamie Barton. Barton is comfortable evoking 
a conservative ideal of masculinity for this particular 
character: ‘I really love [Morris’s] idea of Orfeo as 
a man’s man – as the Man in Black was – but with 
a creative soul,’ she says in the programme notes. 
‘That’s my kind of man!’

Casting a singer such as Barton in the role of 
Orpheus is not unusual: the character has been 
sung by the full spectrum of voice types, from 
countertenor to mezzo-soprano to baritone. It’s one 
of a number of roles that have historically enjoyed 
gender fluidity, a phenomenon that is on the rise in 
the opera world.

Travesti performances have long been part of opera. 
Trouser or ‘breeches’ roles have their roots in the 
18th century, with Cherubino in Mozart’s Marriage of 
Figaro the most famous example. As the count’s page, 
Cherubino’s lust for the countess is out of bounds, 
while hearing a young woman longing for a passionate 
encounter with another woman would have been 
perilously risqué. The cross-dressing element adds 
further complexity, and the plot takes a plunge into 
the meta when Cherubino (a female dressed as a man) 
is required to dress as a maid (a female dressed as a 
man, dressed as a female). A similar situation occurs 
in Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier, where Octavian 
(a trouser role) must also dress as a woman. As well 
as the story-telling on stage, the love scenes between 
two women (Octavian and Marschallin; Octavian and 
Sophie) provide the opportunity for glorious duets for 
females voices – and of course the famous trio for all 
three female characters in Act III.

The role of Cherubino enjoys enduring fascination. 
Jules Massenet dedicated a spin-off comic opera to the 
character, adapting Francis de Croisset’s play of the 
same name. It follows on from The Marriage of Figaro, 
imagining further farcical romps and Cherubino’s 

By Claire Jackson

With its historic traditions of cross-dressing and role-reversals, opera has always been way ahead 
of the curve in its approach to gender. Today, the artform continues to challenge and explore, 
blurring the boundaries of gender in ways that continue to surprise, amuse and delight…
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crushes on various female characters. The notorious 
diva Mary Garden gave the premiere at the Opéra de 
Monte-Carlo in 1905, delighting audiences as she/he 
haplessly fell in forbidden love. But in contemporary 
works, trouser roles are used in less titivating ways. 
When Welsh National Opera premiered Elena Langer 
and Emma Jenkins’ excellent Rhondda Rips It Up! in 
2018, their commitment to using an all-female cast 
and team meant that several parts required cross-
dressing. Top-hatted, cane-wielding Lesley Garrett was 
a superb besuited Emcee, guiding audiences through 
the real-life story of Welsh suffragette Lady Rhondda. 
The opera can also be seen as a marker for how far the 
genre has come since Cherubino’s time, when same-
sex romances were treated as an erotic curiosity or 
used for comic effect: Rhondda Rips It Up! presents 
Rhondda’s relationship with journalist Helen Archdale 
as a romantic and supportive partnership.

Our changing views towards gender fluidity 
in opera reflect an art form continually in flux, 
stretching and adapting to the world it inhabits. 
When the fashion for castrating prepubescent boys 
to prevent their voices from breaking was called into 
question in the late 18th century, female voices began 
to be used to perform castrati parts. By the mid-19th 
century, castrati were virtually non-existent, having 
been replaced by mezzo-sopranos who would cross-
dress for the stage. Historical castration remains a 
virtually taboo subject. In an interview to promote 
her BBC Two series Nights at the Opera in 2017, 
historian and presenter Lucy Worsley revealed to 
me that she had wanted to include some castration 
instruments she’d found, but that the topic was 
deemed too gruesome for the programme.

Mezzo-soprano Cecilia Bartoli has been 
championing castrati repertoire for decades. 

Her 2009 Decca album Sacrificium included 11 world 
premiere recordings by Antonio Caldara, Leonardo 
Vinci and Francesco Araia, among others. Bartoli has 
just released an album to commemorate the life and 
career of castrato Farinelli, who was one of the most 
famous singers of the early 18th century. Born to 
nobility, Farinelli was castrated at 12, having already 
demonstrated his aptitude for singing. He toured 
Europe, inspiring works such as Hasse’s Marc’Antonio 
e Cleopatra, where the gender for both leads was 
inverted: Farinelli sang Cleopatra while Vittoria Tesi, a 
contralto, was cast as Marc’Antonio. Bartoli’s recording 
Farinelli includes arias by Farinelli’s older brother 
Riccardo Broschi, and his teacher and mentor Nicola 
Porpora, including ‘Alto Giove’ from Porpora’s Polifemo.

‘Farinelli was a great artist and musician: the roles 
written for him show us how his talent inspired 
composers to create some of the most outstanding 
masterpieces of the 18th-century repertoire,’ explains 
Bartoli. ‘The vocal range of the castrati – and 
specifically Farinelli – was much larger than that of 

other singers, so to perform arias written for the 
castrati requires training to achieve this extension. 
Plus, castrati chests were larger, so they were able 
to maintain a big volume of air in their lungs, and 
consequently sing very long musical phrases without 
inhaling. These are only technical challenges, but of 
course there are also musical consequences: we find 
arias with terribly difficult coloratura passages and 
large intervals.’

For the Farinelli album cover, Bartoli is pictured 
with dark facial hair and smoky eye-liner. She is 
topless, protecting her modesty with crossed arms – 
revealing just a hint of a female chest. Dark painted 
nails complete the androgynous look; at a glance, this 

BETINA SKOVBRO

MARK DOUET

›

Above: Madeleine Shaw 
and Lesley Garrett in 

Welsh National Opera’s 
Rhondda Rips It Up!

Left: Lucia Lucas, the 
first transgender opera 

singer on the ENO 
stage, as Public Opinion 

in Orpheus in the 
Underworld
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could be Austrian singer and drag artist Conchita 
Wurst, winner of the 2014 Eurovision Song Contest and 
international gay icon. I suggest it is a bold image 
for an industry where the majority of album covers 
are still highly conservative. Bartoli disagrees: ‘Do 
you think I have taken any risk? It is a plain cover, 
no dresses, no jewels, no background – so 
quite simple.’ Well, yes, but what about 
the beard? ‘I am aware that most castrati 
did not have a beard,’ she says, tongue 
in cheek. ‘The image is much more a 
homage to the world of theatre, to all 
the interpreters, singers and actors 
who transform themselves into kings 
and queens, warriors, sorceresses, 
princes and princesses, lovers, who 
wear crowns, swords, helmets, 
beards, gowns, skirts, and so on.’

The end of castration led to an 
explosion of trouser roles, from 
Bellini’s Romeo in I Capuleti e i 
Montecchi to Prince Charming 
in Massenet’s Cendrillon. 
Bartoli recently gave her debut 
as Ariodante in Handel’s 
eponymous opera, a love story 
featuring the Scottish princess 
Ginevra and Prince Ariodante. 
Cross-dressing roles off er the 
singer wider opportunities, 
says Bartoli, and are ‘a lot of 
fun. I can explore a large range 
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Bartoli recently gave her debut 

eponymous opera, a love story 
featuring the Scottish princess 
Ginevra and Prince Ariodante. 
Cross-dressing roles off er the 
singer wider opportunities, 
says Bartoli, and are ‘a lot of 
fun. I can explore a large range 

of emotions, gestures, dresses, make up, hair, props, 
and with every new role and element I am given the 
opportunity to enrich my possibilities of expression.’ 

While society still has a long way to go when it 
comes to understanding – and respecting – gender 
fl uidity and gender reassignment, the importance 
of exploring gender identity is on its way to wider 
acceptance. On a superfi cial level, there is a greater 
appetite for gender neutral presentation in areas such 
as fashion and children’s toys. Cross-dressing is now 
mainstream, with television shows such as RuPaul’s 
Drag Race drawing enormous ratings. Many people 
include their preference for gender identity on their 
social media accounts (‘she/her/Dr’) and those who 
identify as gender neutral use the term ‘non-binary’, 
using pronouns ‘they/them’. Non-binary mezzo-
soprano C N Lester has just published Trans Like Me
(out now via Virago), a recommended introduction to 
the current conversations surrounding gender. 

Our changing understanding of gender is being 
refl ected in the opera house. Earlier this year, 
countertenor Kangmin Justin Kim made history when 
he became the fi rst male singer to sing Cherubino 
at Covent Garden. Conductor John Eliot Gardiner, 
who proposed Kim for the role, told the Guardian
that we’re seeing a ‘rather intriguing turning point’ in 
terms of gender politics. ‘I think Mozart would have 
been intensely amused.’ Similarly, baritone Lucia 
Lucas became the fi rst transgender singer to perform 
with the English National Opera when she sung Public 
Opinion in Orpheus in the Underworld at the beginning 
of the 2019 season. (She was also the fi rst female trans 
singer to perform a principal role in the US, as Don 

Giovanni with Tulsa Opera.) 
The fl exibility also applies to song repertoire 

outside of the usual castralto-mezzo 
substitution. Schubert’s Winterreise, that 
stalwart of tenor lieder, was recently recorded 
by Catalan countertenor Xavier Sabata (Berlin 
Classics LC 06203). On 12 December mezzo-

soprano Alice Coote and pianist Julius 
Drake gave a recital of the same cycle, 
which the duo recorded back in 2014 
(Harmonia Mundi). Boundaries 
continue to blur. Equity, the trade union 
that represents actors and entertainers, 
including some classical singers, has 
proposed that venues adopt gender 

neutral terminology when liaising 
with both audiences and stage crew. 

It means that terms such as ‘ladies 
and gentlemen’ may eventually be 

phased out, refl ecting the lack of 
gender division seen both on 
and off  the stage. ON

Cecilia Bartoli’s latest album, 
Farinelli, is a Decca Classics release

One of the boys: Kangmin 
Justin Kim as the Royal 
Opera House’s fi rst 
countertenor Cherubino

Manning up: Cecilia 
Bartoli as Ariodante at this 
year’s Salzburg Festival

CLIVE BARDA

MONIKA RITTERSHAUS
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