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Note 
 

Japanese names in this thesis appear family name first, followed by personal name, except in 

citations of English-language writings, where Japanese names follow the order given in the 

text cited. 
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Introduction 
 

For each and every reader of these lines it is impossible to determine either my sex or gender 

without knowing my name or some further information that would indicate them. This is 

partly due to the language in which I write. Whilst a number of languages make gender 

distinctions through inflection, thereby almost instantly defining the writer as male or female, 

English, along with a selection of other languages, does not. Despite the fact that English is 

gender-neutral, it does use three gender-specific pronouns in the third person singular, 

namely he, she, and it, of which only two (he, she) are normally used to refer to people. In this 

way, English (again, as many other languages) not only “naturally” presumes the unity of the 

categories of sex and gender, but also limits their number to two and accordingly enforces 

the male/female dichotomy. The other reason for my sex/gender anonymity is related to the 

nature of the medium through which I communicate my thoughts. Most languages exist in 

two distinct forms, writing and speech. The former can be defined as a set of signs inscribed 

on a medium, the latter as a set of sounds produced by the human voice. Vocal sounds are 

generated by the voice organ consisting of many parts of the human body. As such, voice is 

capable of relaying much information about the speaker, including his/her sex and gender. 

Indeed, many features of human beings, including sex and gender, can be wrongly identified 

by the listener, yet voice, correctly or incorrectly, always indicates them, while written 

words—unless specifically describing them—do not. From this it follows that perceptions of 

the human voice and perceptions of gender are interconnected. This is the central premise of 

my thesis which aims to explore the complex interplay between vocal timbre, pitch, and 

various constructions of gender. Before further unfolding the topic, objectives, and 

methodology of this study, however, a clear distinction should be made between the 

concepts of sex and gender. 

 According to the World Health Organization, “‘sex’ refers to the biological and 

physiological characteristics that define men and women,” while “‘gender’ refers to the socially 

constructed roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for 
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men and women.”1 I use this definition not only because of its presumed universal validity 

(193 member states), but also because it matches conventionalised distinction between sex as 

biology and gender as culture.2 It also does not specify how many genders there may be, for 

which reason I consider it a good point of departure. As the historian Thomas Laqueur put 

it, “sometime in the eighteenth century, sex as we know it was invented. The reproductive 

organs went from being paradigmatic sites for displaying hierarchy, resonant throughout the 

cosmos, to being the foundation of incommensurable difference […].”3  When men and 

women came to be seen as two opposite forms of the human species rather than two 

different forms of one human body, sex became an ontological category, a biological destiny, 

and a new foundation for gender serving as a means of differentiating cultural man from 

woman.4 With the advancement of science and technology, the differences between two 

sexes came to be explained not only with reference to reproductive organs, but also to sex 

chromosomes, gonads, and morphology of the human body. 5  The earlier established 

biological and medical basis of gender therefore became even firmer, thereby further 

strengthening the culturally constructed unity of sex and gender. This binary model, still 

predominant in Western society, can be defined as two sets of socially constructed roles, behaviors, 

activities, and attributes, one (male) being reserved for men, the other one (female) for women. 

Each set of gender codes has its own boundaries none of which should be transgressed. Yet 

such transgressions do occur and can be manifested in many differing ways. This 

unavoidably poses the question of how is one who does not conform to the established 

gender norms to be conceptualised. The process of theoretically solving this problem 

originated in postmodern feminist thought and was initiated by the American philosopher 

Judith Butler. In her influential book Gender Trouble (1990), Butler divorced sex from gender 

and conceptualised gender as performative, i.e., as something produced through the human 

body rather than something pre-existing which people express.6 By suggesting that “sexed 

bodies can be the occasion for a number of different genders, and further, that gender itself 

need not be restricted to the usual two,”7 Butler challenged the binary construction of gender 

                                                 
1 World Health Organization, “What do We Mean by ‘Sex’ and ‘Gender,’” http://www.who.int/gender/ 

whatisgender/en/index.html (original italics). 
2 Herdt, Gilbert, “Introduction: Third Sexes and Third Genders,” in Third Sex, Third Gender: Beyond Sexual 

Dimorphism in Culture and History, ed. Gilbert Herdt (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 50. 
3 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (1990; repr., Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1992), 149. 
4 See ibid., esp. chaps. 3–5. 
5 See Gilbert, “Introduction: Third Sexes,” esp. 30–31. 
6 See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, rev. ed., Routledge Classics (1999; repr., 

New York: Routledge, 2006), esp. chap. 3. 
7 Ibid., 152. 
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and destabilised gender boundaries. The notion that gender is a multiple category is the 

second premise of my thesis. 

 Human voice can be considered one of the main means of distinguishing adult men 

from adult women and the most reliable one in the absence of physical or visual contact 

between two or more people. In early childhood, growth of the human vocal folds is 

independent of sex which explains why it is almost impossible to distinguish between a voice 

of a boy and that of a girl. During puberty, however, boys’ vocal folds generally grow 

considerably longer than girls’ which results in their lower speaking voice. 8  With the 

exception of a small number of men with unusually short and women with unusually long 

vocal folds, one can easily assert that a person’s voice is a very accurate indicator of his/her 

sex. Even though biology to a great extent does determine the limits of one’s vocal range, 

human beings rarely fully exploit their voices, particularly in speech which is usually limited 

to only a few tones. With regard to pitch, men are capable of producing a wider palette of 

sounds than women as, evidently, it is physically much easier to contract something long 

(male vocal folds) than to stretch something short (female vocal folds). In other words, men 

can easily speak as high as women whereas most women can not speak as low as men. 

Moreover, the difference in vocal timbre between the sounds produced in the lower chest 

and the higher falsetto registers is more noticeable in male than in female voices. Speaking 

with a high voice in the falsetto register makes a man sound almost like a woman, for which 

reason most men speak with a low voice in the chest register. It is therefore the specific use 

of the voice as opposed to the voice itself that leads to the simple identification of a person 

as male or female. When the speaker’s voice fails to meet culturally specific expectations 

imposed on his/her body, particularly in pitch, the listener may be puzzled and identify it 

with the opposite gender. Such an effect is frequently exploited by performing artists whose 

speaking and singing voice is the primary source of their artistic expression. Their use of 

voice significantly differs from our everyday oral discourse, for it is intentional and stylised as 

opposed to spontaneous and completely natural. Entering the realm of a vocal register or 

range typical of the opposite sex is variously motivated. The most obvious objective is 

variety—variety of pitch, timbre, loudness, or the resonating parts of the body. Others can 

be purely aesthetic, pragmatic (originality), or demonstrative (display of talent or skill). A 

particular case, and for this study the most important one, is performance of gender 

ambiguity caused by a male body speaking/singing with a “female” voice, and vice versa. 
                                                 

8 Minoru Hirano, Shigejiro Kurita and Teruyuki Nakashima, “Growth, Development, and Aging of Human 
Vocal Folds,” in Vocal Fold Physiology: Contemporary Research and Clinical Issues, ed. Diane M. Bless and James H. 
Abbs (San Diego, CA: College-Hill, 1983), 25. 



 4 

Discrepancy between the performer’s sex and his/her voice can strongly affect the 

audience’s perception of the performer’s gender and his/her ambiguous body can only 

further perplex it. Such crossing of gender boundaries becomes most intriguing when 

continued after the performance into the real world where, unlike in the theatre, gender 

codes must be obeyed. While individuals pose little threat to an established gender order, 

larger groups of performers are far more likely to seriously shake its foundations. Amongst 

historically most notable performers blurring the gender boundaries both on and offstage are 

operatic castrati and onnagata—male actors specialising in female roles in Japanese kabuki 

theatre. As paradigmatic examples of gender ambiguity, they provide two ideal contexts for 

my investigation of the interconnection between voice and gender. 

 Castrati and onnagata are two fascinating phenomena of early modern Europe and 

Japan not only as performers of protagonist roles in Italian baroque opera and kabuki drama 

respectively, but also as distinct members of their societies. Even though the church castrati 

antedated, outlived and far outnumbered those who sang in opera, castrati were primarily an 

operatic phenomenon. 9  Opera was the form of art that most fully exploited their 

extraordinary vocal skills and brought them to prominent international recognition. The 

beginning of their era roughly coincided with the birth of opera at the turn of the 

seventeenth century and came to an end in 1830 when the last operatic castrato, Giovanni 

Battista Velluti, retired from the stage.10 Throughout much of this period they dominated 

opera whose great popularity both in and outside Italy created public figures of them, 

drawing far more attention than their church counterparts. Castration performed before the 

onset of puberty caused a castrato’s body to develop differently from that of a non-castrated 

grown-up man. This resulted in his particular bodily appearance and, most importantly, in 

shorter vocal folds which were the source of his high-pitched voice and the primary motive 

for the operation. Both the castrato’s body and his voice looked and sounded neither wholly 

male nor female and were therefore the basic constituents of his gender ambiguity. The 

onnagata’s otherness was similarly unmistakable, though it emanated from an intact, 

normally developed male body. The onnagata emerged in 1652 when kabuki became an all-

                                                 
9 Documented history of castrato singers in Europe spans over three and a half centuries. They first appeared 
in Italy in the middle of the sixteenth century and continued to exist until the beginning of the twentieth 
century when the last known castrato, Alessandro Moreschi, retired from the Sistine Chapel choir. Most castrati 
were church singers, some of them found employment at courts in Italy or elsewhere in Europe, and only the 
best ones had successful operatic careers. See John Rosselli, “Castrato,” in Grove Music Online, Oxford Music 
Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/05146 (accessed August 25, 
2008). 

10  John Rosselli, “The Castrati as a Professional Group and a Social Phenomenon, 1550–1850,” Acta 
Musicologica 60 (1988): 147, 164–65. 
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male theatre.11 As female role specialists, onnagata did not imitate women but invented their 

own fiction of female-likeness which they achieved through a highly stylised bodily and vocal 

transformation.12 Most intriguingly, many Edo-period onnagata extended this fiction into 

their daily lives. As Samuel L. Leiter succinctly put it, “the practise of living as a woman, 

even if married and even if a father […], became de rigeur [sic] for all important onnagata until 

modern times and the influence of Westernization.” 13  An onnagata’s overall appearance 

(attire, manners, and behaviour patterns) as well as his high(er)-pitched voice (a mixture of 

sounds produced in both falsetto and chest registers) perceptibly differed from those of 

ordinary people, male and female alike.14 

 Despite their cultural and geographic remoteness from each other, and their 

independent histories, operatic castrati and Edo-period onnagata have a surprising lot in 

common. For the castrato and onnagata overall gender ambiguity was not only an essential 

part of their onstage performance, a desired theatrical effect, but also a constituent part of 

their “true identity.” In this respect they present us with a fascinating example of two 

contemporaneous performing traditions as well as social phenomena which have so far 

never been studied comparatively. Since a full comparative study of castrati and onnagata 

would by far exceed the scope and size of a master’s thesis, I shall focus on one single facet 

of this extremely rich topic, namely the voice. I plan to investigate the correlation between 

the castrato’s and onnagata’s voice and their gender, as well as the way their interdependence 

can be explained by using the concept of performativity. Close examination of each of these  

particulars is aimed at answering my central research question: How did the singing/speaking 

voice of the operatic castrato and Edo-period onnagata affect people’s perceptions of their gender as being 

                                                 
11 Kabuki is a form of traditional Japanese theatre whose history began in 1603 and continues to the present 

day. Early kabuki featured both male and female actors as well as young boys. In 1629, women were banned 
from the stage and their roles were taken over by adolescent boys, but not for long as they were also prohibited 
from performing in public in 1652. This event prompted the emergence of the onnagata. In the late nineteenth 
century, the ban on women was lifted but the all-maleness of kabuki has never been seriously challenged. See 
Katherine Mezur, Beautiful Boys/Outlaw Bodies: Devising Kabuki Female-Likeness (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), 4–5, 54–67; and Ayako Kano, Acting like a Woman in Modern Japan: Theater, Gender, and Nationalism (New 
York: Palgrave, 2001), 5. 

12 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 35–37. 
13 Samuel Leiter, “Female-Role Specialization in Kabuki: How Real Is Real?” in Transvestism and the Onnagata 

Traditions in Shakespeare and Kabuki, ed. Minoru Fujita and Michael Shapiro (Folkestone, UK: Global Oriental, 
2006), 72. Soon after the end of the Edo period onnagata ceased to follow this procedure, at least in their 
public lives where they—from then on—revert to their “normal” male persona. See ibid. For this reason I shall 
focus in this thesis primarily on the onnagata of the Edo period. This division of Japanese history refers to the 
years between 1603 and 1868, during which time the city of Edo (present-day Tōkyō) served as the seat of the 
ruling Tokugawa family. Often, this era is called the Tokugawa period, but for the sake of brevity I will use the 
name Edo period throughout this thesis. 

14  Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 94; and Adeline Hirschfeld-Medalia, “The Voice in Wayang and Kabuki,” Asian 
Theatre Journal 1 (1984): 221. 
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ambiguous both in and outside the theatre? This question by itself carries three important 

implications: (i) that the human voice reflects gender and plays an important role in the 

process of its construction; (ii) that the castrato and onnagata constituted a separate gender 

in early modern Europe and Japan respectively; and (iii) that their voices were clearly 

distinguishable from those of ordinary people. So far, none of these claims has been fully 

established so each of them will be discussed separately and in considerable detail. 

In chapter one I develop the theoretical framework necessary to explain the 

interconnection between voice and gender. This theoretical framework is grounded in John 

Langshaw Austin’s concept of the performative and its application to gender by Judith 

Butler. The central argument of this chapter is that gender is something we perform through 

our bodies, including the voice. I argue that voice alone has the power of transgressing the 

established gender boundaries to such an extent that it can constitute a new gender category. 

The concept of performativity has been recently used also in the medium of theatre. By 

applying the “aesthetics of the performative,” introduced by Erika Fischer-Lichte, to the 

voice, I demonstrate that its impact upon the Italian baroque opera and kabuki audiences 

was beyond aesthetic pleasure. 

The following two chapters discuss the social, cultural, and political conditions that led 

to the emergence, rise, and decline of the operatic castrato and Edo-period onnagata. Both 

phenomena and their respective genres evolved in patriarchal societies whose conceptions of 

sex, gender, sexuality, and the human body markedly differed from our modern ones. I 

closely examine these issues and show that each of the two environments provided a cultural 

climate and an ideological framework allowing of more than only two genders. As some 

scholars have recently pointed out, early modern Europeans and Japanese, male and female 

alike, were erotically or aesthetically fascinated by the bodies of adolescent boys.15 I relate the 

castrato’s and onnagata’s appearance to this ideal by discussing the effects of prepubescent 

castration upon the male body and the bodily transformation of onnagata.  

In the last chapter I examine those aspects of the physiology and functioning of the 

human voice that are crucial to understanding the differences between normally developed 

and/or trained voices and those of castrati and onnagata. My conclusions are based on 

analysis of primary and secondary sources as well as of extant recordings of the castrato 

voice and DVD recordings of two modern kabuki performances. 

 

                                                 
15 Roger Freitas, “The Eroticism of Emasculation: Confronting the Baroque Body of the Castrato,” Journal of 

Musicology 20 (2003): 210; and Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 3. 
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With this thesis, I aim to make the initial step in a comparative study of two fascinating 

theatrical and social phenomena as well as establishing new ways of viewing the 

interconnection between voice and gender. None of this would be possible without the 

archival research done as well as concepts and theories developed by scholars from different 

fields of study in the past two decades. However, there is still much work to be done and I 

shall touch upon the state of the scholarship on relevant matters within the chapters where 

they will be discussed. Considering the literature I use, this thesis is designed as an 

interdisciplinary research bringing together various academic disciplines, such as music 

studies, gender studies, theatre studies, cultural studies, as well as linguistics. I hope to write a 

work that will appeal to each of these fields of study, raise many new questions, and provide 

me with a good basis for my future research. 
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Chapter 1 
 

“Theory into Voice” 
 

Performative Utterance and Speech Act Theory 
 

The concept of performativity originated with linguistic philosopher John Langshaw Austin 

in a 1955 lectures series delivered at Harvard University and published in book form in 1962 

as How to Do Things with Words. Austin coined the word “performative” to distinguish 

between two kinds of utterance: constatives or statements stating facts which are either true or 

false, like “this is the first chapter of my Master’s thesis,” and performatives, like “I bet,” which 

perform an act (e.g., make a bet) in their being said. He claimed that “to say something is to 

do something.” 1  However, after having established the constative/performative binary 

opposition, Austin realized how difficult it is at times to distinguish between the two kinds 

of utterance. This sort of uncertainty can occur when dealing, for instance, with “utterances 

beginning ‘I state that…’ which seem to satisfy the requirements of being performative, yet 

which surely are the making of statements, and surely are essentially true or false.”2 For this 

reason Austin decided to abandon the distinction between constative and performative 

utterances and instead focused on three aspects of the speech act: the locution or the locutionary 

act (an act of saying something), illocution or the illocutionary act (an act performed in saying 

something), and perlocution or the perlocutionary act (an act performed by saying something). The 

illocutionary and perlocutionary acts are both performative in the sense that they do 

something. How they differ is that the former refers to the action itself while the latter refers 

to the effect of such an action upon the addressee. 

As a linguist, Austin limited his discussion to the verbal aspects of the speech act, i.e., 

to language, its grammar and the performative force of the words and sentences uttered, 

particularly the verbs. However, his theory can be extended to the totality of the speech act, 

                                                 
1 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lectures Delivered at Harvard University in 1955, ed. J. 

O. Urmson, Oxford Paperbacks 234 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962; London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 12. 
Page references are to the 1971 edition. 

2 Ibid., 91. 
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including the voice of the speaker and his/her gender. For example, the performative force 

of the speech act arguably does not depend only upon what we say but also on how we say 

something and who says it. To give but one very simple example: if “go away” is uttered by 

whispering or shouting it, in the upper or the lower part of the speaker’s vocal range, in a 

wide or narrow pitch range, rapidly or slowly, with a smiling face or a threatening look, by a 

relative or a stranger, by one’s inferior or superior, etc., a single utterance can (and probably 

will) be interpreted by the addressee in quite different ways—as an order, a piece of advice, 

or a request, to name only the most obvious options. The level of politeness, formality, 

authority, and assertiveness of such an utterance depends on vocal (pitch, pitch movement, 

pitch range, timbre, voice register, loudness, articulation, tempo) as well as non-vocal factors 

(personal relation between the speaker and addressee, context of situation, gesturing). In any 

case, the utterance “go away” does something, in other words, it performs an act. However, 

its effect, i.e., its perlocutionary impact upon the addressee, may significantly vary, depending 

on, as demonstrated above, various factors, among others the speaker’s quality of voice. 

To further elaborate on this idea, I now introduce the concept of “sound act” which 

I borrow from Theo van Leeuwen. Van Leeuwen draws an analogy between the speech act 

and the sound act by pointing out the latter’s power to do something: “With sound we 

announce our presence, hail, warn, call for help, lull to sleep, comfort, and much more.”3 His 

definition of sound reads as follows: 

 
Sounds are not things, nor can they represent things. Sounds are actions and 
can only represent actions of people, places and things: the cries of street 
vendors, not the vendors themselves, the rustling of the leaves of the trees, 
not the trees themselves, the lapping of water against the shore, not the lake 
itself. Sound messages only have verbs, so to speak. The nouns are inferred, 
not stated.4 

 

Sounds can, obviously, be produced in various ways and through different media, one of 

them the human voice. As shown above, the meaning of an utterance, as interpreted by the 

addressee, is composed of the words spoken and the manner in which they are uttered as 

well as the social position of the one who utters it. While sound acts can exist independently 

from language, speech acts are inevitably conditioned by sounds. In other words, sound acts 

exist in themselves, whereas every speech act is necessarily also a sound act. The human 

voice as the sole medium of oral communication thus plays an extremely important role in 

                                                 
3 Theo van Leeuwen, Speech, Music, Sound (Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan, 1999), 92. 
4 Ibid., 93. 
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the process of interpreting the meaning of a message communicated by a speaker. One’s 

emotional state, for instance, can be expressed through a combination of a number of 

properties of the voice, such as pitch, timbre, and loudness. Whereas human emotions are of 

transitory nature, voice is also capable of indicating steadier, physically and culturally 

determined features of human beings as opposed to our purely subjective, fleeting feelings. 

To illustrate this point, let me quote the theatre scholar Erika Fischer-Lichte. When she 

speaks of the separation of the voice from language, caused by the use of a specific vocal 

technique or electronic medium and resulting in the unintelligibility of the words spoken, 

Fischer-Lichte writes: “Die Stimme erscheint polymorph. Sie verliert jede auf Geschlecht, 

Alter, ethnische Zugehörigkeit oder anderes verweisende Markierung.”5 By saying this, she 

indirectly posits that human voice, when not electronically manipulated or otherwise 

distorted, reflects gender, age, ethnicity, and possibly some other characteristics.6  

Leaving aside the issues of age and ethnicity to focus on the interconnection of voice 

and gender—the central subject of this study—the following question emerges: In what way 

does the gender of the speaker, reflected through his/her voice, contribute to the creation of 

the overall meaning of the message perceived by the addressee? According to Van Leeuwen 

“sound never just ‘expresses’ or ‘represents’, it always also, and at the same time, affects us.”7 

If we may take for granted that voice can reflect gender, then we may also confidently assert 

that every human utterance is gendered. Since the manner in which people organise 

themselves and divide their activities strongly depends on gender systems which typically 

vary from culture to culture and, within a given culture, from one historical period to 

another, voice, to paraphrase Van Leeuwen, does not only express or represent gender but 

by doing so also embodies gender. Insofar, it also affects us. In accordance with this line of 

reasoning we can postulate that the performative force of the speech act or, to be more 

precise, its perlocutionary effect upon the addressee, lies also embedded within the gender of 

the speaker. Whether this information is accurately interpreted by the addressee or it appears 

“ambiguous” is, at least at this point of discussion, not of great importance. What matters is 

that human voice implicitly conveys a wide variety of information. All of these various pieces 

of data are an integral part of the whole that is to become a specific meaning perceived by 

the recipient of the verbal message. 

                                                 
5 Erika Fischer-Lichte, Ästhetik des Performativen, Edition Suhrkamp 2373 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 

2004), 223. 
6 As many other languages, German uses one word to refer to both sex and gender so it is difficult to say for 

sure which of the two categories Fischer-Lichte has in mind when using the word “Geschlecht.” Since the 
distinction between the two categories with respect to voice will become more important only later in this 
chapter, such uncertainty is not particularly disturbing at this point of discussion. 

7 Leeuwen, Speech, Music, Sound, 128. 
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Everything said so far is, I believe, also true of the singing voice, for even though the 

voice may (and usually it also does) operate and in turn sound differently than when used in 

speech, it nevertheless comes from the same body and is a direct result of the vibration of 

the same pair of vocal folds which together with the body shape all the qualities of the 

voice.8 The unusual bodily condition of the castrato was—together with the long and 

intensive vocal training—the main cause for the development and preservation of his 

unusual vocal qualities and skills which were in turn different from any other male, female, 

or adolescent voice (type). This vocal otherness, as I argue throughout this work, signalled 

the castrato’s gender otherness—a feature which in various ways, particularly erotically, 

attracted baroque opera audiences.9 The castrato’s voice therefore not only reflected his 

gender but also affected the spectators; in other words, its impact upon the audience was 

beyond aesthetic pleasure. The onnagata’s use of the falsetto register, similarly, is but one of 

many instruments through which he creates a fiction of ideal femininity or, as I will argue, an 

onnagata gender. As Katherine Mezur writes, “while physical and visible acts are important 

gender acts for onnagata, so are those acts related to speech. Among these are patterns of 

articulation and enunciation, with their subsets of pitch, tone, and sound quality.”10 The 

onnagata performs the gender of his role by accommodating, amongst other things, his voice 

to that of this very gender, the general characteristics of which are transmitted from one 

generation of actors to another in the form of theatrical conventions.11 Whether members of 

the audience perceive(d) this gender—as communicated through the onnagata’s voice—as 

female, male, onnagata, or something different, is yet to be explored. Irrespective of the 

predominant pattern of perception (if there is one), the onnagata’s voice conveys gendered 

meanings which, supposedly and ideally (this is after all its main purpose), help create the 

illusion of an ideal(ised) femininity (and/or gender otherness). By attaining this objective, the  

onnagata performs an act which takes the audience into the realm of the surreal—the world 

where an illusion of ideal femininity can be embodied only through the medium of the male 

body. 

 

                                                 
8  It should be noted that the rigorous distinction between singing and speaking is in itself culturally 

determined. Rather than viewing singing and speaking as two entirely distinct modes of phonation, I argue that 
they should be seen as two points (not even necessarily the end points) on a continuum of human vocal 
utterance. Consider, for example, many intermediate stages between “speech” and “song,” such as screaming, 
ritual singsonging, Sprechgesang, etc. 

9 This claim was made by many scholars and I will discuss it in more detail in the second chapter. 
10 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 194. 
11 Ibid., 79. 
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As I hope to have shown, Austin’s concept of performativity and his speech act 

theory are very helpful theoretical tools to explain human voice as a signifier of one’s gender. 

His notion that in and by saying something we can perform an act, i.e., do something, as 

opposed to only state facts, can be applied also to the voice. As Theo van Leeuwen argues, 

sounds are actions in the same way as is language. As such, they do something, i.e., they 

affect us. The human voice not only makes it possible for an utterance to come into 

existence but also participates in the very formation of its meaning. But there is even more 

that the voice can do and in fact continually does. This argument is based on my reading of 

the theory of gender performativity, arguably the most debated and influential application of 

the concept of performativity outside linguistics, formulated by the American philosopher 

Judith Butler in the paper Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology 

and Feminist Theory (1988) and the book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 

(1990). In the following section I shall first review those of her arguments on gender which 

are crucial for this study, and then apply them to castrati and onnagata. 

 

 

Gender Performativity 

 

In her book Gender Trouble, Butler challenged the notion of the unity of the categories of sex, 

gender, and sexuality, arguing that this unity is culturally constructed and that there are more 

than only two genders. She explains the relationship between sex and gender as follows: 

 
[…] If sex and gender are radically distinct, then it does not follow that to be 
a given sex is to become a given gender; in other words, ‘woman’ need not 
be the cultural construction of the female body, and ‘man’ need not interpret 
male bodies. This radical formulation of the sex/gender distinction suggests 
that sexed bodies can be the occasion for a number of different genders, and 
further, that gender itself need not be restricted to the usual two. If sex does 
not limit gender, then perhaps there are genders, ways of culturally 
interpreting the sexed body, that are in no way restricted by the apparent 
duality of sex.12 

 

In her view, a male body—as determined by male genitalia—does not necessitate male 

gender nor does a female body necessitate female gender. In fact, no human body needs 

perforce to be identified with either of the two (currently predominant) genders. Butler does 

                                                 
12 Butler, Gender Trouble, 152. 
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not claim that there is no such thing as male and female genders; rather, she suggests that 

there are genders which are neither male nor female, and that they need not be restricted by 

sex. Indeed, Butler does not propose alternative genders, neither in terms of number nor 

name; by doing so she would clearly contradict herself. Nonetheless, I do not think she 

opposed to the naming of other genders. However, establishing a new, fixed gender system 

extended for a specific number of new genders would be exactly what she is fighting 

against—the notion that one should “choose” a gender from a wardrobe containing a 

predetermined number of genders. Another, even more pithy reason why Butler refuses to 

offer new genders lies in the fact that she views gender as an unstable category: 

 
Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency from 
which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted in 
time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts. The effect 
of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be 
understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and 
styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self.13 

 

One of the premises central to this study is that gender is something we produce rather than 

something pre-existing which we express. (This may be a commonplace in gender studies 

these days, but it nonetheless bears reiterating at this juncture.) According to Butler, gender 

keeps being (re-)generated through a stylized repetition of acts performed through our bodies. 

To put it differently, by constantly acting and re-enacting ourselves we produce our genders, 

i.e., do something—as do Austin’s performative utterances. Butler therefore used the 

concept of performativity as a theoretical resource which helped her explain gender as a 

category of the performative.14 As she writes, 

 
If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but performative, then these 
attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to express or reveal. 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 191 (author’s italics). 
14  Despite the fact that there is no mention of Austin in Gender Trouble, Butler’s theory of gender 

performativity is clearly based on Austin’s concept of performativity. That such a lack of any reference to 
Austin is indeed somewhat surprising is implicitly suggested by Marvin Carlson who explains that “the concept 
of performativity itself Butler says she found in Derrida, interestingly not in his debate with Austin but in his 
commentary on Kafka’s ‘The Law’ […].” Marvin Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 77. In the additional preface to Gender Trouble written for a new edition of her book in 1999, 
Butler wrote: “[…] My theory sometimes waffles between understanding performativity as linguistic and casting 
it as theatrical. I have come to think that the two are invariably related, chiasmically so, and that a 
reconsideration of the speech act as an instance of power invariably draws attention to both its theatrical and 
linguistic dimensions. In Excitable Speech, I sought to show that the speech act is at once performed (and thus 
theatrical, presented to an audience, subject to interpretation), and linguistic, inducing a set of effects through 
its implied relation to linguistic conventions.” Gender Trouble, xxvi–xxvii. Butler’s Excitable Speech: A Politics of the 
Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997) abounds with references to Austin and his notion of performative 
utterances, thereby indicating the relevance of his work for her theory of gender performativity. 
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The distinction between expression and performativeness is crucial. If gender 
attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows and produces its 
cultural signification, are performative, then there is no preexisting identity 
by which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or 
false, real or distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender 
identity would be revealed as a regulatory fiction.15 
 

In the passage above, Butler not only sets up a sharp distinction between gender expression 

and gender performativity, but also implies that both actions are interdependent and happen 

simultaneously. She makes this clear already in the opening chapter of Gender Trouble where 

she states: 

 
[…] There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that 
identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to 
be its results.16 

 

Earlier in this chapter I stated that the human voice not only makes it possible for an 

utterance to come into existence but also participates in the very formation of its meaning 

and added that there is even more that the voice can do and in fact continually does. Having 

set some further theoretical ground, this statement now begs for reconsideration. By stating 

that voice co-creates the meaning of an utterance I had in mind particularly its ability to 

express the speaker’s gender which bears culturally specific meanings; a further trait of the 

voice is to constitute, to produce gender. However, as Butler implies, gender expression and 

constitution are two distinct results of the same act(ion)s. For Butler, these acts are “bodily 

gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds.”17 She does not go beyond this general 

description in terms of specificity and thus leaves a lot of room for further debate. In my 

view, when speaking of stylized repetition of acts, Butler embraces the totality of actions we 

perform through our bodies. One of these acts is, evidently, also the way we speak (and, on 

occasion, sing). As argued above, speech and voice are inextricable; therefore I call the 
                                                 

15 Butler, Gender Trouble, 192. 
16 Ibid., 34. It is worth noting that Butler was not the first to make this observation. Already in 1987 Teresa 

de Lauretis came to an almost identical conclusion save that she spoke of the sex-gender system and did not 
use the concept of performativity. Because of the importance of this point for my study I quote the entire 
pertinent section: “The sex-gender system, in short, is both a sociocultural construct and a semiotic apparatus, a 
system of representation which assigns meaning (identity, value, prestige, location in kinship, status in the social 
hierarchy, etc.) to individuals within the society. If gender representations are social positions which carry 
differential meanings, then for someone to be represented and to represent oneself as male or as female implies 
the assumption of the whole of those meaning effects. Thus, the prepositions that the representation of gender 
is its construction, each term being at once the product and the process of the other, can be restated more 
accurately: The construction of gender is both the product and the process of its representation.” Teresa de Lauretis, 
Technologies of Gender: Essays of Theory, Film, and Fiction, Theories of Representation and Difference (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1987), 5 (author’s italics). 

17 Butler, Gender Trouble, 191. 
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human voice a gender act. I borrow this concept from Judith Butler and its definition from 

Katherine Mezur who confirms my assumption that voice may be considered a gender-

constitutive and gender-expressive act: 

 
I define ‘gender acts’ as those actions performed by the material bodies of 
performers for the purpose of producing gender (in the case of onnagata, 
onnagata female-likeness) in the space and time of kabuki performance. 
Among the types of gender acts that compose onnagata performance art are: 
gestures, postures, costuming, employing wigs and props, vocal patterns, 
pronunciation, blocking, and musical accompaniment.18 

 

Even though Mezur limits her discussion of gender acts to kabuki performers, I propose that 

this concept is applicable not only to all theatrical genres and performing arts originating in 

different cultures and periods (therefore also to castrati), but also to our everyday lives. 

Moreover, the vocal patterns with which she refers to the voice should, I think, be understood 

in the broadest sense, i.e., as a term describing every feature of the voice that can be audibly 

perceived. 

 Having established that the voice is both a gender-constitutive and gender-expressive 

act, we can now explain this dual performative function of voice by using Austin’s speech act 

theory.19 As illustrated above, of the three aspects of the speech act—locutionary act (an act 

of saying something), illocutionary act (an act performed in saying something), and 

perlocutionary act (an act performed by saying something)—only the last two are 

performative, i.e., they do something; while the former refers to the action itself and, 

consequently, to the speaker, the latter refers to the effect of such an action upon the 

addressee. Both kinds of actions can be observed also in voice. I propose that voice as a 

gender-constitutive act may be viewed as an illocutionary act, whereas voice as a gender-

expressive act may be viewed as a perlocutionary act. Interpreted this way, both Austin’s 

concept of performativity and his speech act theory prove to be extremely useful for 

explaining gender as performative as well as for explaining the actions and effects of gender 

acts, one of them being voice. 

 References to Butler and other feminist scholars made so far served to show that 

voice can be viewed as one of several performative gender acts which produce and 

simultaneously express gender. In what follows, I shall reformulate Butler’s definition of 

gender to emphasize and particularise those of her ideas which I use as my point of 

                                                 
18 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 35 (italics added). 
19 That bodily gestures (one of which, as I suggest, is voice) relate to the speech act theory, is also suggested 

by Butler in Gender Trouble, xxvii. 
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theoretical departure to explain the castrato and the onnagata as two separate genders 

thoroughly distinct from but conceptually comparable to male and female genders. I will 

limit my discussion to only one gender act—voice, presuming that it will become self-

evident (and if not, I shall explicitly assert that this is so) that the same line of reasoning can 

be used for any other gender act(s) which may be regarded as the defining constituent(s) of 

other genders. 

  Before unfolding my conception of the interconnection of voice and gender, let me 

once again quote Judith Butler. In her view, “performativity is not a singular act, but a 

repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its naturalization in the context of a 

body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained temporal duration.” 20  There are two 

points in this definition of performativity which I find extremely important: (i) that in order 

for the gender acts to become identifiable as something that either conforms to or crosses 

the established boundaries of masculinity and femininity, they need to be repeated, i.e., they 

need to happen continuously for a longer period of time, they need to be perceived or heard 

about by a great(er) number of people, and they need to be performed by many persons 

rather than by an individual only; and (ii) that each set of gender acts conveys a gendered 

meaning that is temporary, i.e., fixed in the present and open to change in the future, hence 

stable in the short term but unstable in the long(er) term. There are two further points that I 

would like to add: (iii) meanings conveyed through gender acts are culturally specific, and (iv) 

a distinction should be made between the gender acts which are part of artistic performance 

and gender acts performed in everyday life; in other words, I argue that bodily transgressions 

of culturally dominant gender norms pertaining to the male-female binary are considered 

fully subversive and disruptive only when performed consistently both on and off stage.21 

                                                 
20 Butler, Gender Trouble, xv. 
21 I base this point on Butler’s illustration of the difference between a drag queen/king performing in the 

theatre and on the street. This point is very important for this study, for both castrati and Edo-period onnagata 
(or at least most of the latter) acted identically, as it were, both in and outside of the theatre. I therefore quote 
Butler at some length. She writes: “Although the links between a theatrical and a social role are complex and 
the distinctions not easily drawn […], it seems clear that, although theatrical performances can meet with 
political censorship and scathing criticism, gender performances in non-theatrical contexts are governed by 
more clearly punitive and regulatory social conventions. Indeed, the sight of a transvestite on the seat next to us 
on the bus can compel fear, rage, even violence. The conventions which mediate proximity and identification in 
these two instances are clearly quite different. […] In the theatre, one can say, ‘this is just and act,’ and de-
realize the act, make acting into something quite distinct from what is real. Because of this distinction, one can 
maintain one’s sense of reality in the face of this temporary challenge to our existing ontological assumptions 
about gender arrangements; the various conventions which announce that ‘this is only a play’ allows [sic] strict 
lines to be drawn between the performance and life. On the street or in the bus, the act becomes dangerous, if 
it does, precisely because there are no theatrical conventions to delimit the purely imaginary character of the act, 
indeed, on the street or in the bus, there is no presumption that the act is distinct from a reality; the disquieting 
effect of the act is that there are conventions that facilitate making this separation. Clearly, there is theatre 
which attempts to contest or, indeed, break down those conventions that demarcate the imaginary from the 
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 Gender, then, can be defined as a temporarily fixed set of culturally specific meanings conveyed 

through gender acts continuously and consistently performed by a group of people who may but do not have to 

share the same biological sex, and perceived by a socially significant number of people. A given gender can 

be thus performed by both male and female bodies, provided that these bodies can and do 

perform each and every gender act specific for one gender. By gender acts I mean all the 

bodily acts that can be, at least to some degree, manipulated. Included in these acts are 

bodily gestures and movements, voice in the broadest meaning of the word, including the 

vocabulary we use, clothing, hairstyle, makeup, style of living including sexual orientation, etc. 

One or more of these gender acts can be characteristic of several genders, but only a 

complete set of gender acts forms a gender. In other words, when two or more genders 

share all but one gender act, this very gender act sets those genders apart and establishes 

them as distinct from one another. Gender is thus a multiple, culturally constructed category 

comprising a fixed number of types; however, this fixity is only temporary as the number 

and types of genders vary considerably in time. The instability of the number of genders is 

due to the fact that, for instance, a specific gender act as the only gender act which separates 

one gender from another one may become at some point in time acceptable for both 

genders, from which point on no distinction can be made anymore between those two 

genders. When this occurs, two genders become one and the total number of genders 

decreases by one. By the same token, when a new gender act emerges or one of the gender 

acts changes to such a degree that it starts violating the specific gender’s norms, this gender 

act constitutes a new gender by which the total number of genders increases by one. In this 

respect, an analogy can be drawn between gender and culture. When a new subculture 

emerges, the number of distinctive ways of social behaviour increases by one; at the moment 

when this subculture becomes a part of the mainstream culture, this number is decreased by 

one. However, this does not necessarily mean that the “new” number equals the “old one,” 

as in the meantime some new subcultures may have emerged; one day they might or might 

not become parts of the mainstream culture. This suggests not only that gender is an 

unstable category but also that gender boundaries are flexible. I see male and female genders 

as two predominant genders encompassing the largest variety of gender acts. However, there 

are numerous other genders. Each of them may share one or even several gender acts with 

male, female or both of these genders (a “gender blend” usually referred to as “ambiguous”), 

but at the same time they all differ from each other as well as from the male and female 

                                                                                                                                                  
real […].” Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40 (1988): 527. 
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genders in at least one gender act. By differ I mean a disruption of our notion of both 

masculinity and femininity in the sense that at least one gender act is neither purely 

masculine nor purely feminine but a mixture of both or any other genders. In short, gender 

becomes an entity of its own when one or more of its constituting gender acts cross the 

boundaries of all the other genders. 

 

In what way, then, does voice constitute and express gender, and what are the vocal features 

that affect our perceptions of gender? Every culture operates according to specific codes 

established through time in order to prescribe and regulate accepted, i.e., compulsory, ways 

of social behaviour. In modern Western society, these codes are (still) strongly based on the 

conviction that there are two genders constituted in binary opposition to each other: male 

and female. This dual gender ideology teaches how males and females should behave and 

equally—to use Butler’s words—offers “ways of culturally interpreting the sexed body”22 

intelligible to every member of the society. With regard to the voice, “men” and “women” 

understand how to use it and are skilled in categorising other people’s as either male or 

female. Criteria upon which we interpret people’s voices as male or female are manifold, the 

primary criterion being pitch which is closely related to the category of voice register.23 

 In her paper On Musical Performances of Gender and Sex, Suzanne G. Cusick claims that 

in North America prepubescent boys are told that due to the increased production of 

testosterone their vocal folds and chest will grow much bigger than girls’ and that this will 

result in their voices becoming distinctly lower. According to her, these physical changes are 

introduced to adolescent boys as the means of performing their biological sex through the 

performance of voice register.24 She explains this phenomenon as follows: 

 
The performance of sex as vocal register is a good example of a behaviour 
that is compulsive without being compulsory. For there is nothing in the 

                                                 
22 Butler, Gender Trouble, 152. 
23 I will discuss the principles of voice production, including the distinction between two primary voice 

registers (chest and falsetto registers), in chapter 4. However, in order to make the following section 
understandable, let me briefly explain the relationship between the pitch and the length of the vocal folds. On 
average, men’s voices are pitched lower than women’s because men’s vocal folds are usually longer and thicker. 
As pitch ascends, the vocal folds are lengthened, their tension increases and their thickness decreases. Since 
pitch ascends with the increasing and descends with the decreasing tension of the vocal folds, men can easily 
produce very high pitches while both men and women cannot speak/sing below the lowest pitch determined 
by the size of their vocal folds. To put it simply, it is physically easy to tighten something loose but impossible 
to loosen something that is already completely loose. Hence, most men can in principle (depending partly on 
their vocal skills) speak and sing as high as women (obviously, with different timbre which means that—despite 
the same pitch—male and female voices can still be distinguished from each other), while most women can 
never speak as low as men. 

24 Suzanne G. Cusick, “On Musical Performances of Gender and Sex,” in Audible Traces: Gender, Identity, and 
Music, ed. Elaine Barkin and Lydia Hamessley (Zürich: Carciofoli, 1999), 32. 



 

 

19 

physical chain of events that requires a young boy to abandon the register that 
he might share with young girls when he accepts his new access to the 
registers called Tenor and Bass that would perform his identity as a man. Yet 
in late twentieth-century North American culture nearly all boys 
enthusiastically abandon the register they might share with girls, choosing 
instead to re-learn the interior bodily performances of voice production 
required to produce a manly lower register for Speech. Thus, they learn to 
perform their (male) sex, their biological difference from girls, and their 
successful passage to adulthood with their every utterance.25 

 

Cusick thus suggests that North American adolescent boys are presented with a choice 

which they all, evidently, make and which is, according to her, in nearly all cases the same: 

boys decide to adopt the lower (chest), more “masculine,” rather than the higher (falsetto), 

more “feminine,” register. To a certain extent she is right in saying that boys need not 

choose the chest register: as long as there are two options to choose from, there is no 

requirement. There are, however, two points in Cusick’s interpretation with which I do not 

agree. First, by saying that young boys abandon their prepubescent register she implies that 

this register is equivalent to the falsetto register of an adult man. Indeed, the pitch and the 

vibratory pattern of the vocal folds are in principle the same, but the timbre of the sound 

produced and the tension of the vocal folds are different, as—when producing the same 

pitch—longer and thicker vocal folds need to have more tension than the shorter and 

thinner ones. 26  The latter point is especially worth keeping in mind as it provides a 

compelling rationale as to why these two registers should not be equated. My second 

disagreement with Cusick pertains to her argument that there is no physical reason for the 

boys to choose the chest register by which she implies that the production of sound through 

the employment of either chest or falsetto registers demands the same physical effort. But 

Cusick is wrong for this is simply not true: as it takes less effort to produce a sound on the 

guitar by plucking an open rather than a stopped string (in which case two hands are busy), 

so it is physically easier (admittedly with less significant difference) to produce vocal sounds 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 32–33 (author’s italics). 
26 To further clarify this point, let me quote Joke Dame who succinctly explained the correlation between the 

tension of the vocal folds and vocal timbre by pointing out the difference between male (countertenors) and 
female altos. Although female vocal folds are generally longer than those of an adolescent boy, the correlation 
between their tension and vocal timbre is in principle the same. She writes: “Male and female altos have 
roughly the same tessitura. In the case of men this area is at the top of their voices, they sing (mostly, and at 
least for the higher notes) in their falsetto register. The strain upon vocal chords, larynx, and pharynx is intense; 
resonating cavities are mainly those in the head. With women altos things are different. The lowest part of their 
voices is developed, throat tension is moderate, and the main resonators are in the chest. In other words, pitch 
alone does not make a voice; voice tension and resonating cavities determine a voice as well.” Joke Dame, 
“Unveiled Voices: Sexual Difference and the Castrato,” in Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology, 
ed. Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood, and Gary C. Thomas (New York: Routledge, 1994), 152n14. 
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with minimal vocal folds tension. I argue, therefore, that it is more natural, hence easier and 

logical, for boys at the onset of puberty to adopt the chest register. Deciding for one register 

and not the other—theoretically speaking—is a choice but certainly not a big dilemma since 

the choice is obvious. In this respect, Cusick is completely right in saying that men perform 

their biological sex through the performance of voice register. But at the same time, I argue, 

they also perform their gender: they do so by using the chest register for the rest of their 

lives and by not adopting the falsetto register. Sticking to the lower register is an example of 

a cultural code, as mentioned earlier. The use of the chest register is not only “naturally 

suggested” but also culturally prescribed; in other words, voice registers (and pitch) are one 

of many cultural prescriptions or, perhaps even better, cultural inscriptions on our bodies, 

biologically perhaps the more easily adopted option in the first instance, but subsequently 

culturally (re)invented and cherished with considerable determinacy in order to enforce a 

rigid cultural dichotomy of gender. Crossing the boundaries of these norms is considered 

subversive in that it disrupts our notion of how men’s voices are supposed to sound. 

However, this is almost exclusively related to speech as the use of the falsetto register by 

adult male singers does not disrupt our notion of their masculinity. Nowadays we regularly 

hear male pop singers exploiting this mode of phonation, either partly or solely, and no one 

questions their gender.27 As Judith Butler would argue, we think “this is just an act” and de-

realize the act, thereby making acting into something quite distinct from what is real.28 

Another reason for this is the fact that the use of the falsetto register by male singers is at 

least as old as polyphonic music of the European tradition originating in the Middle Ages 

when women were not allowed to sing in church, thereby forcing men to sing in a high, 

“feminine” pitch range. Modern countertenors who primarily sing parts originally written for 

castrati, women, or boys, are a further example of male performers specialising in the use of 

the falsetto register; again, their voices (no longer, at least) arouse no distrust about their 

(male) gender. In this respect, women’s voices seem to be treated differently. A good 

example is the disco star Amanda Lear, whose baritone-like voice has, “for years, fuelled 

rumours about her sex.”29 Regardless of the character of the account, this rumour clearly 

testifies that an exceptionally low female voice, even if that of a singer, “breaks the law” and 

                                                 
27 A full list of male pop singers exploiting the falsetto register would be endless, so let me mention only 

some of the most celebrated ones: Barry Gibb (Bee Gees), Michael Jackson, Prince, Eric Clapton, Robbie 
Williams, Mika, and Justin Timberlake.  

28 Butler, “Performative Acts,” 527. 
29  Christa D’Souza, “Why Would I Want to Kill My Husband?,” Telegraph.co.uk, January 23, 2001, 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/arts/main.jhtml?xml=/arts/2001/01/23/tldali23.xml (accessed May 24, 2008). 
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makes us question both her sex and gender. Women’s voices, as we all believe, are high-

pitched, and when they are not we get confused, indeed, disturbed.30 

 High-pitched male voice as a means of artistic expression does not automatically 

challenge our notion of one’s (male) sex or (male) gender for the stage “allows” it. But are 

our perceptions of one’s gender affected, if a man speaks in a high pitch in his everyday life? 

According to Suzanne G. Cusick nearly all North American boys choose the lower register. 

Nearly all, naturally, implies that some of them “decide” to continue using their upper 

register. Perhaps she had in mind those boys whose vocal folds are shorter than average 

men’s, resulting in their unusually high-pitched voices. For I know no European or North 

American man with average-length vocal folds who would consistently speak in the falsetto 

register. I do, however, know some people who regularly shift from chest to falsetto and all 

of them are gay.31 Of course, this is not the only thing that makes them gay. It is but one of 

several transgressive gender acts through which they constitute and simultaneously express 

their gay gender.32 In his paper Sounding Gay: Pitch Properties in the Speech of Gay and Straight 

Men, Rudolf P. Gaudio analysed a large body of previous empirical research on the 

relationship of gender and language and compared it to his own research conducted at 

Stanford University. Although in his paper he does not address the question of voice 

registers, he names various other vocal and linguistics features that can reflect the way gay 

people speak, such us phonology, syntax, semantics, pragmatics, discourse structures, the use 

                                                 
30  Amanda Lear is perhaps the most extreme example of female singers with exceptionally low voices, 

particularly because her singing is limited to a very low vocal range. On the other hand there is a long and 
distinguished range of women with exceptionally low voices but also with an extraordinarily wide vocal range, 
among them the Peruvian Yma Súmac, the American Diamanda Galás, and the Croatian Josipa Lisac. While 
these singers are not seen as masculine, they are definitely given a “threatening component,” for which reason 
they have to other themselves in one way or the other in order to be acceptable. In this respect, an analogy can 
be drawn between popular female singers and the operatic alto which undoubtedly has a certain transgressive 
quality to it. Of course, it also has a certain rarity, which makes it particularly attractive in a different way, all the 
while it is exotic, but there is a certain otherness to it, unlike the mezzo-soprano or the soprano. 

31 Indeed, this is not a scientifically proven fact but it is nevertheless meaningful, which is why I mention it. 
32 It should be noted that not all gay men “choose” this particular gender act to perform their gender as well 

as that not every man speaking in the falsetto register is necessarily gay or of any other-than-male gender. 
However, I believe that—at least in our Western society—men with average-pitched male voices using the 
falsetto register are generally assumed to be gay, regardless of their gender identity. Negligible number of such 
men only supports the feminist view that gender is socially constructed. If we accept that there is a gay gender, 
then this implies that the boundaries of the voice as a gender act are in the case of gay gender much more 
stretchable than in the case of male gender; i.e., gay men can speak in a “masculine manner” but still perform 
their gender through other gender acts. Saying that there is a gay gender of course implies that there is also a 
lesbian gender, unless one assumes that gay gender pertains to both gay men and women. As I explain in 
chapter 4, the contrast between the chest and falsetto registers is generally less sharp in female than in male 
voices. Moreover, for most speech women use the lower chest register. Since gay women are usually regarded 
as more “masculine,” they, at least in my experience, tend to speak in a lower rather than in a higher pitch than 
straight women. (Again, not all gay women “choose” this particular gender act to perform their gender.) For 
these reasons I argue that rather than the vocal pitch and voice register, it is other features (see below) of the 
voice as a gender act through which (gay) women perform their gender. 
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of expressive adjectives (e.g., divine), more varied intonational contours, and lisping. 33 

Among other vocal features carrying strong gendered meanings that I find extremely 

important are pitch, voice register, and vocal timbre. I am not saying that each of these 

features alone can disrupt our perceptions of one’s gender; rather, I propose that it is a series 

of combinations of several of them that have the power of transgressing social norms. My 

argument that voice both produces and reflects human gender is supported by two of the 

outcomes of Gaudio’s empirical research which showed that “in an experimental context, (1) 

listeners had fairly consistent judgments about what speech sounds ‘gay’; and (2) listeners’ 

judgments were largely accurate with respect to identifying male voices as belonging to gay 

or straight men.”34 In other words, most listeners participating in Gaudio’s research were 

able to audibly accurately detect who identified himself as gay or straight, i.e., whose gender 

was gay and whose male. From this we can conclude that voice is a gender act which can alone—

without the help of other gender acts—constitute and express gender. The unstable nature of gender 

also suggests that vocal patterns at one point in time subverting the male-female gender 

dichotomy may one day entirely fall within the stretched boundaries of, say, male gender. In 

this way, the use of the falsetto register by men in their everyday lives could (under the 

preliminary condition that this would be repeated for a longer period by a considerable 

number of people) at some time in the future become recognized as something altogether 

masculine.  

 How should we, then, look at the castrati and the Edo-period onnagata from the 

twenty-first-century Western perspective? What do their gender acts in general and their 

voices as one of these gender acts in particular tell us about their gender? Let us for a 

moment try to imagine that we would still have the opportunity today to experience their 

performances as well as to meet them in the street, i.e., not only as singers and actors with 

“unusual” voices and/or vocal technique, peculiar bodily gestures and movements, 

spectacular clothing and make-up exhibited exclusively in the theatre, but also as men 

performing the same gender acts (including their sexual life not alluded to onstage) in their 

everyday lives. How would their gender acts affect our perceptions of their gender, knowing 

that they were born as men, with male genitalia? Would they—in general (particularly 

European and Japanese) public opinion—be considered transgressive, subversive, and 

thereby disrupting our notion of their “masculinity”? In my view, they definitely would. This 

suggests that their gender would be considered neither male nor female but rather something 

                                                 
33 Rudolf P. Gaudio, “Sounding Gay: Pitch Properties in the Speech of Gay and Straight Men,” American 

Speech 69.1 (1994): 31–32. 
34 Ibid., 53–54. 
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“other.” Through their gender-constitutive and gender-expressive gender acts they would be 

“breaking the law,” i.e., profoundly destabilising culturally predominant gender norms, thus 

creating two new gender categories. But operatic castrati and Edo-period onnagata are 

extinct. That is, there are no men castrated before puberty among us (excluding a few 

possible exceptions, who may need to have their testicles removed or need to undergo a 

different kind of castration for medical reasons), nor are there any more kabuki actors living 

as onnagata. 35 There are only so-called “natural” or “endocrinological castrati,” 36  and 

contemporary kabuki actors playing the onnagata roles. While the former’s physical 

condition can be viewed as a result of a disease (an explanation that can strongly affect—

indeed, mitigate—our judgements about their subverting dominant gender norms, especially 

if their other, i.e., non-vocal, gender acts do not transgress the culturally determined 

boundaries of male gender), the latter’s performance of the onnagata gender acts is limited to 

the time and space of their theatrical performances. As the Japanese playwright, director, 

critic, and theorist Osanai Kaoru (1881–1928) noted already in 1914, “previously [in the Edo 

period], a male actor became a woman; now he trains to become an onnagata.”37 I think his 

observation could be rephrased as follows: In the Edo period, a male-sexed actor became an 

onnagata, both on and off stage; now he trains to imitate the onnagata gender acts purely or 

at least in the first instance for theatrical performances. I am by no means trying to suggest 

                                                 
35 According to Katherine Mezur, “certain onnagata continued to perform onnagata gender acts in their daily 

lives. For example, Utaemon V [1865–1940] is said to have kept his daily life habits in the onnagata style, and 
his son, the contemporary Utaemon VI (1917–2001) has followed this to a certain degree. However, from my 
observation and inquiries made with Nakamura Fukusuke IX (1960–), Utaemon VI’s grandson, the way 
Utaemon VI maintains his onnagata gender acts is by keeping a more traditional Japanese lifestyle and home, 
and by staying in the kneeling position for many hours a day.” Beautiful Boys, 256n39.  

36 “Natural” or “endocrinological castrati” are male singers who have suffered from congenital disorders such 
as Kallmann’s syndrome or some diseases such as mumps which cause the hormones necessary for normal 
sexual development to be suppressed, or have undergone some other unusual physical or medical events before 
puberty that reproduce the vocal effects of castration without any surgery. See Peter Giles, The Counter Tenor 
(London: Muller, 1982), 75; and Nicholas Clapton, Moreschi: The Last Castrato (London: Haus, 2004), 145. While 
the adjectives “natural” and “endocrinological” refer to the fact that these singers have not been castrated, the 
term “castrati” seems to be suggesting that their voices, at least in pitch and timbre, resemble those of operatic 
castrati of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. After listening to the recordings of Alessandro 
Moreschi (1858–1922)—the only recordings ever made by a historical castrato—and the recordings of the 
natural castrato Radu Marian (1977), I conclude that their voices truly sound similar, at least with respect to 
pitch range and unusual vocal timbre. Obviously, Radu Marian and other natural castrati have not undergone 
the same kind of training, neither in terms of length nor (“bel canto”) style as historical castrati, but some of 
their vocal properties do resemble those of their “predecessors” to such an extent that the use of the term 
“castrato” is, at least in part, justified. The extremely limited number of natural castrati appears to be the main 
reason why they are not widely cast in operatic parts originally performed by castrati, recognized as a unique 
type of singers, and discussed in scholarship. This might change some time in the future, depending largely on 
the future casting policies of opera directors and scholarly contributions to the yet non-existent debate about 
the phenomenon. For more information on Radu Marian and other well known contemporary natural castrati, 
see http://www.aeroventure.com/My_Song_Bios/natural-castrati/natural-castrati.htm (accessed May 27, 2008). 

37  Osanai Kaoru, “Onnagata ni tsuite (On Onnagata),” Engei Gahō 10 (1914): 82–88, quoted in Jennifer 
Robertson, Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture in Modern Japan (1998; repr., Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2001), 57 (author’s italics). 
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that all natural castrati and contemporary onnagata actors are of male gender; I do, however, 

claim that, for reasons just mentioned, their high-pitched voices and playing of onnagata 

roles in the kabuki theatre respectively are not sufficient to disrupt our perceptions of their 

presumed male gender. They constitute and express their gender through all the gender acts 

performed in their everyday life. Focusing only on voice, I think that, rather than through 

the vocal pitch and voice register, natural castrati produce their gender through other vocal 

and linguistic features, such us those proposed above. On the other hand, kabuki actors 

playing onnagata roles can perform their gender through all the properties of their voices, 

including pitch and voice register, provided that their vocal folds are not unusually short as 

are those of natural castrati. 

When we consider historical castrati’s and the Edo-period onnagata’s gender acts 

(castrati’s high-pitched and peculiarly timbered voices, onnagata’s shifting between the chest 

and falsetto registers, as well as their style of clothing, hairstyle, sexual life, bodily gestures 

and movements—all of these features are scarcely reported for castrati but presumed to have 

been different from contemporary and very likely to have been different from our modern 

gender norms), it becomes clear that they were very different from our modern ideas about 

male gender. In fact, the Edo-period onnagata are unanimously, so to speak, discussed as 

actors who were creating an illusion of ideal femininity. Without a doubt, most of their 

gender acts were very “feminine,” but not their voices and sexuality.38 These two gender acts 

could have never become accepted ways of female behaviour as, evidently, they were 

inherent exclusively to male-sexed bodies. 

 What I am about to propose is not (at least not at this point) a model explaining how 

operatic castrati and the Edo-period onnagata were viewed in their own time; scholars from 

different academic fields have recently started making the first “serious” steps to answer this 

question and I will discuss their theories and views on the subject in detail in the following 

two chapters. The aim of the preceding and present sections was to set out the theoretical 

grounds on which to propose how gender of castrati and onnagata could be explained in 

terms of twenty-first-century Western culture, where the strong and long-lasting belief that 

there are only two genders, male and female, has in the past two decades been seriously 

challenged by the notion that gender is a performative, unstable, and manifold category. 

Following this novel and influential conception of gender most closely associated with the 

work of Judith Butler, I gave my own definition of gender which I repeat to base on it an 

                                                 
38 By sexuality I do not mean so much the fact that they were passive partners in sexual intercourse with men 

but more that they were active partners in sexual intercourse with women. 
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important argument in this chapter: gender is a temporarily fixed set of culturally specific 

meanings conveyed through gender acts continuously and consistently performed by a group 

of people who may but do not have to share the same biological sex, and perceived by a 

socially significant number of people. I added that a given gender can be performed by both 

male and female bodies, provided that these bodies can and do perform each and every 

gender act specific for one gender. Since some of castrati’s and onnagata’s gender acts were 

conditioned by a male-sexed body, castrati and onnagata could only be male-sexed. Indeed, 

they are extinct groups of performers but we do have a fairly good idea of what they looked 

like, how they behaved, and how their voices sounded, or at least we can create our own 

image based on a considerable range of historical sources. As argued above, a great number 

of castrati’s and onnagata’s gender acts were such that they would severely violate the 

modern prescriptive and regulatory gender codes of masculine and feminine behaviour, even 

after the onslaught of postmodern gender fluidity. To put this differently, we would interpret 

their gender acts as neither male nor female. From this I posit that the operatic castrato and the 

Edo-period onnagata are two distinct genders, or, more accurately, paradigmatic examples of two 

historical groups of performers which, from our modern perspective, can be viewed as two 

extinct genders defined by their particular sets of gender acts, one of them being voice. 

 

 

Performativity and Theatre 

 

Austin’s concept of performativity and its application to gender by Butler served as a 

theoretical point of departure for theatre theorist Erika Fischer-Lichte who translated their 

ideas into the medium of theatre.39 In her book Ästhetik des Performativen published in 2004, 

Fischer-Lichte applied the concept of performativity to the theatre by pointing out the 

difference between the theatrical performance as a representation of the plot and characters 

of the literary text, and the theatrical performance as an event. Whilst, in the former 

perspective, audience members are passive observers who are distanced from the onstage 

action, in the latter audience members are active participants in the event which they co-

create. According to Fischer-Lichte, the performative force of such a kind of theatre resides 

                                                 
39 At the beginning of the second chapter of her book Ästhetik des Performativen, Fischer-Lichte explains that 

her understanding of the concept of performativity is based on her reading of Austin’s How to Do Things with 
Words, Butler’s “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 
Theory” and her Gender Trouble; see Ästhetik des Performativen, 31–42. I point this out explicitly because all of my 
ideas presented earlier in this chapter are grounded in exactly the same works. 
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in the corporeal co-presence of the actors and spectators whose interaction results in the 

“emergence of meaning” (“Emergenz von Bedeutung”) which is the event itself.40 In the 

performative view of theatre, the audience is not only a requisite of performance (for, 

evidently, there can be no performance without viewers) but one of the constituent parts of 

the performance itself. Performance is not limited to the onstage action, but is a happening 

coming into existence in the entire theatrical space, on the stage and in the auditorium. 

Members of the audience are simultaneously spectators and actors, and likewise are 

performers. In other words, what happens in the theatre is not predetermined by script, 

performer’s acting, scenery, props, and lighting, but strongly dependent on audience’s 

reactions to the onstage action which is open-ended rather than fixed; the script is only a 

framework, and, with each performance of a given “play,” the “play” is written anew. A 

performative theatrical event is therefore conditioned by and created through a two-way 

interaction between audience and actors. As Fischer-Lichte writes, spectators can respond to 

performers’ onstage actions in a number of perceptible ways. She lists the following possible 

reactions:  

 
Die Zuschauer lachen, juchzen, seufzen, stöhnen, schluchzen, weinen, 
scharren mit den Füßen, rutschen auf dem Stuhl hin und her, lehnen sich mit 
gespanntem Gesichtsausdruck vor oder mit entspanntem zurück, halten den 
Atem an und werden beinah starr; sie schauen wiederholt auf die Uhr, 
gähnen, schlafen ein und fangen an zu schnarchen; sie husten und niesen, 
knistern mit Einwickelpapier, essen und trinken, flüstern sich Bemerkungen 
zu oder kommentieren das Bühnengeschehen laut und ungeniert, rufen 
“bravo” und “da capo”, klatschen Beifall oder zischen und buhen, stehen auf, 
verlassen den Saal und knallen die Tür hinter sich zu.41 

 

Such individual or communal reactions are perceived by other spectators as well as by the 

actors and in turn result in their response to them. As Fischer-Lichte writes, 

 
Das Spiel der Schauspieler gewinnt oder verliert an Intensität; ihre Stimmen 
werden laut und unangenehm oder im Gegenteil immer anziehender; die 
Schauspieler fühlen sich animiert, Gags und andere Improvisationen 
hinzuzuerfinden oder verpassen Auftritte und Einsätze; sie treten an die 
Rampe, um die Zuschauer direkt anzuspielen oder um sie aufzufordern, ihr 
Verhalten zu ändern oder den Raum zu verlassen. Bei den anderen 
Zuschauern führt die Wahrnehmung der Zuschauerreaktionen dazu, daß sich 
der Grad bzw. das Ausmaß ihrer Beteiligung, ihres Interesses, ihrer 
Spannung erhöht oder verringert, ihr Lachen lauter, im Extremfall 

                                                 
40 Fischer-Lichte, Ästhetik des Performativen, 58–62, 240–69. 
41 Ibid., 58. 
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konvulsivisch wird, oder aber ihnen im Halse stecken bleibt, oder daß sie 
anfangen, sich gegenseitig zur Ordnung zu rufen, miteinander zu streiten 
oder sich zu beschimpfen. Was immer die Akteure tun, es hat Auswirkungen 
auf die Zuschauer, und was immer die Zuschauer tun, es hat Auswirkungen 
auf die Akteure und die anderen Zuschauer.42 

 

This dynamic communication process is the driving force of the performative theatrical 

event, a generative power which Fischer-Lichte calls the “autopoietic, or self-creative, 

feedback loop” (“die autopoietische feedback-Schleife”). She links “the aesthetics of the 

performative” primarily to the rise of performance art in the 1960s when the “performative 

turn” from textual to performative theatre occurred. However, she implicitly suggests that 

this dynamism existed in the (European) theatre already much earlier; she does so by stating 

that the unpredictability of the theatrical event came into growing dissonance with the 

(romantic) theatre aesthetics in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when audiences 

were expected to be disciplined, familiar with the play, and to follow the performance 

attentively. 43  Fischer-Lichte’s implying that the corporeal co-presence of the actors and 

spectators played an important role in pre-nineteenth-century theatre as well is what I will 

now try to demonstrate by illuminating the interaction between audiences and performers in 

the Italian baroque opera and Edo-period kabuki theatre.  

 Italian baroque opera, and particularly the eighteenth-century genre of opera seria 

where the castrato by definition played the key role, was primarily a social event, a form of 

public entertainment occurring during the carnival season and bringing together different 

social classes.44 In opera seria the plot played a much less important role than the voice and 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 58–59. 
43 Ibid., 59. The rise of the modern, silent audience was gradual rather than instant and became more obvious 

somewhat later. Fischer-Lichte makes references to Charles Kean’s experimenting with increasing darkening of 
the auditorium, beginning in the 1840s, and to Richard Wagner’s complete darkening of the auditorium of the 
Bayreuth opera house, which opened in 1876. Ibid. 

44 Broadly speaking, opera seria’s consumers included two major social groups from the upper strata of 
Italian society: aristocrats and the middle class, including doctors, lawyers, soldiers, abbots, and civil servants. 
Martha Feldman, “Magic Mirrors and the Seria Stage: Thoughts toward a Ritual View,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 48 (1995): 429. Patrick Barbier states that in Italy “the opera was the one centre of 
entertainment which often brought all the social classes together,” but a few sentences later he explains that the 
boxes were occupied by the aristocracy while “the pit was reserved for the working people or, in Rome, for the 
abbés, that category of person, lay or ecclesiastical, who clustered round the papal administration and reigned 
over the auditorium where they had taken their places.” Patrick Barbier, The World of the Castrati: The History of an 
Extraordinary Operatic Phenomenon, trans. Margaret Crosland (1996; repr., London: Souvenir, 1998), 74–75. Not all 
social classes, then, mixed in the Italian baroque opera houses. Indeed, the emergence of public opera houses 
(the first one was opened in Venice in 1637) made the opera available not only to court audiences but to 
everyone willing to buy a ticket; however, the peasants and lower class people would have had their own forms 
of entertainment. The only major exceptions were aristocrats’ servants taking care of their masters’ gastronomic 
and other pleasures. For a number of contemporary accounts of baroque opera audiences, see Angus Heriot, 
The Castrati in Opera (London: Secker and Warburg, 1956; London: Calderbooks, 1960), 69–75. Page references 
are to the 1960 edition. 
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virtuosity of the singers, of which the castrato (“primo uomo”) was the principal member. 

Story subject matter taken from ancient history was as a general rule mythological and heroic 

and as such an exercise “in fixing cultural meanings embedded in the forms and hierarchies 

of absolutism.”45 Moreover, as Martha Feldman writes, “plots were mostly recycled and 

formulaic, so even on opening nights audiences usually heeded only set numbers, ignoring 

most of the recitative in favor of choice arias by favorite singers.”46 Since audiences were so 

familiar with the narrative which was confined to the recitatives, solo arias—the majority of 

which were in the da capo (ABA) form—were central to the genre. The performance of an 

aria by a singer in general and the castrato in particular was thus the moment when full 

attention was paid to the onstage action as opposed to the recitatives during which opera 

audiences entertained themselves by chatting, watching people, playing cards or chess, 

gambling, eating, drinking, etc.47 During an aria, expectations of the audience created the 

very performative energy Fischer-Lichte (re)discovered, an energy that influenced the 

singer’s performance, which then influenced the audiences’ response, which in turn, if 

enthusiastic enough, resulted in the repetition of an aria or even the whole scene.48 Moreover, 

singers did not communicate with the audience only musically but also otherwise; 

occasionally they were making obscene gestures and remarks, waving, smiling, and even 

joking with the spectators, or making fun of other singers and mimicking their phrases.49 

This dynamic interaction of the stage and auditorium is an epitomic example of what 

Fischer-Lichte means under the term “autopoietic feedback loop” as well as a powerful 

argument to regard opera seria as a highly performative theatrical genre. 

 The last claim was made already by Martha Feldman who challenges the commonly 

held view that opera seria was ritualistic. She does not criticise the use of the term itself but 

rather what it represents: as she points out, the term “ritualistic” is oftentimes used to 

describe opera seria as repetitive, conventional, rigid, and formalised, especially with regard 

to its dramaturgy, scenic progress from recitative to soloist’s aria and exit, three-act format, 

and the hierarchical distribution of vocal and dramatic parts.50 Feldman’s conception of ritual 

events is much closer to newer anthropological studies which “tend to underscore the social 

                                                 
45 Feldman, “Magic Mirrors,” 478. 
46 Ibid., 444. This phenomenon is, at least to some extent, comparable to current Hollywood movies. These, 

too, are to a large extent predictable and formulaic, but that is precisely what audiences want and know. Their 
interest lies in how these particular stencils are filled in in a given movie, and, furthermore, audiences love 
repetition of the familiar. 

47 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 74. See also Feldman, Magic Mirrors, 444, and David Kimbell, Italian Opera, 
National Traditions of Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 207–9. 

48 Ibid., 80. 
49 Feldman, “Magic Mirrors,” 429–30. 
50 Ibid., 424. 



 

 

29 

and aesthetic contingencies that mediate symbolic meaning in lived experience” than to the 

older ones which “saw in ritual events highly stabilized forms that condensed meanings in 

symbols and consolidated participants’ sense of community.” 51 By adopting Stanley 

Tambiah’s claim that “ritual consists both of fixed forms and of unfixed sequences and 

elements—both the invariant and the variant,”52 Feldman equips herself with a theoretical 

tool which helps her explain the performative, i.e., unfixed, orientation of opera seria as a 

feature closely related to the conventionality of eighteenth-century aria forms which included 

sections expanded through repetitions of lines and stanzas. As she writes, 

 
Such repetition schemes fixed the formal and melodic parameters within 
which composers—at least of pre-reform opera seria—determined numerous 
expressive factors. Repetitions served as rhetorical springboards for hypnotic, 
sensual recurrences of words, lines, and cadences that could be animated by 
improvised ornaments and cadenzas or intangible vocal effects. Critical aspects of 
“composition” were thus left to the live performance. Through a stock of 
gestures, part memorized and often part extemporized, invoked in the exchange 
with an audience, the singer generated this final version. Despite the strong role 
of the text, the tradition remains performative at its core.53 

 

The performativity of opera seria is therefore defined not only by the interdependence of 

onstage action, décor, and offstage reaction, but also by the score (music, text, and 

conventional structure of the aria) and singers’ vocal skills. Since a significant proportion 

among of the protagonists were usually castrati, their arias the most attractive, and their 

voices the most skilful, brilliant, powerful, and adored, they can be considered the primary 

performative force of opera seria.54 The castrato’s extraordinary body and voice were the 

chief attractions of the operatic event whose meaning emerged through the corporeal co-

presence of the viewers and the viewed who constantly switched their roles.55 

 The primacy of the singer in opera seria has a strong parallel in the kabuki theatre. As 

C. Andrew Gerstle put it, “kabuki has been and is today actor-centered and a star system. 

The only true ‘text’ of kabuki is a performance, which should be different every time (even if 

it is the same play), and dissipates into thin air at the close of the curtains.”56 To fully 

                                                 
51 Ibid., 426. 
52 Ibid., 443. 
53 Ibid., 471 (italics added). 
54 The “prima donna,” unlike today, but in conformity with early modern European gender theories viewing 

women as incomplete males (I shall discuss this issue in detail in the following chapter), was hierarchically 
subordinate to the “primo uomo” (always a castrato). 

55 The interaction between the spectators themselves was, as one can imagine, at least in part due to the 
horseshoe-shaped theatres, where it is often easier to watch the audience than the performance. 

56 C. Andrew Gerstle,“The Culture of Play: Kabuki and the Production of Texts,” Oral Tradition 20 (2005): 
195. 
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comprehend the participatory nature of kabuki, however, we first need to take a look at the 

origins of the genre.  

The foundation of kabuki is traditionally associated with Izumo no Okuni, 57  a 

famous temple dancer, riverside prostitute entertainer, and troupe director who created a 

revue combining folk dances with religious chants, ritual, and prayer gestures from Buddhist 

incantation and dance, enriched for an irreverent mixture of gender and class acts of 

costuming, accessories, and movement.58 The first of Okuni’s performances in which she 

was appearing as a man performing the dynamic kabuki odori (kabuki dance) were given in 

the dry bed of Kyōto’s Kamo River. Kabuki odori, also known as Okuni kabuki, quickly gained 

popularity, became imitated by groups of females, and gave rise to onna kabuki (female 

kabuki), yūjo kabuki (female prostitute kabuki), as well as wakashu kabuki (young boy kabuki), 

which all spread across the country.59 All these types of kabuki drew huge audiences, whose 

members frequently had love affairs with the performers.60 Early kabuki served primarily as 

advertisement for the actors; the narrative and performers’ acting skills were of secondary 

importance. In other words, “the artistic performance was a side show to another event or 
                                                 

57 Literally “Okuni from Izumo”. She called herself “Okuni, a priestess of the Grand Shrine at Izumo.” 
Kawatake Toshio, Kabuki: Baroque Fusion of the Arts, trans. Frank Connell Hoff and Jean Connell Hoff, LTCB 
International Library Selection 13 (Tokyo: International House of Japan, 2003), 126. 

58 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 54. 
59 Samuel L. Leiter, New Kabuki Encyclopedia: A Revised Adaptation of Kabuki Jiten (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 

1997), 725. The word kabuki derives from the verb kabuku (to slant, lean, or incline, to shift off center, to be 
outside the norm, to act and/or dress in a peculiar manner), and originally referred to persons and styles that 
were offbeat or eccentric. At first, the word kabuki was written in the Japanese syllabic script known as hiragana, 
but soon it began to be written in Chinese characters. The three ideographs originally used were ka 
(music/song), bu (dance), and ki (prostitute), the last of which was during the Meiji era (1868–1912) replaced by 
another ki meaning skill/acting. The use of the term during the Edo period was thus reflecting a strong link 
between the genre and prostitution. See Leiter, New Kabuki Encyclopedia, s.v. “Kabuki”; Maki Morinaga, “The 
Gender of Onnagata as the Imitating Imitated: Its Historicity, Performativity, and Involvement in the 
Circulation of Femininity,” Positions 10 (2002): 247, 274n5; Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 54–55; and Kawatake, Kabuki: 
Baroque Fusion, 85. The word wakashu which originally designated a male no longer a child but not yet a full-
grown man, had by the seventeenth century come to suggest an adolescent who excites a man’s sexual interest. 
See Gary P. Leupp, Male Colors: The Construction of Homosexuality in Tokugawa Japan (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995), 90. As Gregory M. Pflugfelder put it, “the upper age limit for the wakashu [...] was never 
clearly defined, but could be manipulated with relative ease through the management of external appearances 
such as hairstyle and clothing.” See Gregory M. Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire: Male-Male Sexuality in Japanese 
Discourse, 1600–1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). By contrast, Benito Ortolani states that 
“the wakashu were boys between eleven and fifteen; that is before the gempuku ceremony in which the forehead 
was shaven as a sign of coming of age” (Ortolani, The Japanese Theatre: From Shamanistic Ritual to Contemporary 
Pluralism, rev. ed. [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995], 176), while according to Jacob Raz the wakashu 
“reached maturity at the age of twenty” (Jacob Raz, Audience and Actors: A Study of Their Interaction in the Japanese 
Traditional Theatre [Leiden: Brill, 1983], 152). The identifying mark of the wakashu’s youth was the maegami (front 
forelock), and when the edict of June 20, 1652 decreed that wakashu must shave their forelocks, “a deeply 
entrenched sign system for a long-standing tradition of love between adult men and boys” was destroyed. 
Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 66. Male-male sexuality in Japan dates back to pre-feudal times and was throughout much 
of its history widely practised, particularly among the Buddhist priests and samurai. I discuss male-male 
sexuality before and during the Edo period in more detail in chapter 3. 

60 Raz, Audience and Actors, 148. During the early days of kabuki, when the genre was inextricably linked to 
prostitution, audiences were predominantly (if not almost exclusively) male, but, as Raz writes, “after the 1680’s, 
when the theatre was no longer aimed at male audiences, more and more women, wives of merchants as well as 
ladies-in-waiting from the samurai class, would attend the theatre.” Ibid., 161. 
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service—the main concern of the audience.”61 In this respect, wakashu kabuki did not differ 

much from female kabuki; as Jacob Raz put it, “both served as advertisement for 

prostitution, only now it was homosexual.”62 Most of the troupes of onna kabuki included 

male actors who often took the female roles while the actresses played the male roles.63 

According to Katherine Mezur, mixed troupes were the first target of the ruling regime. Why 

this was so is, as she states, unclear, “but the combination of male and female performers 

was disturbing to the bakufu [Tokugawa military government].”64 Nevertheless, the main 

target of these bans had been women who in 1629 were prohibited from performing in 

public. Among the main reasons for such an action were: (i) the general bakufu policy of one 

occupation to a person which restricted females performing and prostituting themselves in 

public to prostitution, (ii) fights between spectators over the performers, and (iii) the mixing 

of the samurai with the commoners. 65  In 1629, therefore, kabuki became an all-male 

theatrical genre featuring young boys who played both male and female roles. However, their 

sensual and alluring style of acting did not change and they continued to serve as prostitutes, 

thereby forcing the bakufu to react for much the same reasons as in the case of female 

performers. A series of bans reached its climax in 1652 when wakashu kabuki was outlawed 

and yarō kabuki (mature male kabuki) was born. Performers had to register as either otoko-gata 

(male type) or onna-gata (female type) and the main focus was put on realistic drama. This 

turn of kabuki to “art” was in great part due to the fact that onnagata’s involvement in 

prostitution was officially prohibited and their erotic gestures reduced.66 However, despite 

the prohibition, onnagata as sexual partners “continued to be sought after.” 67  Kabuki 

audiences, or some of their members, were thus looking at prostitute females and boys as 

well as at onnagata as objects of their sexual desires, and the actors tried to attract and please 

them, too, as one can imagine, by accommodating their erotic gestures to the atmosphere in 

the auditorium. The mutual responsiveness between actors and audience thus created an 

                                                 
61 Ibid., 149 (author’s italics). 
62 Ibid., 150. 
63 Donald H. Shively, “Bakufu Versus Kabuki,” in A Kabuki Reader: History and Performance, ed. Samuel L. Leiter, 

Japan in the Modern World (Armonk, NY: Sharpe, 2002), 34. 
64 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 61. 
65 Ibid., 61–62. 
66 See Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 63–67; Raz, Audience and Actors, 150–154; and Morinaga, “Gender of Onnagata,” 

247. 
67 Donald H. Shively, “The Social Environment of Tokugawa Kabuki,” in Studies in Kabuki: Its Acting, Music, 

and Historical Context, ed. James R. Brandon, William P. Malm, and Donald H. Shively (1978; repr., Honolulu: 
University Press of Hawaii, 1979), 10. Or, as Laurence Senelick put it, “many players were still available sexually, 
but if they were stars, they could be more selective about their male admirers.” Laurence Senelick, The Changing 
Room: Sex, Drag and Theatre, Gender in Performance (London: Routledge, 2000), 90. 
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energy which resulted (to use Fischer-Lichte’s terms) in the “emergence of meaning” 

through the event itself. 

The performativity of kabuki is thus as old as kabuki itself and one of its defining 

characteristics. As time went on, kabuki was a rapidly maturing art, reaching its peak during 

the Genroku period (1688–1703). In a broader sense, the era from the 1670s to the 1730s is 

commonly referred to as the golden age of kabuki.68 According to Raz, “most of the forms, 

conventions and player and audience attitudes in the kabuki theatre were shaped in the 

Genroku period. During this period models were formed for later generations, and its 

influence created the mature kabuki, forging the art that exists today.”69 Whereas early kabuki 

plays displayed scenes from the pleasure quarters, the second half of the seventeenth century 

witnessed a move towards themes about citizens’ lives. During and after the Genroku era, 

subject matters of the plays were taken either from well-known historical stories or well-

known episodes of the present, the former being more often exploited in Edo, the latter in 

Kyōto and Ōsaka.70 What is of main concern here is that audiences were familiar with the 

narratives told, the primary focus of their attention thus being directed toward the actors, 

particularly the most celebrated onnagata, who were enjoying the status of stars comparable 

to that of the greatest castrati. 

Kabuki’s actor-centrism and performativity are well reflected also in a number of 

other points. During most of the Edo period, compilations of rankings and critiques of 

kabuki actors were annually published. These publications known as Yakusha Hyōbanki, 

written by writers, poets, and people considered arbiters of taste, concentrated on actors and 

paid almost no attention to the plays. 71  As the most popular kind of entertainment 

throughout the entire Edo period, kabuki attracted members of all social classes, but 

particularly samurai and the merchants who could afford to visit a theatre.72 Due to the 

increasing population of Edo, new theatres were built and their average size grew. Since 

performances were given in the open air (in daylight), increasing size caused worsening of 

viewing and hearing conditions. In order to keep close physical and spiritual relationship 

with its audience, kabuki had to invent something new. This need to extend the stage into 

                                                 
68 Raz, Audience and Actors, 159. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid., 154, 161, 195. 
71 Ibid., 156. 
72 As C. Andrew Gerstle has put it, “for Edoites of the Tokugawa period (1603–1868)—commoner and 

samurai—kabuki was one of the pillars of social and cultural life, an ongoing festival.” C. Andrew Gerstle, 
“Flowers of Edo: Eighteenth-Century Kabuki and Its Patrons,” Asian Theatre Journal 4 (1987): 52. 
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the auditorium was the main reason for the development of the hanamichi (bridgeway, literally 

“flower path”).73 As Raz writes, 

 
An early form of hanamichi had already existed in the seventeenth century, 
but it was mainly for the use of spectators going to the stage to present 
actors with gifts of money […]. […] Later, however, the hanamichi came to 
be a bridgeway for the entrances and exists of actors through the audience. It 
thus changed its function from an extension of the auditorium to an 
extension of the stage into the auditorium.74 

 

Moreover, sometimes there were so many people in the theatre that the stage itself was 

crowded with spectators sitting behind the actors.75 Their physical closeness as well as the 

closeness of the spectators themselves was an intrinsic part of the theatrical experience 

which included enjoying food, sake, and tobacco, chatting, peeping at neighbours’ 

programmes, and even fighting.76 In short, a kabuki performance was both a social event, 

attendance of which was for many people a rare opportunity and thus a privilege, and a 

highly participatory theatrical event created by both actors and the audience rather than 

determined in advance. Occasionally, the spectators encouraged the actor to continue with 

some technique, dance or gesture they liked, 77  thereby considerably contributing to the 

making of the “end result” which is the very essence of what Fischer-Lichte would call 

“performative theatre.” 

 To what extent this participatory nature of kabuki can be related to onnagata’s vocal 

acts is something we can only speculate upon; nevertheless, it is easy to imagine that vocal 

timbre and other features of their voices affected members of the audience, as well as that 

spectators’ exclamations of delight or displeasure influenced onnagata’s vocal performance, 

at least in terms of pitch range, voice register, loudness, and articulation. But there is another 

performative aspect of onnagata’s manner of onstage speaking, implied by Laurence Senelick. 

As he writes, “wigs, kimonos, ornaments and accessories were copied from stage, so that the 

                                                 
73 Ibid., 158–59. 
74 Ibid., 196 (author’s italics). As Leiter has pointed out, “the hanamichi is used not only for entrances and 

exits, but actually forms an integral part of the stage.” New Kabuki Encyclopedia, s.v. “Hanamichi.” A reference to 
the hanamichi as a means of bringing the actor closer to the audience is made also by Fischer-Lichte in Ästhetik 
des Performativen, 48. Even though kabuki scholars are not unanimous about the origins of the hanamichi, it is 
commonly held that it developed from the hashigakari, the bridgeway to the right of the nō stage. According to 
Raz, in the first few decades of kabuki, its theatre was almost an exact imitation of the nō theatre, and later the 
hanamichi became an expansion of the hashigakari from the right of the stage towards the audience. Audience and 
Actors, 157, 159. Nō is a traditional Japanese theatrical form employing music, dance, masks and elaborate 
costumes, performed exclusively by male actors. It originated in the fourteenth century. 

75 Raz, Audience and Actors, 180. 
76 Ibid., 178–79. 
77 Ibid., 185. 
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theatre dictated the audiences’ fashions. Real women began to model their movements, 

tones of voice and general appearance after men playing women.”78 Indeed, more than a 

result of their interaction, this influence was a one-way process. Onnagata did not shape 

their voices according to audiences’ taste but rather in their unique own way.  

This point of view directly challenges the notion that onnagata based their gender 

acts, including voice and speech, on imitation of real women. Onnagata gender construction 

is part of the larger issue of historical and modern views on the castrato’s and onnagata’s 

gender which I discuss in the following two chapters. 

 

                                                 
78 Senelick, Changing Room, 91. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Early Modern and Modern Perceptions of the 
Castrato 
 

Human Castration through History 
 

In the past few decades, much scholarly ink has been spilled in an effort to explain the figure 

of the operatic castrato. These attempts were propelled by a range of motivations but, as a 

general rule, they all looked at the castrato from the perspective of the modern binary model 

of sex which views men and women as two distinct, biologically opposite forms of the 

human species. Within this ideological framework, men and women are (expected to be) self-

identified with the sex determined by their genitalia and act according to the sociocultural 

norms assigned to it (gender), as well as sexually attracted to the opposite sex 

(heterosexuality). The incommensurable opposition between the sexes posited by the strict 

male/female dichotomy caused an insurmountable epistemological problem when trying to 

situate the castrato’s body—inhabiting, as it does, a space between the sexes—within the 

context of an explanatory model which acknowledges no intermediate space between the 

two extremes. Only recently scholars started becoming aware that the familiar binary model 

of sex was preceded by an earlier one in which the differences in sex were perceived as 

quantitative rather than qualitative, as we understand them today. This so-called “one-sex 

model,” prevalent in the early modern period, was first introduced to the general public by 

the historian Thomas Laqueur in his book Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud 

(1990) and in the last decade proved to be the key theoretical tool that enabled scholars to 

finally make a step forward in conceptualising some of the mysteries of the castrato’s body, 

sex, gender, and erotic allure. I shall summarise their conclusions at the end of this chapter, 

but before that I would like to discuss some other reasons for our strongly disapproving 
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attitudes towards castration by outlining the history of the practice, particularly the many 

reasons for it, and its effects upon the male body.1 

One can easily imagine that throughout much of its history human castration 

aroused fear and disgust, at least among groups targeted for such a practice, but also among 

civic, ecclesiastical, or moral authorities, or simply third parties. But, as I will demonstrate, 

this practice was in different periods and cultures also praised for its many effects which 

were held in high esteem. On the other hand, contemporaries today almost universally 

perceive castration as something utterly cruel and barbaric and inevitably apply modern 

perceptions of the practise to its manifestations in the past, thereby ignoring the specificity 

of the value systems of different places and eras. The concepts of democracy and human 

rights—two chief tenets of our modern Western society—have much to do with this. 

Consider for example the following three articles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

adopted and proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948: 

 
Article 3: Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person. 

 
Article 4: No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all 

their forms. 
 

Article 5: No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.2 
 

Broadly speaking, castration appears to violate all the above cited human rights for which 

reason we tend to perceive it as inhuman. In other words, the declaration condemns all 

forms of and reasons for castration known from the past (excluding self-castration), while its 

intended and presumed universal validity, at least in principle, aims to prohibit the practise 

worldwide. Absence of any such document and the body of ideas from which it emanated in 

earlier times, as well as moral, legal, medical, economic, and aesthetic standards very much 

different from the current ones present us with a compelling rationale for the widespread 

employment of the practice centuries and millennia ago. Simply put, many socio-cultural 

value systems through much of human history tolerated, to say the least, removal or 

mutilation of male genitalia, thereby—through many acts of castration—making people 

much more familiar with the practice and its “products” than we are today. 

                                                 
1 Even though castration in its broadest meaning can refer to the removal of or permanent damage to any 

part of the male genitalia (testicles, penis, scrotum), it primarily refers to a surgical or any other type of 
procedure in which the function of the testicles is forcibly stopped. 

2 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, art. 3–5, http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html (accessed June 
15, 2008). 
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To use Gary Taylor’s words, “the eunuch was born in the cradle of civilization.”3 It is 

now commonly held that removal of the testicles was first practised and perfected upon 

domesticated animals in Southwest Asia at some time between 6200 BCE and 4500 BCE. 

Within that region, human castration almost certainly originated in the wake of observing the 

effects of castration on animals. Historically, these events can be placed before the invention 

of bronze (ca. 3500 BCE). From the region of origin, the practice of human castration 

spread to the East, West, and South, and by the fourth millennium BCE eunuchs had 

appeared in India and China.4 In the millennia that followed, men were being castrated in 

ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, Greece, and Rome, medieval Byzantium, and across the 

Islamic world.5 In Western Europe, particularly in Italy, castration of prepubescent boys for 

musical purposes became widespread in the second half of the sixteenth century, started to 

decline by the mid-eighteenth century,6 and officially died out in 1903 when Pope Pius X 

formally banned castrati from the Sistine Chapel Choir, and in effect from the entire Roman 

Catholic Church.7 In the late eighteenth century, during the reign of Catherine the Great 

(1762–1796), Russian authorities discovered a religious sect of eunuchs known as Skoptsy (lit. 

“castrated ones”) which flourished in Russia and Romania. Members of this orthodox 

Christian community engaged in ritual self-castration in the quest for spiritual purity and 

eternal life. At the peak of the sect’s popularity, their number may have exceeded ten million. 

The Skoptsy were persecuted in the Stalin era but allegedly survived until 1970. 8 

Unemployed eunuchs could still be seen in the streets of Istanbul in 1931, and forty years 

later boys were still being castrated and sold as slaves in Afghanistan.9 Though hidden from 

the public eye, castration as a judicial punishment for sexual crimes survived in our modern 

Western society (Arkansas) into the late twentieth century, 10  whereas the last eunuch 

surviving from the Chinese imperial court died as late as 1996.11 Eunuchs can allegedly still 

be found in the brothels of Bombay, the harems of Marocco, as well as in Madina where a 

                                                 
3 Gary Taylor, Castration: An Abbreviated History of Western Manhood (2000; repr., New York: Routledge, 2002), 

169. The English word eunuch derives from the ancient Greek word eunoukhos, which is a compound of eune 
(meaning “bed,” particularly “marriage bed”) and -okhos (from stem of ekhein, meaning “to hold,” “keep,” or 
“guard”). For this reason, the term primarily referred to a guardian of the marriage bed or harem, but in 
common, extended usage nowadays often refers to any castrated man. On the other hand, the term castrato is 
usually reserved for a male singer, especially of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, castrated before 
puberty. 

4 Taylor, Castration, 166–69. 
5 Clapton, Moreschi, 2. 
6 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 146, 178–79. 
7 Clapton, Moreschi, 126–27.  
8 Taylor, Castration, 207; and Piotr O. Scholz, Eunuchs and Castrati: A Cultural History, trans. John A. Broadwin 

and Shelley L. Frisch (Princeton: Wiener, 2001), 292. 
9 Taylor, Castration, 23. 
10 Ibid., 165.  
11 J. S. Jenkins, “The Voice of the Castrato,” Lancet 351 (1998): 1877. 
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sacred society of eunuchs is guarding the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad—a tradition 

dating back to the middle of the twelfth century;12 moreover, certain Ethiopian ethnic groups 

still castrate enemy captives in order to prevent reproduction.13 By far the largest community 

of eunuchs today is found in India where somewhere between fifty thousand and over four 

million hijras live today (no precise census figures are available). The cult of the hijra—said to 

derive from an episode in the ancient epic Mahabharata—has always considered total 

castration as the ultimate expression of asceticism and the renouncing of sexual desire; hijras 

are considered members of a “third sex” and rank lower than untouchables in India.14 

 Throughout its long history, human castration has been practised for many different 

reasons which can be classified into five groups.15 Probably the oldest purpose of castration 

which, as mentioned above, survived well into the twentieth century, was punishment, either 

of captured enemy soldiers, of criminal subjects convicted of committing rape, adultery, 

sodomy, incest or other sex-related crimes, but also for criminal, political, or moral reasons, 

or as an act of revenge or jealousy. Such castrated men had had their genitalia altered, 

rendered dysfunctional as a testimony to their defeat in a battle or their having been 

punished for a given sin or crime. Most importantly, they were castrated involuntarily and 

gained no benefits whatsoever from the deprivation of their sexual organs, as did the other 

four groups of eunuchs.  

As a second category, castration was an ancient practise that was religiously 

motivated and can be seen as a voluntary act of devotion to the Divine, the deity of the 

practitioner’s choice. In addition to the cults of hijras and Skoptsy, one might mention the 

ancient cult of the goddess Cybele and early Christian ideas relating to spiritual purity and 

(sexual) asceticism.  

Third, castration was for centuries used to produce loyal servants of aristocratic 

courts. Since eunuch servants had no loyalties to the aristocracy other than their direct 

patron or military, no family, could not procreate, and were considered more docile and 

controllable, they were seen as more trustworthy and faithful to their masters than their 

“intact” counterparts. As servants, bureaucrats, military officers, or guardians of harems and 

palaces they worked in the Chinese Imperial palace, in the court of the Egyptian pharaohs, in 

the Assyrian Empire, in ancient Greece and Rome, in the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires, 

                                                 
12 Taylor, Castration, 23, 182. 
13 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 6. 
14 Scholz, Eunuchs and Castrati, 291; and Clapton, Moreschi, 1–2.  
15 For two cultural histories of castration, see the already quoted studies by Taylor and Scholz. See also 

Clapton, Moreschi, 1–25. 
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and elsewhere. In short, eunuchs were a luxury item exploited throughout much of human 

history in many parts of our planet. 

In the past, before the advent of modern medicine, castration was also used as a 

means of treating a variety of medical problems. Such surgical interventions included 

incisions in, or the removal of the testicles, or the penis, or of both organs. Among diseases 

and physical as well as mental disorders treated by castration were cancer of the penis, 

tuberculosis of the testicles, syphilis, kidney stones, elephantiasis, epilepsy, gout, madness, 

pox, plague, fear of contracting leprosy, and hernia.16 Castration as a relatively common form 

of medical treatment before the modern period helps a great deal to explain the strong 

discrepancy between the earlier and contemporary conceptions of the practise. The 

conclusion made by Valeria Finucci is in this respect extremely telling: “The presence of 

such an array of males with damaged sexual organs […] may have made the practice of 

castrating boys for musical reasons much more understandable in the past than could be 

imagined today, for every township, even a small one, must have had its share of medical 

victims.”17 

In addition to our modern notion of sexual difference being radically distinct from 

an earlier one (an issue to which I shall return later in this chapter) and our virtually 

complete lack of conscious experience with emasculated men, there is another powerful 

reason why today people tend to think of castration as something barbarous. As Gary Taylor 

has pointed out, it is due to Sigmund Freud’s castration theory, later recapitulated by Jacques 

Lacan, that we commonly link castration to the removal of the penis.18 The same observation 

was made also by Finucci who writes: “We know that, in putting aside all medical 

pronouncements on the subject, Freud single-handedly reoriented our idea of where 

castration takes place and fixed it on the organ of pleasure rather than on the parts in the 

male genitalia responsible for reproduction.”19 Taylor and Finucci by no means try to suggest 

that men were never deprived of their penises; rather, they argue that castration need have 

nothing to do with this genital organ for there are different forms of castration: (i) removal 

of the entire external male genitalia, i.e., the penis and the scrotum containing the testicles; 

(ii) removal of the testicles only (leaving scrotum and penis intact); and (iii) causing the 

testicles to wither and eventually disappear through pressure, maceration, or the severing of 

the spermatic ducts leading to the testicles (leaving the entire visible part of the male genital 

                                                 
16 Valeria Finucci, The Manly Masquerade: Masculinity, Paternity, and Castration in the Italian Renaissance (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2003), 250–53. 
17 Ibid., 253. 
18 Taylor, Castration, 52. 
19 Finucci, Manly Masquerade, 273. 
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apparatus almost fully intact). While full castration was widely practised on slaves, enemy 

captives, and criminals, it was never used for musical purposes. To make this point 

completely clear, let me quote Valeria Finucci at some length: 

 
The operation performed in Italy never involved full ablation; in fact, often it 
did not even involve removal of the testicles (bilateral orchiectomy). At the 
time of the surgery the boy was given some opium, his carotid artery was 
compressed to induce a coma-like state, and he was immersed in a bath of 
milk to soften his genitals or in frozen water to anesthetize the cut. At this 
point the vas deferens, which takes the sperm from the testicles to the 
urethra were [sic] severed, just as it is done today for vasectomy. The testicles 
were then scored with a three-quarter-inch-deep cut so they would atrophy. 
At times, testicles were simply squeezed or twisted, but results from those 
procedures were uneven, thus surgery was preferred. Alternately, the scrotum 
was removed.20  

 

Freud’s psychoanalytic reading of castration thus (at least with respect to castrato singers) 

further disorients our correct understanding of castration—a fact worth keeping in mind 

when considering the phenomenon. After having made a short pause to call attention to this 

problem, we can finally turn to the last group of eunuchs: castrato singers. 

 

 

The Rise and Decline of the Castrato 

 

Within the Mediterranean Christian world, the use of eunuchs for musical purposes dates 

back to at least the late fourth century CE when the first known Christian eunuch chorister 

is reported to have worked for Aelia Eudoxia, the wife of the Eastern Roman emperor 

Flavius Arcadius (395–408). By the early eleventh century, castrati—at least in 

Constantinople—became a predominant group of singers in the Eastern Church choirs. This 

continued until the sack of Constantinople by the Western forces of the Fourth Crusade in 

1204, after which year castrati largely disappeared. They survived only in some of the 

Byzantine outposts and Italo-Greek monasteries in Sicily, and were never heard again in the 

capital of the Eastern Empire, even after the restoration of 1261.21 Their fate from then until 

their first documented appearance in Western Europe (or, to be more accurate, in Italy) in 

the mid-sixteenth century is far from clear. According to one theory, the link to the East was 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 245–246. 
21 Taylor, Castration, 38–39; and Clapton, Moreschi, 6. 
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through Venice, while the other one suggests that the first Western castrati were the 

Byzantine singers exiled to Norman-ruled Sicily from where there may have been links with 

different ruling houses in Spain. The tradition of Spanish falsettists is likely to have 

originated exactly with this rite, and it is also likely that the Spanish word falsetista was 

sometimes used as a euphemism for castrato.22 

The first documented castrati in Italy were two Spanish singers hired for the Duke of 

Ferrara’s chapel in the late 1550s.23 They may have been preceded by Spaniards recruited by 

the Papal Sistine Chapel choir, but since these singers were referred to as “Spanish 

falsettists” it is, for the above mentioned reasons, difficult to say with certainty what sort of 

voices they possessed. The first “real” Spanish castrato joined the choir in 1562, and in a 

Bull of 1589 (Cum pro nostro pastorali munere) Pope Sixtus V authorised the recruitment of 

castrati in the Capella Giulia—the choir of St. Peter’s.24 By the beginning of the seventeenth 

century, the production of castrato singers became almost exclusively an Italian practice.25 

Such musicians were employed across the Italian Peninsula, either in church choirs or as 

court singers of the ruling princes. Soon they were also to be found outside Italy: in the 

Munich court chapel under Lassus (from 1574 at the latest), in Württemberg (from about 

1610), in Vienna (from 1637 or earlier), and in Dresden (by the mid-seventeenth century).26 

The rise of the castrato therefore considerably antedated that of opera which 

emerged in Florence at the end of the sixteenth century, i.e., several decades after the 

introduction of castrati. What, then, was the initial reason leading to the popularity of the 

castrato voice? In line with St. Paul’s teaching,27 women were for centuries forbidden to sing 

(or actively participate in most other ways in the service) in the Catholic Church, for which 

reason the higher parts, when needed (predominantly in polyphony), were sung by boys and 

falsettists (or countertenors, as they are commonly referred to today). Since castrati’s voices 

were brighter, much more powerful, and of a wider vocal range than those of falsettists or 

boys, Italian church choirs soon fully embraced them. Another reason for the popularity of 

                                                 
22 Clapton, Moreschi, 6–7; and Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 146. See also Barbier, World of the 

Castrati, 8. According to Castil Blaze (1784–1857), castrati were singing in church choirs in Spain already in the 
twelfth century. Finucci, Manly Masquerade, 234. 

23 According to Finucci, the two castrati at the Ferrara court were French, not Spanish. Manly Masquerade, 234. 
24 Anthony Milner, “The Sacred Capons,” Musical Times 114 (1973): 252. 
25  The operation per se, unless medically recommended, was forbidden by Roman law as codified by 

Justinian, which was generally valid in the Italian states. This accounts for an almost complete absence of 
descriptions of the procedure itself, reports about places where it was performed and people who performed it. 
Castration, however, was left unlegislated by canon law. See Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 151; 
and Finucci, Manly Masquerade, 245. 

26 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 146–47.  
27 “The women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be in 

submission, as the Law also says.” 1 Cor. 14:34 (English Standard Version). 
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castrati has to do with the era’s general preference for high voices. In John Rosselli’s view, 

“‘soprano’ means ‘higher,’ a notion not taken lightly by a society that was at once intensely 

hierarchical-minded and accustomed to displaying hierarchical order in forms readily 

perceived by the senses.” 28  Alan Sikes, on the other hand, explains the early modern 

fascination with high voices by associating this ideal to the ancient notion of “the music of 

the spheres.” As he concludes, “not only, then, does earthly music reproduce the harmony 

of the heavens, but the sweet high notes of such music reflect the heights attainable by the 

subject during its sojourn on earth; by climbing the notes of the octave scale, the subject 

could climb toward the heights of heaven itself.”29 In other words, high voices in general and 

the castrato’s voice in particular took the singer and the listeners much closer to Heaven 

than low voices. The voice of the castrato was thus carrying strong symbolic connotations, 

but, as Rosselli has pointed out, castration may have been in many cases also religiously 

and/or economically motivated. The tradition of Christian asceticism was around 1600 still 

strong and renunciation of sexual life could seem not only a possible but an ideal course.30 

Moreover, around the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth century, most parts of Italy were 

struck by a profound and lasting economic crisis. These two circumstances make Rosselli 

suggest that “in 17th-century Italy castration for musical purposes was regarded as a 

specialized form of the celibacy imposed by a monastic vocation and, for the boy’s family, 

one more likely to bring financial security.”31 A variety of reasons, then, contributed to the 

swift dissemination of castrati, and by the birth of opera their vocal qualities were so well 

known that the newborn genre could rely on them early on. 

 The cast of the first opera for which the complete music survives—Jacopo Peri’s 

Euridice, which premiered on 6 October 1600 at the Palazzo Pitti in Florence—included 

three castrati performing as an allegorical figure, a supporting male, and a goddess 

respectively.32 In the early days of opera castrati were by no means predominant but rather 

equally shared the stage with both male and female singers. Casting policies had not changed 

                                                 
28 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 148. 
29 Alan Sikes, “‘Snip Snip Here, Snip Snip There, and a Couple of Tra La Las’: The Castrato and the Nature 

of Sexual Difference,” Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 34 (2005): 204. See also pp. 203–206. A point similar 
to Rosselli’s and Sike’s was made also by Thomas A. King, who writes: “Just as Neoplatonic theories of pitch, 
interval, and harmony continued to provide a metaphor for the necessity of social degree and decorum, and 
accordingly a way of figuring the embodiment of status, during the baroque period, the Italianate opera stage 
offered the high, pure, and piercing voice of the boy soprano or castrato as signifier of the divinity and heroic 
stature of nobility. The social meaning of the castrato voice lay not in its appropriation of the feminine but in 
its technologization of the highest portion of the vocal range.” Thomas A. King, “The Castrato’s Castration,” 
Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 46 (2006): 573. 

30 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 150. 
31 Rosselli, “Castrato,” par. 2. 
32 Dorothy Keyser, “Cross-Sexual Casting in Baroque Opera: Musical and Theatrical Conventions,” Opera 

Quarterly 5 (1988): 49. 
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much even after the first public operas in Venice opened their door. As Rosselli writes, “in 

Venetian opera through most of the century women were at least as important [as castrati], 

because of the stress [of the genre] on eroticism. Leading male parts, it seems, were assigned 

to castratos or to normal voices according to which singers were available rather than on any 

set plan.”33 It was only towards the end of the seventeenth century that castrati started 

dominating the genre. Around 1680, Italian composers began writing operas calling for more 

technically demanding coloratura singing, wider vocal range, and generally higher tessitura, 

which soon led to the convention of casting a castrato as the leading male part in opera 

seria.34 Almost simultaneously the ban on women appearing on the public stage in Rome and 

the Papal States was finally fully enforced,35  which must have, at least to some extent, 

contributed to the fact that castrati were in great demand not only within but also outside the 

area of restriction. With the increasing popularity of the Italian opera in other parts of 

Europe under the Italian influence (German-speaking countries and Iberian Peninsula) as 

well as in London and St. Petersburg, the most renowned castrati soon gained the status of 

stars on a Europe-wide scale within the court and theatrical circles of their time. 

 As the rise of the castrato was related to a number of different reasons, so was his 

decline. The economic revival in Italy that began about 1730, the gradual decline of Christian 

asceticism, manifested in the falling membership of religious orders and church choirs,36 the 

works of the operatic reformers that demonstrated a clear desire to break with the stylised 

floridity of opera seria which was the perfect vehicle for the castrato’s virtuosity,37 as well as 

the changing attitudes towards sexual identity,38 resulted not only in a decreasing number of 

castrati but also in the increasing disapproval of the practice of castration and its “victims.” 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the general cultural climate in Europe changed 

to such an extent that the image of the castrato had considerably altered. The last castrato to 

appear on the operatic stage was Giovanni Battista Velluti who made his farewell to opera in 

1830.39 The invasion of Italy by Napoleon’s forces in 1796 was followed by a temporary ban 

                                                 
33 Rosselli, “Castrato,” par. 5. 
34 Ibid., par. 6–7. 
35 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 147. Women were banned from the stage already in 1588 by 

Pope Sixtus V, probably because their performing in public was commonly associated with licentiousness and 
prostitution, yet this interdiction was never applied to “private” court entertainments. See Keyser, “Cross-
Sexual Casting,” 48; and Clapton, Moreschi, 17. According to Finucci, the ban did not apply to the cities of 
Bologna, Ferrara, Senigallia, Urbino, and towns of the Romagna region. Manly Masquerade, 232n15. 

36 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 178–79. 
37 Clapton, Moreschi, 19. 
38 Sikes, “Snip Snip Here,” 200. 
39 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 168–69; and Elizabeth Forbes, “Velluti, Giovanni Battista,” in 

Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/ 
29137 (accessed August 25, 2008), par. 3. 
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of castrati from the opera stage. Only two years later Pope Pius VI revoked the long-

standing ban in Rome and the Papal States against women on stage.40 As Rosselli put it, “the 

few castrati operated on after 1796 could have as their destination only a small group of 

Rome choirs.”41 Castration for musical purposes in Italy was made officially illegal in 1870; in 

1902 Pope Leo XIII issued an injunction banning further recruitment of castrati to the 

Sistine Chapel choir, and in 1903 his successor Pope Pius X formally banned castrati from 

the ensemble. Ten years later, Alessandro Moreschi (1858–1922), commonly referred to 

today as “the last castrato,” officially retired from the choir, thus bringing a tradition that 

lasted for over 350 years to an end.42 

 

 

The Castrato and His Otherness 
 

Having outlined all historically noteworthy forms of and reasons for castration, we can now 

turn to a discussion of its effects upon the male body. While removal of an adult male’s 

testicles or the severing of the spermatic ducts leading to the testicles results, in the first 

instance, in one’s inability to procreate, such an operation, when performed before puberty, 

also causes a number of secondary physiological changes. All these effects are related to the 

(lack of) production of the hormones responsible for the production of sperm and for 

development of primary and secondary male sex characteristics. These hormones, known as 

androgens (the primary of which is testosterone), are produced in the interstitial cells of 

Leydig that reside in the male testicles. The level of androgen hormones is normally quite 

low in childhood and dramatically increases in boys during puberty which stimulates the 

development of masculine characteristics. Prepubescent castration prevents the start of this 

process, thus leading to multiple developmental “variants” as adulthood is reached. In the 

case of castrati, the principal motivation for the operation was the preservation of their high-

pitched voices. Absence of the androgen-derived stimulation prevents the vocal folds from 

growing, so that they in principle remain at their prepubescent length. The length of the 

castrato’s vocal folds therefore would have equalled that of a prepubescent boy just before 

the onset of puberty; they would have been slightly shorter than an adult female’s and 

considerably shorter than an adult male’s. This explains the high-pitched voice of the 
                                                 

40 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 168; and Barbier, World of the Castrati, 227. 
41 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 169. 
42 Clapton, Moreschi, 34, 126, 166. For castrati’s training and career pattern, see Heriot, Castrati in Opera, esp. 

38–63; Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” esp. 158–73; and Barbier, World of the Castrati, esp. 35–61, 
and 82–121. 
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castrato.43 His distinct vocal timbre was probably related to the position of the larynx that 

did not lower as it usually does which resulted in higher resonance frequencies of the vocal 

tract. One of the most celebrated vocal abilities of castrati was also their extraordinary breath 

capacity that enabled them to sing for a very long time without taking a breath. Rather than a 

result of castration, however, this quality would have been obtained through long and 

intensive training which started early in their youth, meaning that their growing rib cages 

were still very flexible and thus much easier to expand.44 All in all, prepubescent castration 

coupled with early-started and intensive training would have affected the singer’s voice in 

three different aspects: pitch, timbre, and power, or loudness, which, in combination with 

each other, produced a sound of very unique quality. 

Besides the effects upon the voice, prepubescent castration also changes the person’s 

overall physical appearance. The most obvious effects of the lack of androgen stimulation on 

the male body are: an infantile penis; the lack of beard growth, of the usual distribution of 

axillary hair as well as of hair on the extremities; the distribution of pubic hair parallels the 

female instead of the male pattern; subcutaneous fat is more developed than normally, and 

fat deposits are localized to the hips, buttocks, and breast areas; the skin is pale and 

frequently appears swollen and wrinkled; the arms and legs grow abnormally long.45 

While the above-listed effects of prepubescent castration are unanimously accepted 

by scholars, there is a great controversy about the castrato’s potency, or his ability to 

perform an active role in sexual intercourse. Given the fact that no one so far seems to have 

come to definite, scientifically provable conclusions about this question, it is hardly 

surprising that most of the debate is more or less speculative. However, some of the scholars 

have supported their views with different and sometimes contradictory scientific research. 

Enid and Richard Peschel, for example, based their conclusion that the notion that various 

castrati had natural sex lives with women is a hoax also on the following deduction of their 

                                                 
43 Even though such (non-)development of the castrato’s vocal folds seems physiologically logical, vocal 

ranges of castrato singers suggest that their vocal folds were approximately as long as those of women or 
perhaps even longer. I discuss this issue together with other characteristics of the castrato voice, including the 
timbre and loudness, in more detail in chapter 4. 

44 See Barbier, World of the Castrati, 15–18; Enid Rhodes Peschel and Richard E. Peschel, “Medicine and 
Music: The Castrati in Opera,” Opera Quarterly 4.4 (1986): 26–37; and Johan Sundberg, Marianne Trovén, and 
Bernhard Richter, “Sopranos with a Singer’s Formant? Historical, Physiological, and Acoustical Aspects of 
Castrato Singing,” TMH-QPSR, KTH [Institutionen för Tal, Musik och Hörsel (Department of Speech, Music 
and Hearing), Quarterly Progress and Status Report, Kungliga Tekniska Högskolan (Royal Institute of 
Technology)] 49 (2007): 1–2, http://www.speech.kth.se/prod/publications/files/1937.pdf. 

45  Peschel and Peschel, “Medicine and Music,” 27. The growth of pubic hair is stimulated not only by 
testosterone but also by the suprarenal glands. Testosterone contributes to the timely closure of the epiphysis 
(the end of the long bones) and thus prevents excessive body growth. Conversely, lack of this hormone leads to 
a late epiphyseal closure, which explains why many castrati had unusually long limbs and grew very tall. See 
David Sinclair, Human Growth after Birth, 3rd ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1978), 192–93. 
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own: “In studies of many mammalian males, castration results in a total lack of sexual 

activity. As in the case of other mammalian males, the lack of androgen stimulation coupled 

with abnormal sex organ development probably produced asexual behaviour in the 

castrati.”46 Without further elaborating on the issue, John Rosselli has simply adopted the 

view of medical opinion in the 1930s that rejected the capability of castrati to have sexual 

intercourse.47 On the other hand, Nicholas Clapton informs us that “some recent research 

on men with the condition of congenital bilateral anorchia, which closely imitates pre-

pubertal castration, seems to indicate that more or less normal sexual activity was possible 

for castrati.”48 Though unsupported by any evidence, Valeria Finucci’s explanation seems 

most plausible. As she writes, “the general thinking seems to have been that some castrati 

could have intercourse and others could not. Performance was inconsistent and depended 

on the status of their sexual organs: if testicles had been squeezed, they could; if testicles had 

been incised, they probably could not.”49 Such viewing is to some extent confirmed by 

numerous historical accounts of castrati’s love affairs. Leaving aside the question of 

(un)reliability of these mostly anecdotal reports, they imply, or even prove, that at least some 

castrati had sex with women as well as that some of them had sex with men. 50  Not 

surprisingly, the reports of the latter examples are far fewer in number but because of that 

no less meaningful. To once more quote Finucci, “if their sexuality—that is, their sexual 

practice—was compromised by the knife, their sexual identity, modified as it was by both 

hormonal and culture-specific determinants, could have been heterosexual, homosexual, 

bisexual, or asexual.”51 In terms of sexual desire, then, castrati may have been as varied a 

group of individuals as non-castrated men, and in this respect not so much different from 

them. In what way and to what extent exactly did castration, or better its physical and socio-

cultural consequences, influence their sexual life is something we will probably never know 

precisely. What matters is that the operation did not necessarily make castrati asexual beings, 

neither physiologically nor psychologically. But even more importantly, their bodies and 

voices attracted both women and men for they were by many people seen as an erotic 

icon—an issue to which we shall return shortly. 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 30, 33 (authors’ italics). 
47 Rosselli, “Castrati as a Professional Group,” 145. He quotes Peter Browe, Zur Geschichte der Entmannung: 

Eine religions- und rechtgeschichtliche Studie (Breslau: Müller and Seiffert, 1936), 7–11. 
48 Clapton, Moreschi, 17. He quotes Giuseppe Gullo, “La fabbrica degli angeli: La voce, l’aspetto fisico e la 

psiche dei castrati attraverso un approccio medico integrato,” Hortus Musicus 3, no. 9 (2002), 53n10. 
49 Finucci, Manly Masquerade, 260. 
50 For accounts of castrati’s love affairs, see the biographical sections in Heriot, Castrati in Opera, 84–224; 

Barbier, World of the Castrati, 136–58 and 82–121; and Sikes, “Snip Snip Here,” 210–13. 
51 Ibid., 274. 



 

 

47 

The physicality and vocality of the castrato’s being constructed as alien to the 

modern mind, the misconceptions about castration reinforced by psychoanalytic readings, 

our lack of any day-to-day experience of living with castrated men, Victorian and twentieth-

century moral standards and aesthetic ideas strikingly different from pre-Enlightenment ones, 

and, perhaps most importantly, the dominant notion of sexual difference articulated through 

two diametrically opposite sexes are the principal conceptual obstacles that most modern 

scholars were unable to overcome when dealing with the figure of the castrato. For this 

reason much of the debate is coloured either by an aversion to or utter incomprehension of 

castration, as the following examples will illustrate. Anthony Milner entitled his article on 

castrato church choristers The Sacred Capons and concluded it with the remark: “We may 

hope that castratos are now as extinct as the dodo, though it is not inconceivable that they 

might be revived if there were an inordinate desire for authenticity in performing baroque 

music, perhaps just a little less inconceivable today when governments recommend 

vasectomy as a means of population control.”52 Sam Abel makes the same wish in a less 

personal manner but no less explicit: “We want to make sure that the sexual terror of the 

castrati never gets any closer to our reality than the scratchy recorded voice of Alessandro 

Moreschi.”53 Barbier concludes his frequently cited book by calling the era of castrati an 

adventure that “lasted for three centuries, defying all the laws of morality and reason to 

achieve the impossible union of monster and angel.” 54  In Enid and Richard Peschel’s 

opinion castration caused unfortunate singing eunuchs, a freakish appearance and distorting 

and terrible effects,55 while Angus Heriot asked “why was so strange and cruel a practice 

thought worth while, and why should audiences of succeeding generations have preferred 

these half-men with voices as high as women’s, both to women themselves and to natural 

men?”56 Some other authors tried to explain the phenomenon of the castrato by using more 

abstract concepts. For Joseph Roach, the castrated body “physically contains sexuality within 

a being whose essence is defined by what it does not have, whose actions are predicted by 

what it cannot do, whose most powerful presence exists as an absence.”57 Beth Kowaleski-

Wallace suggests that “the existence of the castrato forces the issue of the significance of the 
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53 Sam Abel, Opera in the Flesh: Sexuality in Operatic Performance, Queer Critique (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1996), 
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56 Heriot, Castrati in Opera, 23. 
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non-phallus, of the possibility of sexuality in the absence of a penis.”58 Similarly, Joke Dame 

suggests that “the castrato’s virility, the phallus, has been displaced into his voice,” while 

three pages later she associates the performance of castrati with a “sublimated homoerotics” 

and calls it “aural homosexuality.”59 

Modern concepts, then, are not very helpful, even (and especially) when no other 

explanatory tools are available. Recently, however, scholars started becoming aware of the 

potentials of an earlier concept that immediately gave a completely new perspective on our 

understanding of the early modern fascination with the castrato. In his already mentioned 

book Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, Thomas Laqueur introduced the so-

called one-sex model which preceded our modern notion of sexual difference for thousands 

of years until the advent of modern medicine in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Within this model which had its origins in Greek antiquity with Aristotle’s philosophy and 

Galenic medicine and remained prevalent throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 

at least into the eighteenth century, men and women were seen as two versions of the same 

sex. The pre-Enlightenment medical thinking recognised only one human body and that 

body was male. In this body, sexual difference was a matter of degree rather than of kind or, 

to put it differently, the difference in sex was a quantitative rather than qualitative matter. 

The crucial element that separated men and women was the degree of vital heat determining 

the position of genitalia. Due to the higher level of this heat, male genitalia were positioned 

outside the body, while lack of such heat made female genitalia stay inside the body. Apart 

from their position, male and female genitalia were seen as being completely the same: the 

vagina was imagined as a reverse image of the penis, the labia as correspondent to the 

foreskin, the uterus as scrotum, and the ovaries as testicles; in other words, female sexual 

organs were simply an inverted version of the male ones. Such understanding of the human 

body made pre-modern anatomists believe that woman was a lesser, less fully developed, or 

imperfect, version of the single human body that both men and women shared.60 However, 

the position of reproductive organs was not the only measure of human perfection. What 

also mattered was the ability to procreate: “to be male is to be a father, which is to be the 

author of life. The nearer a creature approaches ‘creativity,’ the more it is male.”61 Or, as 

Finucci writes, “what really makes a man such [manly] is not just that he strives to look like 

one but that he is able to confirm his manhood through offspring. It is in a sense the 
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possession of testicles in full working order and able to generate […] that guarantees men 

power […].62 This sexual hierarchy was the foundation of the social hierarchy in which “to 

be a man or a woman was to hold a social rank, a place in society, to assume a cultural role, 

not to be organically one or the other of two incommensurable sexes.”63 In effect, “being of 

one sex or another entitled the bearer to certain social considerations, much as being of 

noble birth entitled one to wear ermine under sumptuary laws governing clothing. Dress, 

occupation, and particular objects of desire were allowed to some and not to others, 

depending on whether they had sufficient heat to extrude an organ.”64 Men and women were 

thus seen as the ultimate ends on a vertical axis of gender hierarchy which assumed a wide 

intermediate space between the two extremes. Clear distinction between these two extremes 

defined by the corporeal reality maintained clear social boundaries as well as the categories of 

gender. 65  Men and women, then, occupied only the two most inhabited points on this 

vertical axis or, to put it differently, they represented only two of many genders.66 In this 

respect, each point within this hierarchy can be seen as a distinct gender characterised by 

sharing features of the two predominant genders. It is this very aspect of the one-sex 

model—multiplicity of gender—that can well explain the image of the castrato in the eyes of 

his pre-modern contemporaries. 

As Finucci put it, the castrato’s “mutilated sex incited anxiety and horror in some 

people; in others, all subjectivity denied, it spelled unparalleled fascination,”67 as it still does. 

As we shall see, the one-sex model can account for both kinds of reactions. Even though the 

castrato was a man, for he had external genitalia, he was not a perfect representative of his 

species as he lacked the generative power. This not only automatically lowered his position 

on the social scale but also made him look as a threat to the established social order, at least 

in the eyes of some people. To them he was a disturbing creature, for which reason castrati 

were often mocked and were subject to taunts, verbal abuse, coercion, physical brutalization, 

and psychological intimidation. They were called evirati (“emasculated”), non integri (“not 

whole”), coglioni (“testicles,” but also “stupid”), goats, mignons, capons, castratini, castratelli, and 

castroni.68 That castrati were thought of us physically defective in some way incomplete men is 

reflected also in the fact that they were not allowed to marry, neither by Roman law nor 

(beginning in 1587) by canon law, for masculinity was associated with the ability to 
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inseminate and procreate.69 Since a castrato was incapable of performing either of the two 

functions, nor was he able to conceive children, he occupied an uncertain ground between 

the two predominant genders and thus enjoyed full privileges of neither.  

For much the same reasons castrati were discriminated against, they were also 

admired. Simply put: opposites attract, and the figure of the castrato occupying the middle 

ground between two extreme oppositions on the vertical axis of one sex represented exactly 

that point within this sexual hierarchy where their erotic desires met. Interpreted this way, 

the one-sex model accounts for the early modern fascination with castrati that many authors 

have failed to comprehend. In his essay The Eroticism of Emasculation: Confronting the Baroque 

Body of the Castrato, Roger Freitas was the first explicitly to suggest that, against this 

theoretical background, the castrato appears as a super-natural manifestation of a widely-held 

erotic ideal.70 This erotic ideal was embodied by exactly those versions of the (one and only) 

human body that occupied the middle ground: prepubescent children, castrati, and other 

unusual figures. They seem to have been a prime locus of sexual desire, particularly—as art, 

literature, and historical accounts suggest—adolescent boys.71 By establishing a variety of 

links between the boy and the castrato, Freitas brilliantly demonstrates the usefulness of the 

one-sex model for explaining the early modern attraction to our hero.72 By applying this 

same model to the castrato, Alan Sikes (in 2004) came to very much the same conclusions. 

In his view, “the castrato appears as a figure who not only displays the features of both sexes, 

                                                 
69 Ibid., 263–64. 
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nicknames, such as Nicolino, Senesino, Giuseppino, Marianino, and Pauluccio. See Finucci, Manly Masquerade, 
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but who presumably produces desire in both as well.” 73  As he continues, “the castrato 

represented a grand hierarchy of sexual difference. Most subjects represented only a 

particular position within this hierarchy; indeed, most subjects’ positions ensured the 

continued existence of the hierarchy itself. The castrato therefore proved a vital but rarified 

subject—a model through which a general conception of sex might be apprehended, rather 

than a model after which an individual sex might be fashioned.”74 As a figure embodying 

sexual attributes of men, women, and adolescent boys, the castrato symbolised an erotic idol. 

He occupied men’s and women’s fantasy either as an active man, passive man, or as a 

(passive) woman. His “supernatural” voice similarly joined female (pitch), male (power), and 

boy’s (timbre) vocal features. Coupled with unmatched vocal skills, it was oftentimes 

referred to as angelic or celestial, 75  and as such—particularly within the context of opera 

performance—played a major part in the process of ascribing to castrato “superhuman” 

qualities and perceiving him as such. 

 With the evolution of the current, binary model of sex, women were no longer seen 

“as a lesser version of man along a vertical axis of infinite gradations, but rather as an 

altogether different creature along a horizontal axis whose middle ground was largely 

empty.”76 The difference that had been earlier expressed with reference to gender came 

sometime in the eighteenth century to be expressed with reference to sex, to biology.77 This 

profound change in perceptions of sexual difference helps account not only for the decline 

of the operatic castrato, but also for the subsequent rise of fundamental misconceptions of 

and difficulties in understanding the phenomenon. Within the new two-sex paradigm which 

presumes no intermediate space between the sexes, the castrato appears as a troublesome, 

indeed, transgressive and disturbing, creature impossible to categorise, as do other figures 

that can only be inscribed into this epistemology as deviant, pathological and evil 

(homosexuality would be the first of many such sexual variants). For this very reason I argue 

that not sex but gender, not biology but culture, is what has always defined the essence of 

the castrato. As he was in the past seen as being neither exclusively male nor female, so he—

as I proposed in the previous chapter—might be today. The norms have changed but the 

criteria upon which he was and would be judged if still among us remained very much the 

same. Whether in the past the norm was the human body with two opposite ends of 

perfection, today it is two sets of cultural expectations to which one should conform. In the 

                                                 
73 Sikes, “Snip Snip Here,” 213. 
74 Ibid., 214. 
75 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 17. 
76 Laqueur, Making Sex, 148. 
77 Ibid., 152–53. 
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anciene régime, the castrato was of a “third” gender because he bridged the two ends of the 

norm, thus representing the very centre of it; in the new one he would be so for exactly the 

opposite reason: because he would stay outside the norm. In the past, the norm was all-

genders-inclusive; today it is all-but-the-two-predominant-genders-exclusive. In both cases, 

the castrato stands at the maximum distance from the norm and can therefore arouse only 

extreme reactions. Within the particular context of the Italian baroque opera, these reactions 

seem always to have been extremely positive, at least with respect to the castrato’s voice. In 

other words, the castrato’s vocal otherness perfectly reflected his gender otherness, and it is 

precisely these two attributes that made the castrato immortal. 
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Chapter 3 
 

The Onnagata as a Theatrical Invention and Social 
Construction 
 

The Onnagata in Modern Japan: A Reminder of the Past or a Mirror 
of the Present? 
 

Western scholarship on kabuki resembles that on Italian baroque opera in many ways, of 

which one is particularly telling: regardless of the central subject, rarely does a study omit to 

at least mention the art form’s protagonists as one of its defining features. With the downfall 

of the Tokugawa shōgunate followed by the restoration of imperial rule, Japan entered a new 

era known as the Meiji period (1868–1912) during which the country underwent profound 

political, social, and economic changes. The introduction of Western ideas and cultural 

practices was reflected in all spheres of Japanese society and kabuki was no exception. Of all 

the theatrical developments taking place after the Meiji Restoration, perhaps the most radical 

(and for this study the most important) one was the reintroduction of women to the public 

stage.1 For almost two and a half centuries—since the ban of 1629—Japanese theatre had 

been completely dominated by men, until this tradition was brought to an end by the 

“enlightened rule.”2 This dramatic shift in the attitude towards female performers was one of 

                                                 
1 For other changes in the post-Edo-period Japanese theatre in general and kabuki in particular, see, for 

instance, Raz, Audience and Actors, 214–54; and Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 184–87. 
2 According to Samuel L. Leiter women were prohibited from performing in public until 1877 while Ayako 

Kano states that the ban lasted until 1891. See Samuel L. Leiter, “From Gay to Gei: The Onnagata and the 
Creation of Kabuki’s Female Characters,” in Leiter, Kabuki Reader, 211; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 5. The 
first theatrical performance to break the ban on theatrical companies comprising both men and women took 
place in Tōkyō in 1891. See Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 238; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 32. It may be that 
both Leiter and Kano are right; i.e., there may have been two decrees, one in 1877 and the other one fourteen 
years later. I base this assumption on the fact that most scholars avoid specifying the exact year of the lifting of 
the ban on women from the public stage. This suggests that the reappearance of women performers in the 
Japanese theatres was gradual rather than immediate a process. Something similar seems to have happened with 
the ban of 1629 which had to be repeated in 1630, 1640, 1645, and 1646, indicating that the prohibition was 
not entirely effective. Eventually, in all but a few rural areas only male actors performed in public. See Leupp, 
Male Colors, 90–91. It should be noted that despite the decrees—similarly as in the late sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Rome and the Papal States—women continued to perform in private, parlour theatres and 
in the mansions of feudal lords. See Robertson, Takarazuka, 217–18n9; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 31. 
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the results of the foreign influence of realism, naturalism and the Western-styled gender role 

prescriptions according to which female roles should be played by women and male roles by 

men. In accordance with the newly adopted gender codes, kabuki soon started frequently 

featuring actresses playing onnagata roles, but this process quickly began reversing.3  As 

Mezur writes, “debates on the subject of actresses and onnagata went on throughout the 

Meiji period, yet onnagata maintained their position as the female gender role specialist in 

kabuki. The aim of abolishing the onnagata in kabuki was never completed.” 4  The 

reintroduction of women to the public stage was not the only threat to the art of the 

onnagata. Among other important factors leading to a considerable transformation of 

onnagata gender acts were: (i) the elevation of kabuki from its popular entertainment status 

to an official form of classical, or national, theatre, (ii) a cleanup of onnagata eroticism, 

sensuality, and gender ambiguity, (iii) the decline in daily “lifestyle” practice of onnagata, and 

(iv) the takeover of many onnagata roles by tachiyaku (male gender role specialists).5 However, 

despite the numerous unmerciful forces which threatened the onnagata with extinction, this 

long-standing theatrical tradition managed to survive, despite being deprived of much of its 

identity. 

 The onnagata’s successful resistance to the drastically reformed sociocultural 

environment is particularly surprising if we consider Japan’s modern views on sex, gender, 

and sexual desire which are in stark contrast to those of pre-modern times. The only thing 

that has not really changed is that Japan in many ways remains a male-dominated society.6 

Influenced by Western medical and scientific thought, the new regime redefined the 

relationship between sex, gender, and sexual desire and delineated codes of male and female 

behaviour. The distinction between men and women came to be grounded on purely 

                                                 
3 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 115–120. 
4 Ibid., 118. For arguments for and against women playing onnagata roles, see Kano, Acting like a Woman, 15–

32. 
5 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 115–20. For a more detailed analysis of the transformation of onnagata gender acts 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, see ibid., 115–35. A break from the highly revered 
Genroku kabuki tradition of gender role type specialisation occurred already at the very beginning of the 
nineteenth century. Two Japanese kabuki scholars, Gunji Masakatsu and Torigoe Bunzō, believe this led to the 
blending of role types and destroyed the entire system of gender role type specialisation. Masakatsu even sees in 
the beginning of this trend the end of Edo kabuki. See ibid., 113. Mezur looks at this somewhat differently and 
states that “if anything, the fragmentation of gender role type specialization caused a wave of consolidating the 
best of the onnagata gender acts and roles in the next generation.” See ibid., 113–14. Regardless of the effects 
of such developments, this supports the point made by Leonard Pronko according to whom one of the 
characteristics “of kabuki from the very beginning up until the beginning of Meiji was that it constantly 
changed.” See Tetsuo Kishi (chair), “Forum: Gender in Shakespeare and Kabuki,” in Fujita and Shapiro, 
Transvestism and the Onnagata Traditions, 193, (forum, international conference on Shakespeare and kabuki with 
the theme “Traditions of Cross-dressing and Cross-gender Casting,” Nishinomiya city, Japan, August 8–10, 
1995). 

6  Kenneth G. Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese Society: Gender, Margins and Mainstream (Basingstoke, UK: 
Macmillan, 1999), 1. 
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biological basis, gender began to carry the assumption of equalling sex,7 and sex was thought 

to dictate the orientation of sexual desire.8 In other words, the unity of the categories of sex, 

gender, and sexuality became considered the only thing natural. With this new paradigm, 

sexologists started regarding male-female sexuality as biological destiny, thereby positing 

heterosexuality as the norm.9 Consequently, homosexuality in general and the centuries-old 

male-male sexual practices in particular came to be increasingly stigmatised as unnatural or 

uncivilised; medical authorities characterised it as abnormal or pathological, while in popular 

discourse it came to be represented as barbarous, immoral, and unspeakable.10 In 1872, the 

government prohibited men from dressing themselves as women and women as men, thus 

drawing a stricter line between the genders, but exempted from prohibition theatrical cross-

dressing.11 The only major sex-related trait of the past that survives into modern Japan is 

prostitution, which has, since Restoration to the present day, been defined in principle as a 

female activity, meaning that its male forms are also technically legal, so long as minors or 

coercion are not involved.12 Unlike the operatic castrato who succumbed to the landscape of 

sex, gender, and sexuality profoundly changing at the dawn of the modern era, the 

onnagata—by conforming to new conditions and, as a result, extensively transforming his 

art—managed to survive. However, the onnagata who constantly appears in the scholarship 

of kabuki is usually that of the Edo period as opposed to the contemporary onnagata.13 

Indeed, the latter is a successor to the former, but much of the “original” has been lost. 

Most of the historical onnagata’s features that were found so fascinating by his 

contemporaries were related to his erotic allure and gender ambiguity both on and offstage; 

these two aspects of the onnagata “art” are central to this study. 

                                                 
7 As Kano argues, before the Meiji period, sex and gender were aligned radically differently from today. In 

the pre-modern times, sex was perceived as subordinate to gender, while the Meiji period perceived gender as 
subordinate to sex, i.e., derived from and grounded on it. As she continues, “before the modern period, 
feminine gender was thought to be achieved by subordinating the female sex, by training and cultivating the 
body to match the ideal of femininity. And that ideal of femininity could be represented by a man acting like a 
woman, the onnagata of the kabuki theater.” Acting like a Woman, 28 (author’s italics). I shall return to this point 
later in this chapter. 

8 Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 166, 253; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 28. 
9 Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 266; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 30. 
10 Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 193, 244, 248. In fact, in 1873, for the first time in Japanese history, the 

government categorically proscribed the practice of anal intercourse between men, but legalised it again in 1882, 
under the condition that it was consensual. Ibid., 153, 168. Despite such disapproving attitude towards 
homosexuality which is attested in the late nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Japanese legal, popular, and 
medical discourse, Kenneth G. Henshall asserts that, “male homosexuality has continued to be widely accepted 
in Japan through to the present, even at points in modern history when elsewhere in the world it was frowned 
upon or worse.” Dimensions of Japanese, 43–44.  

11 Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 152; and Kano, Acting like a Woman, 29. 
12 Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 157. 
13  According to Mezur, “today, the onnagata stands out as a major representation of the nationalist 

retrenchment of ‘traditional’ Japan: kabuki is considered a living icon, a ‘national treasure,’ saturated with 
longing for a fictionalized past.” Beautiful Boys, 135. 
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In her discussion of the modern definition of the onnagata, Kano writes:  

 
It is of course problematic to define onnagata as ‘men acting like women’ since 
such a formulation assumes a binary opposition of gender that may not have 
been functioning in pre-Meiji Japan. It is arguable that onnagata as well as the 
wakashu—young men who served as sexual partners to adult men—constituted 
a separate gender in Tokugawa Japan.14 

 

Kano is the only author I could find who presents such an explicit argument that the 

onnagata constituted a separate gender during the Edo period. Her hypothesis perfectly 

correlates with the point I wish to make so I shall return to it at the end of this chapter. That 

no one else has considered the gender of the onnagata in this way so far does not necessarily 

mean that such viewing is a misconception; rather, as I see it, this fact reflects the main 

concerns of kabuki scholarship. In the past few decades, Western kabuki scholars have done 

a great amount of research on kabuki history and theatrical performance, and within their 

studies they have also written about the onnagata. Amongst the authors who have published 

studies on kabuki performance techniques and kata (stylised forms) are Earle Ernst, James R. 

Brandon, Samuel L. Leiter, and Leonard Pronko, yet none of their works analyses onnagata 

gender performance in detail.15 Only recently has this changed, through the work of 

Katherine Mezur (Beautiful Boys/Outlaw Bodies: Devising Kabuki Female-Likeness, 2005) and Maki 

Morinaga (The Gender of Onnagata as the Imitating Imitated: Its Historicity, Performativity, and 

Involvement in the Circulation of Femininity, 2002), whose studies of onnagata gender construction 

are informed by postmodern feminist thought and gender theory. Some of their views about 

the issue in question significantly differ, and I will discuss them later in this chapter. Before 

doing so, however, we should carefully examine the sociocultural conditions, practices, and 

beliefs that contributed to the emergence and popularity of the onnagata. For while the one-

sex model alone can quite satisfactorily explain how the operatic castrato may have been 

perceived by the early modern Europeans, there is no such single explanatory tool that could 

help us grasp the magnetism of the Edo-period onnagata. As Mezur put it, “onnagata gender 

acts are clearly linked to a particular time and cultural context.”16 A good understanding of 

this context is a prerequisite to any discussion on the gender of the onnagata, so I shall 

devote to it a considerable amount of space. This context had its roots in the distant past  

 

                                                 
14 Kano, Acting like a Woman, 16 (the last italics added). 
15 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 23. 
16 Ibid., 124. 
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which is where the following survey of the Edo-period ideas about sex, gender, sexuality, 

and social class begins.17 

 

 

The Social Status of Women in Pre-Modern Japan  
 

Among the factors vital for the understanding of the onnagata’s allure is the attitude of 

Japanese society towards women. In the early days of Japanese history, women seem to have 

enjoyed considerable authority and power as shamans and chieftains, as well as empresses, 

and had respect in politics, religion, society, the arts, and even military matters. As in the 

ancient and early history of most nations, there were a number of real and mythical female 

figures of prominence, among them Amaterasu the Sun Goddess, the supreme Shintō deity 

in Japan’s mythology. However, towards the end of the eighth century women started losing 

their power, which is reflected in the fact that after 770 CE there were only two reigning 

empresses as opposed to six between the early seventh and mid-eight centuries. This decline 

of female status was closely related to two events. The first one was the introduction of two 

foreign male-oriented belief systems, Chinese-style Buddhism and Confucianism, both of 

which were introduced to Japan in the sixth century. Their attitudes towards women seem 

likely to have quickly influenced Shintō. This native religion of Japan had earlier held women 

in high esteem because of their association with fertility, yet concurrently associated them 

with ritual impurity, particularly due to their association with blood in menstruation and 

childbirth. With the influence of new religions, the focus on fertility was weakened, and thus 

the earlier Shintō ambivalence towards women became more inclined to negativity.18 Of 

course, religion was not the only thing determining the social position of women. During the 

Heian period (794–1185), their status appears to have been still rather ambivalent. On the 

one hand they had the right to inheritance, but on the other hand they were increasingly 

subject to their husband’s authority.  

At the beginning of the following Kamakura period (1185–1333), Japan acquired its 

first permanent shōgun (military ruler), Minamoto no Yoritomo, and witnessed the rise of 

the samurai. Although Japan was becoming increasingly militarised even before this period, 

                                                 
17 For the sake of convenience, I will hereafter use the term “onnagata” to refer exclusively to the Edo-period 

onnagata. 
18  Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese, 8–12. As Jennifer Robertson noted, Buddhist doctrine regards female 

bodies “not only as polluted but also as representative of a lower form of existence.” Takarazuka, 54. Such 
viewing (which was supposedly adopted by Shintō), at least in part, parallels that of the early-modern European 
medicine. 
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the arrival of the samurai age was to add further to the subordination of women. Their 

relative lack of fighting skills was just one reason; perhaps an even more important one was 

the fact that the warrior era initiated the change of the marital residence pattern from 

matrilocal to that of patrilocal, meaning that wives were now joining their husbands’ families. 

As Japan entered a long period of civil wars, the consolidation of territory became 

increasingly important and women also lost their inheritance rights over property.19  

Following the Battle of Sekigahara (1600), the restoration of peace to the country was 

finally achieved by Tokugawa Ieyasu. His receiving of the title of shōgun in 1603 marked the 

official beginning of an era during which the bakufu (military government) 

 
succeeded in maintaining peace and stability for two and a half centuries—
and at the same time determined the parameters of development of the 
unique Tokugawa society, thoroughly isolated from the rest of the world, and 
extraordinarily punctilious in its control of a hierarchical organization of each 
aspect of public and private life.20 

 

In this new peaceful climate, the ability to fight lost much of its previous gravitas which led 

many samurai to turn into bureaucrats and administrators. However, this did not help 

women to gain in social position. On the contrary, rather than the female status, it was 

Confucianism, which had tended to lapse during the centuries of civil chaos, that saw a 

revival. Even though Confucianism was not specifically aimed at reinforcing the 

subordination of women, it nevertheless had such an effect.21 But even more importantly, 

the Tokugawa regime adapted from it a four-part social hierarchy in which samurai occupied 

the top class, followed by farmers, artisans, and finally, merchants. Such a division of society 

served, on one hand, to ensure that each citizen would live and die within the same class, 

thus keeping power within the samurai, while on the other hand it reflected the interests of 

the dominating class: the farmers provided rice, the artisans made useful articles, while the 

merchants did not produce anything and were only buying goods cheaply in order to sell 

them expensively. Other groups of people, among them performers and prostitutes 

(including, naturally, kabuki actors), were considered outcasts or “non-humans” (hinin).22 As 

historians have pointed out, it was social class rather than gender that most strongly defined 

                                                 
19 Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese, 12–13. 
20 Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 163. 
21 Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese, 13. 
22 See Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 165–70; Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 60; Robertson, Takarazuka, xi; and Leupp, Male 

Colors, 60–61. The status of “non-human” was abolished in 1871, shortly after the Meiji Restoration when also 
freedom of choosing one’s occupation and residence was declared. See Kano, Acting like a Woman, 7. 
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one’s status in the Edo-period society, 23  but at the same time “each class was further 

bifurcated by a patriarchal sex/gender hierarchy.”24 In this respect women were, regardless 

of the class to which they belonged, by rule second-class citizens. Whilst in ancient and 

medieval Japan there were a number of women of accomplishment, only few such women 

are known from the Edo period. One of them was Okuni, the founder of kabuki.25  

The traditional date of the first kabuki performance (1603), which was given in the 

dry bed of Kyōto’s Kamo River, coincided with the year of the official establishment of the 

new government. Okuni’s troupe immediately gave rise to numerous imitations, and in the 

first two decades after its inception kabuki quickly spread across the country, including to 

relatively remote Edo where the bakufu had its seat. 26  During this period, Edo had 

transformed from a small unknown village into Japan’s military, cultural, economic, and 

political centre. Many desperate farmers came to town to become either merchants or 

artisans, thus contributing to the rapid growth of the city. Despite the strict division of social 

classes, the merchants—officially the bottom class—soon became the richest group of 

citizens. 27  In Raz’s words, they “grew more and more elegant, could afford the most 

expensive amusements and luxuries of the time, and cultivated a sense for arts and theatre, as 

well as class consciousness and codes of behaviour.”28 The bakufu gave a lot of attention to 

proper relations between classes for which reason kabuki was intended only for townsmen, 

while the theatre of the upper class was nō.29 However, the establishment of the new regime 

did not happen without protest among the samurai. After the end of the civil wars, many 

members of the military class became jobless and started seeking new employment and 

entertainment, typically by infiltrating the rising merchant class, thereby violating the barriers 

between social groups. In fact, masterless samurai formed the bulk of those called kabuki 

mono, literally “people who did kabuku.”30 As Ortolani explains, 

 
The verb kabuku, used since the middle ages with the meaning of ‘to slant,’ or 
‘to tilt,’ had acquired, by the beginning of the Tokugawa era, a slang usage for 
any anti-establishment action that defied the conventions and the proper 
rules of behavior. The kabuki mono were therefore people who expressed their 

                                                 
23 Kano, Acting like a Woman, 29. 
24 Robertson, Takarazuka, xi. 
25 Leiter, “From Gay to Gei,” 211. 
26  Raz, Actors and Audience, 147–49. The nominal capital of Japan was still Kyōto where the emperor, 

powerless and undisturbed, had his court, but the true first city of the country was Edo. See Ortolani, Japanese 
Theatre, 163–64. 

27 Raz, Actors and Audience, 137. 
28 Ibid., 138. 
29 Shively, “Bakufu Versus Kabuki,” 46.  
30 See Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 164–66; and Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 60. 
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anti-conformism through a series of protests against the established order, 
which ranged from highly unusual ways of dressing to shocking hairdos and 
extravagantly decorated, enormous swords, and up to four-foot-long tobacco 
pipes.31 

 

Kabuki mono were therefore seen by the bakufu as a direct threat to the social order and the 

same danger was soon attached to the new form of entertainment. As Ortolani continues, 

 

The same characteristics that had given the name kabuki to the kabuki mono 
must have influenced both audiences and government to identify the new 
show by the same term. In the eyes of the shogunate early kabuki was another 
form of rebellious non-conformism, perverse in its eroticism, transvestism, 
outrageous costumes, and hybrid mixture of religious elements with 
licentious contents. Moreover, in its initial phases, kabuki became a source of 
frequent riots involving outcastes, townspeople, and to the dismay of 
government officials, also samurai. The petty samurai, deprived in the peaceful 
society of any meaningful military function, were among the first to fill their 
idle time by constant attendance at both kabuki and puppet shows, although 
in disguise because of the off-limits locales at which such entertainments took 
place.32 

 

Although most of the onna kabuki troupes were mixed (i.e., they were formed of female as 

well as male actors all of whom often cross-dressed), it was only female actors who were 

soon to be banned from the public stage. As already mentioned in the first chapter, the early 

kabuki was inextricably linked to prostitution. The great popularity of these performances, 

frequent fights among spectators, as well as numerous love affairs between performers and 

their admirers were all directly connected with the actresses’ main profession. 33  The 

shōgunate, obsessed with political stability, began to issue decrees against kabuki at least as 

early as 1608, calling it a “national disturbance of morality.”34 However, much more than the 

moral issues, it was the violence, the intermingling of samurai with the commoners, and the 

performers’ involvement in two professions (acting and prostitution) that the authorities 

considered the most disturbing elements of kabuki.35 After a scandal in which important 

daimyō (feudal lords) were involved and a riot among samurai in Kyōto during which many 

people died, the bakufu in 1629 once and for all prohibited women from performing in 

                                                 
31 Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 164. 
32 Ibid., 167. 
33 Raz, Actors and Audience, 149. 
34 Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 176. 
35 See Shively, “Social Environment,” 7; and Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 61–62. 



 

 

61 

public.36 The only occupation in which women could get a feeling of respect was prostitution, 

but even the world’s oldest profession was subject to strict regulations. 37  A succinct 

description of the effects of the government’s policy on women was given by Mezur, who 

writes: 

 
The changes in the social order taking place during the Edo period drastically 
affected the position of women in Japanese society. The reduction of the 
rights and status of the yūjo and all women in the professional performing arts, 
along with their gradual subordination in all forms of public life, had 
profound implications. When the bakufu erased the bodies of women from 
the public stage, they also erased women from the representations of female 
gender roles. Men thoroughly controlled all theatrical gender representation.38 

 

Before turning to the issue of sexual desire and practices, we should briefly examine 

the Edo-period views about female behaviour. According to Basil Hall Chamberlain, an 

Edo-period woman was subject to three obediences: “obedience, while yet unmarried, to a 

father; obedience, when married, to a husband and that husband’s parents; and obedience, 

when widowed, to a son.”39 The most important early-modern Japanese writing on women is 

Onna Daigaku (The greater learning for women) by the Neo-Confucianist philosopher 

Kaibara Ekken (1631–1714). According to him families should raise their daughters so that 

they humbly submit to the demands of their husbands and parents-in-law; women should be 

obedient, merciful, conciliatory, quiet, and unobtrusive; they should honour virtue over 

beauty, maintain an appropriate distance from all men, have no friends unless so “ordered” 

                                                 
36 Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 176. 
37 Throughout the Edo period, especially in the major cities such as Edo, Kyōto, and Ōsaka, prostitution and 

other forms of entertainment, including theatre, were restricted to the “pleasure” quarters located at the 
outskirts of the cities. A licence to run such a quarter in Kyōto was issued as early as 1589. These quarters were 
characterised by four strongly interrelated institutions: tea-houses, public baths, and theatres, which all seem to 
have been branches of the brothels. There was a strict hierarchy among the courtesans, and those known as 
oiran were much more than only prostitutes: the oiran was a romantic person skilled in music and other arts, 
respected not only by the society of the quarters but also by visitors. Among the latter were also samurai who 
secretly visited the quarters in disguise, as they were officially prohibited to enter these areas. The quarters, then, 
were the only places where commoners were the masters. See Raz, Actors and Audience, 142–43, 153. The 
courtesans and the life of the “pleasure” quarters became one of the main subjects of kabuki plays and were 
fabled in song, story, art, and dance. Moreover, the yūjo (courtesan) role type was dominant among the popular 
onnagata throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. See Raz, Actors and Audience, 152; Leiter, “From 
Gay to Gei,” 213; and Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 227. The first licences to operate theatres were issued in Kyōto in 
1617. Edo kabuki theatres, the first of which was licensed in 1624, were ordered to move from time to time, 
until the great fire of 1657 after which the theatre quarters were moved far outside the city an the number of 
permanent kabuki theatres was limited to four. After a scandal in 1714, caused by a love affair between a high-
ranking lady official in the service of the shōgun’s mother and a popular kabuki actor, the Yamamura-za theatre 
was closed, the building demolished, and until the end of the Edo period there were only three large theatres in 
the city. Shively, “Social Environment,” 10–11, 29–35. 

38 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 63. 
39 Basil Hall Chamberlain, Japanese Things: Being Notes on Various Subjects Connected with Japan (Tokyo: Tuttle, 

1971; orig. pub. 1904), 500, quoted in Leiter, “From Gay to Gei,” 213. 
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by family superiors, never question her husband and never leave the house, consider her 

husband her lord above all others, show no resentment of her husband’s debauchery and 

unfaithfulness, do her housework unflaggingly, refrain from fondness for theatre or music, 

resist praying to the gods or relying on diviners, avoid extravagance, remain on guard against 

a woman’s “five worst maladies”—indocility, discontent, slander, jealousy, and silliness; they 

could be divorced—the ultimate shame—for disobedience to their in-laws, failure to have 

children, etc.40 As stated by Leiter, “from the early eighteenth century, nearly every properly 

brought up woman was inculcated with the popularized teachings of Confucian-based moral 

tracts that stressed woman’s lowly place, most notable of these ‘women’s bibles’ being Onna 

Daigaku […].”41 Even though not all of the above “instructions” were strictly followed,42 they 

are a clear testimony to the complete subordination of women to men in general and to the 

husband in particular. Another crucial point to consider is the view on female sexual organs. 

Even though not a medical authority, Ekken, a “self-appointed critic of females,” as Jennifer 

Robertson called him, “proclaimed that while necessary for the reproduction of male heirs, 

female genitalia promoted dull-wittedness, laziness, lasciviousness, a hot-temper, and a 

tremendous capacity to bear grudges. He was not alone in suggesting that a female-sexed 

body was contrary to and even precluded the achievement of ‘female gender.’”43 Not only 

were women therefore seen as “mere functional vehicles to produce offspring” rather than 

as “objects of romance and tender feelings,”44 but, even more importantly, sex and gender 

were understood as two distinct features of the human being. In fact, the entire coherence—

as we think of it today—of the categories of sex, gender, and sexuality was something alien 

to Edo-period Japan, particularly to its male members, and it is the last of the three 

categories to which we now turn. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
                                                 

40 Leiter, “From Gay to Gei”, 213. Leiter refers to Chamberlain’s translation of Onna Daigaku (see n. 39). 
41 Ibid., 213. 
42 By the end of the seventeenth century, women formed the majority of the kabuki audience, most of them 

being wives of merchants and ladies-in waiting from the samurai class. See ibid.; and Raz, Actors and Audience, 
161. 

43 Robertson, Takarazuka, 223n11. 
44 Henshall, Dimensions of Japanese, 3. Raz similarly observes that “formal marriages were usually performed out 

of reason rather than true love” and adds that the only romance in intersexual relationships men would have 
was with the oiran. Actors and Audience, 142. 
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Traditions of Male-Male Love and Androgynous Beauty 
 

As religion and the increasing militarization of Japan strongly influenced the social status of 

women, so they contributed to the rise of male-male eroticism. Two terms most commonly 

and almost interchangeably used to refer to the practice of male-male love during the Edo-

period were nanshoku (lit. “male colours”) and shudō which is an abbreviated form of 

wakashudō (lit. “the way of youths”).45 In what follows, I will first briefly outline the origins of 

male-male sexuality in Japan and then focus on sexual practices among men and the aesthetic 

of androgyny during the Edo period. 

 The first records of homosexual traditions in East Asia come from China and date 

back to the sixth century BCE. These earliest pieces of evidence mainly refer to relationships 

between emperors or other rulers and their favourites. From at least the third century CE on 

male-male-sexuality was common among the literati and nobility, and from the Tang period 

(618–907) on there is increasing evidence of homosexuality among ordinary people. In many 

of these cases one of the sexual partners was an adolescent boy. Similar practices existed in 

Korea and elsewhere in continental East Asia.46 However, Japan’s homosexual tradition has 

been most influenced by the Chinese, particularly by Confucianism, Daoism, yin-yang 

concepts, and by the Chinese adaptation of Buddhism. Confucian thinkers, both Chinese 

and Japanese, were largely unconcerned with the issue of homosexuality and therefore 

implicitly tolerated it. Yin-yang thought, most thoroughly developed by Daoism, by contrast, 

deals specifically with sexuality and, though indirectly, promotes homosexual intercourse.47 

In general, Buddhism viewed sexual pleasure as something negative and Buddhist monks 

were forbidden any form of sexual activity. Male-male sex may have been viewed as a lesser 

                                                 
45 “Colours” is a euphemism for “sex,” while shudō should be understood as “the way of loving youths.” See 

Leupp, Male Colors, 1–10; and Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 23–29. 
46 Leupp, Male Colors, 1–19. 
47 Ibid., 19–20, 33–35. In his brilliant study of homosexuality in the Edo-period Japan which I use as my 

main source in this part of the present chapter, Gary P. Leupp explains the yin-yang concept and relates it to 
sexuality as follows: “According to yin-yang theory, the universe consists of two fundamental principles of forces, 
yin (which represents female, among other things) and yang (which represents male, among other things). The 
interaction of these two forces produces all phenomena. […] To properly adapt to the world, one must attain a 
balance of these forces within oneself.” As he continues, “sex is one activity that contributes to this balance. 
Indulgence in heterosexual intercourse is absolutely necessary for a person’s health; a man must exchange some 
of his yang energy for the female’s yin. […] However, too much heterosexual activity saps a man’s strength and 
leads to early death. This is because the female yin essence, modeled after water, can quench the male yang 
essence, which is modeled after fire. Homosexual intercourse, by contrast, results in no net loss of vital yang 
force for either male. Some Chinese Daoist thinkers, indeed, may have advocated homosexual practices for 
precisely this reason.” Ibid., 20–21. One can observe a parallel between the yin-yang theory and the one-sex 
model discussed in the previous chapter in that they both associate men with heat (or fire) and women with 
cold (or water). 
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offence than heterosexual activity, but some Buddhist texts clearly condemned homosexual 

acts.48 

The first unambiguous reference to homosexuality in Japan dates from 985 CE and 

can be found in the most popular religious work of its day, Ōjōyōshū (Teachings essential for 

rebirth) by the Tendai priest Genshin (942–1017). As his Buddhist colleagues from the 

continent, Genshin criticises homosexual intercourse and condemns to the Buddhist hell 

every man practising it. Despite this text, a conspicuous monastic homosexual culture 

emerged in Japan which demonstrates that Japanese Buddhism produced ideas about 

sexuality that were different from continental views. Japan’s distance from other centres of 

Buddhist culture, discontinuation of routine contact with China in the early ninth century, 

the native Shintō cult’s attitude towards sexual love (considering it an “unconditional good”), 

and a relatively large monastic population in Japan in comparison to that in neighbouring 

Buddhist countries all contributed to such developments.49 Absence of women in monastic 

life probably encouraged homosexual behaviour, so “the idea that homosexuality […] serves 

as a reasonable and forgivable compromise between heterosexual involvements and 

complete sexual abstinence”50 seems to have become common among Japanese Buddhist 

monks. According to one estimate, there may have been 90,000 Buddhist establishments 

during the medieval period (1185–1572), some of which housed more than 1,000 men and 

boys. Soon after the beginning of this period, “the homosexuality prevalent in such centers 

came to be openly and positively acknowledged in the art and literature of the articulate 

classes.”51 Typically, the relationship involved a monk and a boy serving as an acolyte (chigo). 

These boys, sometimes very young, may have by the time they reached their teens developed 

a special relationship with an older monk; this relationship came later to be called a 

“brotherhood bond.” Many of the boys often served as surrogates for females and some 

monks even shaved their eyebrows, powdered their faces and dressed them in female garb so 

that they exuded a unique, androgynous attraction.52 The first references to emperors or 

abdicated emperors involved in homosexual relationships date from the twelfth century. 

Although the evidence seems sparse, it suggests that male-male sexual behaviour at the 

Imperial Court during the Heian period followed the pattern of the monk-chigo 

relationships.53 

                                                 
48 Ibid., 21. 
49 Ibid., 28, 31–32. 
50 Ibid., 35. 
51 Ibid., 28. 
52 Ibid., 43–46. 
53 Ibid., 25–27. 
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The beginning of the following era was, as we have seen, marked by the rise of the 

samurai. Their respect for the Buddhist clergy along with the long periods they spent in 

isolation in an all-male environment (a similar environment to that in monasteries) must 

have encouraged homosexual behaviour among the warriors. Many boys of samurai status 

often entered monasteries to receive education or, alternatively, to pursue religious careers. 

There they would have accepted monk-acolyte sexual relationships as proper, thus becoming 

socialised to later experience and express a desire for boys. Moreover, boys serving as 

menials or personal attendants in samurai retainer bands are also likely to have had sexual 

relationships with their masters. As in monasteries, in the military society, too, the youthful 

partner was often obliged to assume a feminine or androgynous appearance. That the palaces 

of Japan’s military rulers were by the fourteenth century becoming centres of homosexual 

activities is reflected in the number of shōguns who have been sexually involved with boys; 

the list includes many rulers of the Tokugawa family, including Tokugawa Ieyasu. Two 

homosexual traditions, then, evolved in medieval Japan, monastic and military, both of 

which shared three important characteristics: (i) they emerged largely due to the lack of 

women, (ii) they were age-structured and seen as parts of the younger partner’s education or 

maturation process, and (iii) the younger partner was often required to assume a female-like 

or androgynous appearance.54 

As we have seen, with the beginning of the Edo period, Japanese society became 

divided into four classes of which the highest (at least in theory) was that of the samurai. 

With the end of wartime, the object of their sexual desire “gradually shifted from the young 

soldier-in-training to the more effeminate boy-attendant,”55 but apart from that their attitude 

towards nanshoku did not change. On the contrary, rather than starting to decline, this long-

standing tradition came to be adopted by the commoners who created a new, bourgeois 

nanshoku tradition. “For the merchants and artisans of Tokuagawa cities, male-male sex 

became largely a commercial transaction devoid of the commitments required by earlier 

traditions of male homosexuality.”56 Wide-scale, well-organised, licensed male and female 

prostitution flourished in the growing cities where men by far outnumbered women.57 The 

government tolerated prostitution; more than with nanshoku it was concerned about 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 47–57. 
55 Ibid., 52. 
56 Ibid., 59. 
57 According to Leupp, the sex ratio (number of males per 100 females) among urban commoners alone 

often ranged from 110 to 140; in Edo it was 174 in 1733. See Ibid., 62. After the mid-eighteenth century these 
figures started to change which in part accounts for the decline of male brothels. See ibid., 77. 
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adulterous relationships involving married women and heterosexual crimes.58 Marriage was 

no barrier to homosexual involvements and even though not all men were married, 

bisexuality seems to have been the norm among the townsmen,59 or, as Erica Stevens Abbitt 

put it, “the concept of sexual desire as a continuum rather than an opposition”60 prevailed. 

Of the three characteristics of the earlier nanshoku tradition which all survived into the Edo 

period two are particularly important for this study. The passive partner in male-male 

relationships was always younger than the active one, regardless of class background, even 

when the partners were very close to one another in age.61 The other link to the past is a 

sexual interest in androgyny which persisted throughout the Edo period in both samurai and 

commoner society.62 This fascination with gender blending came to be immediately exploited 

by Okuni and her imitators and, as we shall see, remained one of the defining features of the 

onnagata art and gender. 

As mentioned above, early kabuki performances were aimed primarily at advertising 

the actors’ bodies for prostitution after the show. As also noted, many of the onna kabuki 

included female as well as male actors who often cross-dressed. One can speculate that they 

were doing so to achieve an androgynous allure so praised by the male members of the Edo-

period society.63  This assumption is supported by the emergence and popularity of the 

wakashu kabuki, the earliest version of which may have appeared as early as 1603, the same 

year as Okuni gave the first performance of what was soon to become called kabuki.64 

Wakashu embodied the longstanding bishōnen (beautiful boy or youth) eros and aesthetic 

which drove their audiences mad. The beauty of their bodies was further amplified by the 

extravagant costuming and hairstyles which became imitated not only by men and women of 

the merchant and samurai classes but also by yūjo performers and courtesans in the 

                                                 
58 Ibid., 160. Perhaps the earliest edict to mention homosexuality dates from 1648, but such laws seem to 

have applied only to public behaviour. See ibid., 160–61. 
59 Ibid., 64, 97. 
60 Erica Stevens Abbitt, “Androgyny and Otherness: Exploring the West through the Japanese Performative 

Body,” Asian Theatre Journal 18 (2001): 250. 
61 Leupp, Male Colors, 171. As Leupp observes, “the only exception to this basic rule occurred when the older 

man was an actor or prostitute servicing a customer, in which case he would usually assume the identity of 
either a younger male (an adolescent youth or young adult) or a female.” Ibid., 109. Onnagata, clearly, were one 
such group of actors. See ibid., 171. 

62 Ibid., 174. 
63 It should be noted that kabuki actors-prostitutes as well as performance of gender ambiguity had several 

antecedents. In the late Heian period, predominantly young female performers known as Shirabyōshi frequently 
performed at court banquets; they were dressed in male attire and combined prostitution with their art. Chigo 
(see above) served not only as sexual partners to monks but were also popular performers in the Buddhist 
temples. See Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 51–54. As suggested by Leupp, nō actors may also have served theatre 
patrons as catamites. See Male Colors, 65. A similar phenomenon can be observed in China where rulers had 
retained actors for sexual purposes from ancient times. See ibid., 16.  

64 Andrew T. Tsubaki, “The Performing Arts of Sixteenth-Century Japan: A Prelude to Kabuki,” in Leiter, 
Kabuki Reader, 13. 
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“pleasure” quarter. Most importantly, wakashu had shudō relationships with samurai which the 

bakufu found extremely disturbing. To be precise, rather than the practice of shudō itself, it 

was the mixing of samurai with the commoners in kabuki that the authorities were most 

concerned about.65 After one incident in 1652, the government closed the theatres in Edo 

and other cities and reopened them the following year. 66  However, before doing so, it 

decreed that young boys must shave their forelocks. The maegami was the wakashu’s mark of 

youth and hence their erotic symbol; by shaving it they not only lost the emblem of their 

allure but also symbolically reached adulthood as they shared a shaven pate with all other 

men.67 The ban on wakashu kabuki and the subsequent birth of yarō kabuki (hereafter referred 

to as kabuki) therefore did not prohibit young boys to appear onstage; it merely robbed them 

of that which made them so attractive. By covering the bald spot with a simple cloth which 

later came to be more and more extravagant, young boys invented a new erotic symbol and 

successfully continued to perform in kabuki. By the end of the century, however, these re-

representations of the maegami largely came to be replaced by wigs.68 Thus the first generation 

of onnagata were former wakashu; however, with the growing stress in kabuki on the artistic 

elements of the performance, “there was a gradual tendency to assign female roles to older 

performers who relied more on acting resources than on physical attraction.”69 According to 

Mezur, the early onnagata who were no more adolescent boys could achieve the beautiful 

boy look only through manipulations of the body, costuming, and props, and “such 

manipulations became the corporeal and costuming patterns or gender acts for maintaining the 

wakashu ideal appearance.”70 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
65 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 64–66.  
66 Ibid., 70; and Shively, “Social Environment,” 9. 
67 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 66; and Leupp, Male Colors, 122–125. 
68 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 65–66; and Shively, “Social Environment,” 9. 
69 Shively, “Social Environment,” 9. 
70 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 70 (the first italics added). Leiter describes the transition from the wakashu to yarō 

kabuki slightly differently, particularly with regards to young performers. According to him “at this point, 
kabuki witnessed a transition from gay theatre to gei theatre, gei being Japanese for ‘art,’ including ‘acting art.’ 
Only actors past their adolescence could perform and they were forced by law to reduce their physical 
attractiveness […].” As he continues, “but kabuki not only managed to turn the new restrictions to its 
advantage, it also was able to guarantee that sex remained a fundamental component. Moreover, it served to 
commodify men as sex objects, regardless of which gender they portrayed. Eros remained primary, and the 
actors, while continually striving to achieve lifelike portraits of the women they depicted, were always alert to 
maintaining the proper level or iroke (sex appeal).” “From Gay to Gei,” 212. 
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The Life and Art of the Onnagata 
 

Before turning to modern scholars’ views about the onnagata gender, we should briefly 

examine onnagata’s offstage life and the formation and aesthetic of their art. The life of 

actors, as that of prostitutes and other entertainers, was restricted to the “pleasure” quarters, 

and when they left the quarter, they were required to wear special hats to hide their faces. 

The same type of hat was worn by other outcasts as well as by criminals under arrest and was 

therefore a signifier of their (at least officially) lowest social status. Despite the prohibition, 

however, some leading actors (including some star onnagata) who had become extremely 

rich during their successful careers had opulent residences in the suburbs of Edo.71 Many 

onnagata were married and had children.72 Following the teachings of Yoshizawa Ayame I 

(1673–1729), the greatest onnagata of his time, most onnagata lived as a “woman” in their 

daily life, which they achieved through a female-like appearance as well as behaviour.73 Some 

of them were even said to have squatted when urinating.74 That the Edo-period society not 

only tolerated their gender bending but also fully accepted it is reflected in the fact that they 

were allowed to bathe in the women’s section of the public bathhouse.75 During the first half 

of the Edo period, nearly all onnagata entered the world of kabuki as an iroko (lit. love child). 

Iroko were young boys between the age of thirteen and about seventeen who were trained as 

actors and at the same time served as entertainers and prostitutes in tea-houses.76 Through 

such kind of “training,” most onnagata-to-be would have been exposed to the influence of 

the wakashu aesthetic tradition.77 Some of the iroko who became onnagata continued to have 

homosexual relationships and occasionally even had love affairs with ladies of higher status.78 

In kabuki theatre, onnagata played (and still play) a number of different role types 

(yakugara) which are usually classified into seven major categories: yūjo (courtesan), himesama 

(princess), musume (daughter, young girl), jidainyōbō (period wife), sewanyōbō (contemporary 

                                                 
71 Shively, “Social Environment,” 3–4, 36, 44–45. 
72 Dunn, Charles J., and Torigoe Bunzō, eds. and trans., The Actor’s Analects, Studies in Oriental Culture 3 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), 62.  
73 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 95. Besides onnagata who played exclusively onnagata roles (maonnagata), there were 

also some actors who played both onnagata and tachiyaku roles; it was this group of onnagata actors who did 
not live as a “woman.” See ibid., 81. The Ayamegusa, or The Words of Ayame, is the earliest extant document 
devoted to the art of the onnagata. Recorded by the playwright Fukuoka Yagoshirō, it was published in the 
Yakusha Rongo (The Actor’s Analects, 1776), a famous collection of writings on early kabuki acting. For an 
English translation of the Ayamegusa, see Dunn and Torigoe, Actor’s Analects, 49–66. Since the Ayamegusa was 
published only in the late eighteenth century, this writing should be primarily seen as a testimony to a tradition 
that was established long before its publication. 

74 Shively, “Social Environment,” 41. 
75 Ortolani, Japanese Theatre, 181. 
76 Shively, “Social Environment,” 37. 
77 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 89. 
78 Shively, “Social Environment,” 41–42. 
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wife), baba (old woman or grandmother), and akuba (evil female). Each of these role types is 

formed of variations on the onnagata basic gender acts of postures, gestures, vocal patterns, 

and pronunciation, and has its own kata (stylised forms) for appearances, such as costuming, 

wigs, hand props, characteristics of age, status, etc. The onnagata’s performance of a given 

role, then, is first based on kata of the role type to which an individual role belongs, and then 

on specific qualifications of that role. 79 As already mentioned, the most popular role type 

among onnagata was the yūjo, and within this role type category, high- and top-ranking 

courtesan roles (keisei and oiran respectively) were particularly attractive, both for actors and 

spectators. According to Mezur, in these roles, “onnagata maintained a prostitute or ‘selling 

the body’ relationship with the audience by enacting their own sensuality, emotions, and 

beauty on the stage.”80 However, perhaps even more than on the natural beauty of their 

bodies, their sexual and sensual allure depended on their art, the ability to transform into a 

“woman.” The famous onnagata Segawa Kikunojō I (1693–1749), for example, was not 

thought of as naturally beautiful by his contemporaries, and likewise his voice which they 

found low and hoarse. And yet, he not only had a great career but he even successfully 

continued to play young female roles until his death.81 In this respect, he is a testimony to 

what seems to have been central to the onnagata gender performance: the ability to—

through a number of performative gender acts—re-create one’s own appearance in such a 

way that he would become an embodiment of an illusion of ideal beauty based on the 

aesthetic of bishōnen. 

 

 

Onnagata Gender and Its Construction 
 

Scholars frequently refer to onnagata as “female impersonators,” thereby implying that the 

onnagata art is based on imitation. At the same time they also like to stress that onnagata are 

more feminine than women themselves, or that they embody the ideal of femininity, thus 

suggesting that there is more to their art than imitation alone. This duality appears to be 

characteristic not only of the onnagata but of the entire kabuki theatre which Leonard 

                                                 
79 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 35, 209–10. Kata can be defined as forms or patterns of performance and may be said 

to have emerged when an actor created an appropriate interpretation of a given role. His interpretation would 
be then transmitted as a convention to the next generation of actors who could adopt the entire interpretation 
of that role or only some parts of it. In this respect kata are far from being fixed, though some of them may 
have changed very little through time, particularly those associated with acting families rather than with 
individual actors. For a more detailed definition of kata, see Leiter, New Kabuki Encyclopedia, s.v. “Kata.” 

80 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 87–88. 
81 Ibid., 98–103. 
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Pronko succinctly described as being “halfway between realism and stylization.”82 According 

to Kawatake Toshio, 

 
Women in Kabuki are not simply an imitation of real women; they are a 
fabricated image of womanhood, one which abstracts the essence of 
femininity, womanly charms of which even women themselves may not be 
aware, and elevates it to the realm of art through a mode of expression that 
goes well beyond realism.83 

 

Similar “definitions” of the onnagata can be found across most of kabuki scholarship.84 

Jennifer Robertson, by contrast, associates the phenomenon of the onnagata with the 

Buddhist concept of henshin, or bodily transformation. As she writes,  

 
Henshin is […] central to the Kabuki theater and refers specifically to the 
received process by which an onnagata becomes Woman, as opposed to 
impersonating a given woman. Ayame’s theory resembles the Buddhist 
concept of henshin with the exception that gender (and not sex) is involved 
in an onnagata’s transformation from a man into a Woman. […] The original 
Woman is a male invention: an amalgam of signifiers of ideal femininity 
embodied by the Kabuki specialist.85 

 

Although the concept of transformation implies a more profound change than that of 

imitation, Robertson seems to have in mind more or less the same end result as Kawatake 

and other Japanese theatre specialists: the onnagata’s beauty surpasses that of any real 

woman which makes him a reification of ideal femininity. Whilst reaching this conclusion 

usually marks the end of scholarly efforts to explain the attraction of onnagata, Maki 

Morinaga and Katherine Mezur went much further in their analyses of the onnagata gender 

construction. In principle, they both agree that the earliest onnagata modelled themselves on 

the wakashu and that their art was brought to perfection through meticulous gender training. 

However, they have completely differing views on the gender interaction between onnagata 

and women, and before drawing my own conclusions, I will summarise their key arguments.  

In Morinaga’s view the gender of onnagata in the eighteenth century was constructed 

by imitation and citation. As she writes, 

                                                 
82  Leonard Cabell Pronko, Theater East and West: Perspectives toward a Total Theater (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1967), 138. 
83 Kawatake, Kabuki: Baroque Fusion, 159. 
84 See, for instance, Shively, “Social Environment,” 40; Yoseharu Ozaki, “Shakespeare and Kabuki” in Fujita 

and Shapiro, Transvestism and the Onnagata Traditions, 5, 10; Leiter, “Female-Role Specialization,” 78–80; and 
Donald Keene, “The Onnagata and Kabuki,” Japan Quarterly 30 (1983): 294–95. 

85 Robertson, Takarazuka, 53–54. 
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Imitation was an act by which eighteenth-century virtuosi onnagata 
participated in the construction of femininity, secured their knowledge, and 
achieved femininity of perfection as second nature. Importantly, imitation 
was a mutual act by which all the doers of femininity, that is, not only 
onnagata but also women, reciprocally cited one another. Onnagata and 
women together participated in the labyrinth of citationality, which was 
made possible by the notion of femininity independent of the woman’s 
body and by the medium of circulation. Imitation was thus an elusive act 
that helped construct ‘femininity’ and yet nullified the boundary of ‘women,’ 
the alleged matrix of femininity.86 

 

Her explanation of the onnagata gender construction is based on Judith Butler’s notion of 

(the illusion of) an origin(al) as being created by endless copies. Morinaga sees the Edo-

period ideal of femininity as an illusory original impossible to pinpoint, which was 

simultaneously imitated and circulated by both onnagata and women. As she argues, “it is 

only by imitation that onnagata could participate in the creation of femininity, and given that 

the doers of femininity were mostly women, imitating them was inevitable.”87 By highlighting 

that during the Edo period the ideal femininity was conceptualised as independent of the 

woman’s body, she also succeeded in accounting for the onnagata’s superiority over women: 

“[…] the body of an onnagata amounts to the ideal site onto which femininity can be 

projected, because femininity can be constructed without bothering with the essential vice of 

a biological woman.”88 Morinaga proposes that onnagata and women were essentially equal 

in that they created, circulated, and embodied the same “type” of femininity; the only thing 

separating them from each other was the level of perfection of this femininity which was 

related to and conditioned by their physical bodies, or biological sex. The difference between 

onnagata and women would therefore have been only a matter of quantity. 

 While Mezur also constantly stresses the importance of the onnagata’s male “body 

beneath,” she makes a clear distinction between onnagata and women at the outset of her 

book where she states that “onnagata did not aim at ‘representing’ women; they performed 

their own many layered ‘vision’ of a constructed female-likeness.”89 By using the term “female-

likeness” and not “femininity,” she implies two things: (i) that there was indeed something  

 

                                                 
86 Morinaga, “Gender of Onnagata,” 266. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid., 270. 
89 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 2 (italics added). 
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feminine about the onnagata, and (ii) that that something was different from the “real” 

femininity, hence “unreal,” an illusion. As she argues, 

 
Early [i.e., Edo-period] kabuki onnagata invented a fiction distinct from 
women because they created gender acts for their own fiction of female-
likeness that was based on the male youth body. […] What onnagata perform 
on the stage is neither a representation of actual women, nor an ideal 
representation of an innate womanliness or female essence. Rather, onnagata 
are men performing onnagata gender roles. The male body and its onnagata acts 
together create ambiguous gender acts and variable eroticisms through 
codified theatrical stylization. The onnagata gender act system excludes 
women and female bodies.90 

 

The points made by Mezur in the last quotation combined with some other arguments 

presented in her book, could be translated into the following definition: onnagata is (i) a 

highly stylised fiction of female-likeness based on the wakashu tradition of adolescent boy 

beauty and sensuality; (ii) an artistic invention created by a male actor through performative 

gender acts; (iii) an illusory gender limited to the time and space of kabuki performance. 

Even though Mezur admits that the onnagata image was emulated not only by women but 

also by men, she, in contrast to Morinaga, believes that this process was not reciprocal.91 

Theories developed by Morinaga and Mezur may seem very plausible, but they fail to 

explain how onnagata were perceived outside the theatre. As all other kabuki scholars, 

Mezur is, understandably, primarily interested in the onnagata as a stage figure which, unlike 

the onnagata who strove for continuity between stage and daily life, has survived to the 

present day. Morinaga, on the other hand, does implicitly suggest that the gender of 

onnagata was generally perceived as female, but such a conclusion appears to be far too 

simplistic to account for the onnagata’s magnetism. In what follows I shall elaborate on 

Ayako Kano’s view, quoted at the outset of this chapter, that onnagata “constituted a 

separate gender in Tokugawa Japan,”92 and by doing so develop it into the central point of 

this chapter. 

In order to be able to conceptualise the onnagata as a separate gender, the following 

requirements must be met: (i) any theatrical representation of an onnagata gender role was 

seen as a stylised version of the genuine onnagata gender, (ii) a socially significant number of 

people were familiar with the image of the onnagata, and (iii) it was easy to distinguish an 

onnagata from a woman. The first condition is important because, as already mentioned, 
                                                 

90 Ibid., 37 (italics added). 
91 Ibid. 
92 Kano, Acting like a Woman, 16 (the last italics added). 
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onnagata gender roles were not played exclusively by onnagata actors. As we have seen, 

Mezur argues that in kabuki theatre actors did not play male and female but male and 

onnagata gender roles. Indeed, the latter came into existence as a theatrical invention which 

was a reaction to many decrees aimed at regulating the shape and content of kabuki. 

However, when kabuki actors started living in their daily life as onnagata, spectators would 

associate these roles with something real. I argue that what Mezur calls “the onnagata basic 

gender acts” was the performative material through which onnagata performed their 

onnagata gender in their daily life, while “variations” on these gender acts were theatrical 

conventions serving to create distinct onnagata role types (e.g., a courtesan) and within these 

role types different characters (e.g., a courtesan named Ohatsu).93 In this regard, a tachiyaku 

playing an onnagata gender role would have not disturbed one’s notion of the real-life 

onnagata, as does, for instance, a male actor playing a female gender role not disturb one’s 

notion of the real-life “woman.” He would have first tried to adopt the basic onnagata 

gender acts and then focus on the specific characteristics of a given role. His performance of 

an onnagata gender role would probably have been less “authentic” than that of a real 

onnagata, but ultimately would have not affected the audience’s notion of what an onnagata 

is. To paraphrase Judith Butler, a tachiyaku playing an onnagata role was to an onnagata not 

as copy is to original, but, rather, as copy is to copy.94 In other words, every performance of 

an onnagata role was an artistic creation which could, regardless of who performed it, be 

associated with a gender that was real. 

 As I argued in chapter 1, one of the conditions for a given gender to become a 

social(ly constructed) fact is that it is perceived by a socially significant number of people 

who can distinguish it from other established gender categories and thus acknowledge it as 

an entity of its own. As we have seen, the life of an onnagata was in principle restricted to 

the theatre and the “pleasure” quarter where he lived. Even though dominated by 

commoners, these quarters, including theatres, were visited by many members of the samurai 

class, male and female alike. Members of all social classes and both sexes were therefore 

familiar with the figure of the onnagata, i.e., with his professional as well as private life. This 

was made possible also through the medium of many popular publications such as Yakusha 

Hyōbanki (Actors’ critiques) which were published annually throughout much of the Edo 

period. These periodicals provided their readers with a variety of information and included, 

among other things, descriptions of the actors’ acting skills, appearance, and vocal quality, as 

                                                 
93 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 209. 
94 The original thought reads: “[…] Gay is to straight not as copy is to original, but, rather, as copy is to 

copy.” Butler, Gender Trouble, 43. 
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well as their partying tastes, sexual proclivities, and other kinds of gossip, both in language 

and picture.95 For many people, such periodicals were the only contact with kabuki which 

was in the early eighteenth century the most expensive kind of entertainment in Japan.96 

Most importantly, onnagata were widely recognised as a group of citizens with their own 

habits, occupation, and style of living.  

 Arguing that onnagata were of a gender other than male or female only makes sense 

if one can establish that they could be easily distinguished from other members of the society 

in which they lived. Though this should be obvious, for only through their otherness they 

could become “more than a woman,” I nonetheless quote Mezur to strengthen this 

argument. As she asserts, 

 
[…] the daily practices of an onnagata were not the same as those of real 
women. Onnagata attire, manners, and behaviour patterns were those of 
onnagata, that is, men who were performers of female [!] gender roles in the 
theatrical world of kabuki. Their onnagata behaviour was part of the kabuki 
world. It follows that onnagata extended the fiction of their stage lives into 
their daily lives for its advantages. It was a way of maintaining an eccentric 
star image as well as advertising their entertainment after the show.97 

 

While I generally agree with her reasoning, two points from the above quotation call for 

comment. Firstly, by speaking of female rather than onnagata gender roles, Mezur 

contradicts herself. Though she is inconsistent on this point throughout her book, I find her 

argument that onnagata were performing onnagata (and not female) gender roles so 

compelling, that I fully accept it. Secondly, Mezur suggests that onnagata’s “decision” to live 

as onnagata was pragmatic. While this point indeed seems plausible, it could also be viewed 

from a different perspective. I suggest that the main reason why onnagata started living as 

onnagata was to extend their gender training to their daily lives. This step inevitably altered 

the way people perceived them: onnagata metamorphosed into something real, something 

that, unlike puppets whose “life” is limited to the time and space of a puppet show, 

continued to exist even after the performance. It appears, then, that their star image was 

more a natural outcome of this profound transformation than the primary motivation for it. 

But perhaps most importantly, the Edo-period society did not only tolerate such 

                                                 
95 Leiter, New Kabuki Encyclopedia, s.v. “Yakusha Hyōbanki;” and Raz, Actors and Audience, 155–57. 
96 Raz, Actors and Audience, 168–69. This information clearly reflects the relationship between supply and 

demand as well as the enormous popularity of kabuki. According to Leupp, women of all social classes were 
often literate. See Male Colors, 185. The literacy rate among men may be suspected to have been even higher, 
which helps account for the popularity of such publications.  

97 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 94. 
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developments but seems to have been their driving force. To give this supposition more 

validity, we need one last time to try to imagine what the onnagata was in essence—this time 

from the perspective of his contemporary compatriots. But before that let us briefly 

summarise the context in which the onnagata emerged and evolved. 

 A large portion of this chapter has been devoted to issues of sex, gender, sexuality, 

and erotic ideals in Edo-period Japan. As I hope to have shown, the views about these issues 

had centuries-old roots and were largely based on native (Shintō) as well as adaptations of 

foreign (Buddhism, Confucianism) religions or belief systems. With the beginning of a new 

era—the Edo period—, the influence of (Neo-)Confucianism, promoted by the ruling class, 

significantly increased, yet this had no consequences for the long-established multilayered 

ideological basis as a whole. Such continuity of beliefs and practices related to them made it 

possible and natural, as it were, to preserve traditional relations between the sexes as well as 

those among the members of the same (male) sex. As we have seen, Edo-period Japan was a 

deeply patriarchal society in which women were completely subordinate to men and did not 

participate in any important decision making, neither in public nor in private life. In the 

former, they could gain respect only as courtesans, in the latter they were expected to take 

good care of their husbands and bear children. For men, regardless of their marital status, it 

was completely normal, indeed normative, to have sexual relationships with adolescent boys. 

By tradition which was followed as the highest law, such relationships were age-structured, 

meaning that the active partner was always older than the younger one. One could therefore 

speak about predominant bisexuality, where the prefix “bi” would, as a rule, refer to a sexual 

interest in adolescent boys (pederasty) and adult women (heterosexuality), rather than in men 

(homosexuality) and women. Although such behaviour was principally a male domain, it 

should be noted that same-sex love among adult women was no taboo (a fact important for 

my final point). 98  The same could be said of all kinds of prostitution, which was an 

indispensable private good, licensed and regulated by local authorities. As mentioned on 

different occasions, the erotic ideal for—as it seems—both sexes was an androgynous young 

body. This ideal, however, could only be reached by a man, for female bodies were seen as 

polluted and inferior to male bodies, hence incapable of embodying the highest form of 

beauty. The beginning of the Edo period presented Japan with internal peace and relative 

political stability, but also with a new division of society into four classes which excluded 

many groups of people, among them actors. Severely changed social conditions encouraged 

swift urbanisation which in turn called for the development of new forms of entertainment. 

                                                 
98 Leupp, Male Colors, 189. 
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Of these, kabuki became the most popular amongst commoners and members of the ruling 

class alike. Rather than its form and content, it was this characteristic of kabuki that most 

concerned the government which struggled so hard to keep the elite and other classes apart. 

An endless series of prohibitions continuing throughout much of the Edo period reached 

two climaxes in 1629 and 1652 when female and wakashu performers respectively were 

banned from the public stage. The second of these bans gave birth to the onnagata who built 

his art on the wakashu tradition. Subsequent developments of the onnagata art, I believe, do 

not need to be repeated. 

 What kinds of conclusions can one draw from everything said so far in this chapter 

with regard to the onnagata gender? As it may have become obvious by now, the onnagata 

who lived as an onnagata seems to have possessed all the qualities praised and valued by his 

fellow citizens. He was a “man” raised as an iroko, trained as a performer of onnagata gender 

roles, and available as a sexual partner to men as well as, occasionally, women. This mixture 

of a “perfect” body (male sex), (sexual) experience, (acting and gender-bending) skills, 

aesthetic (androgynous) ideals, coupled with exquisite appearance and graceful behaviour 

would make him in the eyes of members of both sexes of any sexual inclination a perfect 

embodiment of love, eroticism, and beauty. His career as an actor in the popular kabuki 

theatre would only further add to this image. While as a husband and father he would be 

seen as an exemplary citizen, he on the other hand thoroughly violated two unwritten, yet 

extremely important laws. Although officially an outcast, he not only regularly engaged in 

sexual relationships with members of the ruling class but even surpassed many of them in 

wealth and most of them in reputation. At the same time he was one of few to assume the 

passive role in the nanshoku regardless of the age of his partner. Widespread tolerance, 

official and public alike, of such transgressions clearly marked social recognition of his 

otherness which was on the surface immediately identifiable by his overall appearance and, 

for reasons discussed in the following chapter, every single vocal utterance. 

Based on the above arguments, I conclude that onnagata is a gender category 

standing outside the Western male-female paradigm, constructed by and limited to the Edo-

period Japan. In fact, the onnagata gender can be viewed as being socially constructed on 

two different levels. First, its coming into existence had a purely political basis that led to the 

theatrical invention of a fictitious gender which symbolised some of the highest Japanese 

aesthetic ideals. These ideals were by no means new and were earlier embodied by the 

wakashu. With the latter’s disappearance from the public stage, the onnagata further 

developed these aesthetic principles through meticulous (gender) training. When onnagata 
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extended their training into daily life, they changed fiction into reality. This reality, however, 

was only a perfected materialisation of an age-old fantasy, for which reason I argue that an 

onnagata gender was imagined long before it actually appeared. In other words, the social 

construction of the onnagata gender preceded its materialisation, which explains why 

onnagata were so instantly embraced by their society. They became widely celebrated as a 

long-awaited fulfilment of a beautiful dream and continued to be so until this dream turned 

into a sour nightmare. This sudden change occurred with the arrival of the new 

“constructor” (Meiji period) who remodelled the landscape of sex, gender, and sexuality in 

such a way that there was no more room for the onnagata. The fact that onnagata gender 

roles managed to survive in kabuki theatre only confirms Judith Butler’s view that gender 

performance in the theatre and on the street are two very different things. The historical 

onnagata performed himself in both environments, through different gender acts, one of 

them being voice. Why his voice would have been perceived as neither male nor female but 

rather as that of an onnagata is what I shall discuss in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4 
 

The Human Voice and Its Variances 
 

Physiology and the Functioning of the Human Voice 
 

The human voice is a highly sophisticated instrument responsible for the generation of 

sound, primarily in the form of speech or singing. Commonly referred to as voice organ, it 

consists of a great number of bodily parts located inside the human body, which makes it 

invisible to the naked eye. Unlike man-made musical instruments, voice constantly changes 

(i.e., throughout human life) in shape and, consequently, quality of the sound produced. In 

principle it exists in two distinct forms determined by comparatively different proportions of 

male and female bodies, yet—as there are no two identical humans—there are no two 

matching voices. For all these reasons, voice is (still) rather difficult to study, particularly 

when it comes to making generic conclusions. However, despite some controversies, voice 

scientists for the most part agree on the workings of the vocal apparatus. In what follows, I 

will discuss only those aspects of the human voice that are crucial to understanding the 

differences between normally developed and/or trained voices and those of castrati and 

(Edo-period) onnagata, avoiding as much acoustic detail as possible. 

 The voice organ is composed of three units—the breathing apparatus, the vocal 

folds, and the vocal tract—each of which serves a purpose of its own. The breathing 

apparatus is positioned below the larynx and consists primarily of the lungs. Its main 

function is to produce a stream of air necessary for the vocal folds to vibrate. The vocal 

folds are a pair of tissue layers stretched horizontally across the larynx and function as the 

major source of sound which is generated through their vibration. They are comprised of a 

shorter and firmer cartilaginous portion and a longer and more pliable membranous part. It 

is the latter part of the vocal folds that vibrates. The vocal tract is the airway between the 

glottis (the airspace between the vocal folds) and the openings at the lips and nostrils. It 

consists, among other things, of the pharynx, tongue, palate, and lips, and functions as the 

primary resonator of the voice. Its movable parts, such as lips, tongue, and uvula, also 
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operate as articulators of speech sounds. Each of the units of the voice organ is directly 

involved in the formation of at least one of the three most noticeable acoustic qualities of 

the sound: intensity, heard as loudness; frequency, heard as pitch; and quality, heard as 

timbre. The loudness of the voice is primarily dependent on the subglottic air pressure which 

is directly related to the amount of air contained in the lungs. The pitch is primarily 

dependent on the tension of the vocal folds and on their size (length and thickness). The 

timbre is determined by the resonance frequencies of the vocal tract which vary with it shape 

and size. All three units of the voice organ can therefore vary in shape and/or tension, 

thereby allowing human beings to generate a great variety of sounds. However, the range of 

sounds one can produce depends not only on how the voice organ is used, or manipulated, 

but also on its physical characteristics. The size of different parts of the voice organ is in this 

respect of prime importance. Before turning to a discussion of one of the most salient 

features of the human voice, the registers, we should then first examine how are 

comparatively different proportions of male and female bodies related to the differences 

between male and female voices.1 

 In newborns, the length of the membranous (vibrating) portion of the vocal folds is 

1.3 to 2.0 mm. During the early childhood, the vocal folds grow equally in males and 

females,2 and measure between 7–8 mm before the onset of puberty.3 Approximately the 

same size of the vocal folds before puberty explains why it is almost impossible to 

distinguish between a voice of a boy and that of a girl. During puberty, vocal folds continue 

to grow and do so up to the age of 20,4 yet with a different intensity in males and females. 

When adulthood is reached, the length of the membranous potion of the vocal folds ranges 

from 8.0–11.5 in females and 12–16 in males.5 The voice pitch difference in adult males and 

females has therefore a biological basis and is directly related to the development of different 

sex hormones—androgens (the primary androgen being testosterone) in men and estrogens 

                                                 
1 Unless otherwise stated, the present section of this chapter, except the most general observations and 

deductions of my own, is based on Johan Sundberg, The Science of the Singing Voice (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 1987); and Ingo R. Titze, Principles of Voice Production (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
1994). 

2 Minoru, Shigejiro and Teruyuki, “Growth, Development,” 25. 
3 Peschel and Peschel, “Medicine and Music,” 26. 
4 Minoru, Shigejiro and Teruyuki, “Growth, Development,” 25. 
5 Peschel and Peschel, “Medicine and Music,” 26. Peschel and Peschel are the only authors I could find to 

mention the length of the vocal folds just before they start developing differently in males and females. I use 
their figures also for adult voices so as to preserve the proportions they indicate. Figures given by other authors 
differ slightly or even considerably from Peschel and Peschel’s, yet they reflect more or less the same male-
female ratio suggested by the figures used. These differences are, at least in some cases, probably related to the 
fact that some scholars do not specify whether they are referring to the entire length of the vocal folds or only 
to the length of their membranous part. One such example is Sundberg according to whom female and male 
vocal folds measure 9–13 mm and 15–20 mm, respectively. See Science of the Singing, 6. 
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in women. Hormonal imbalance or some other unusual physiological developments may, as 

one can imagine, lead to the undergrowth or overgrowth of the vocal folds. Only this would 

explain why some people of either sex have exceptionally high or low voices. 

 It is commonly held that the descended larynx played a crucial role in the 

development of the human speech. In comparison with most of other mammals, the 

position of larynx in humans is relatively low. The descent of larynx results in the longer 

vocal tract which enables humans to produce a wide variety of sounds. The larynx starts to 

descend at about three months of age and moves downwards the throat for three to four 

years. This process is independent of sex, meaning that all children’s voices are similarly 

timbered. At puberty, however, men experience another descent of the larynx which 

elongates the vocal tract, thereby making their voices sound different from women’s.6 The 

rapid growth of the larynx (visible as a more prominent Adam’s apple) coupled with the 

growing vocal folds and lower position of the larynx results in a temporary “voice break,” an 

event which females—due to a less dramatic development of the voice organ—do not 

experience. When males get accustomed to their noticeably enlarged larynxes, their voices in 

general markedly differ from females’, not only in pitch but also in timbre. As a resonator, 

then, vocal tract has a number of resonance frequencies, or resonances, also known as 

formant frequencies, or formants. Each sound produced by the vocal folds is formed of the 

fundamental frequency7 which determines the pitch, and the multiples of that frequency 

known as harmonic frequencies, or simply harmonics (octave, 5th, 4th, major 3th, etc., 

forming the harmonic series), which determine the timbre. When the sound produced by the 

vocal folds enters the vocal tract, some harmonics become stronger than others, depending 

on the resonances of the vocal tract. In other words, frequencies fitting the resonator better 

are radiated with higher amplitude than others. Darker vowels ([u], [o]) sound better at lower 

formant frequencies than brighter vowels ([a], [e], and [i]). Since a longer vocal tract 

produces lower formant frequencies, male voices generally sound darker than female. Vocal 

timbre is therefore primarily dependent on the length of the vocal tract. However, much of it 

is also determined by the resonator’s shape, which explains why two equally long vocal tracts 

do not produce two identical sounds. Through manipulation of the movable parts of the 

                                                 
6 Michael C. Corballis, From Hand to Mouth: The Origins of Language (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2002), 138–44. 
7 The fundamental frequency (F0) is the repetition rate, in cycles per second, or hertz (Hz), of the vibrating 

vocal folds, perceived as pitch. The F0 of a′ (A above middle C), for instance, is 440 Hz, meaning that the glottis 
opens and closes 440 times per second.  



 

 

81 

vocal tract, formants can be adjusted so as to produce sounds of different quality, even when 

they are same-pitched.8 

 The lungs, as already mentioned, are the most important part of the breathing 

apparatus. It should be noted, however, that inspiration and expiration are only possible with 

the help of the muscular system consisting of the intercostal muscles that join the ribs, the 

muscles in the abdominal wall, and the diaphragm. Since singing technique strongly depends 

on the ability to perfectly control the breathing, good command and physical development 

(through training) of these muscles are among primary concerns of any professional singer. 

The vital lung capacity in an adult male is approximately 5 litres and in an adult female 

around 4 litres. The vital capacity depends not only on sex, but also on age, body length, and 

other factors.9 

 These are, then, the most important physiological factors contributing to the basic 

differences between male and female voices. From what has been said so far, one could infer 

that male voices sound naturally louder than those of females, due to the greater lung 

capacity. However, the interrelationship between lung volume and loudness is not so simple. 

Subglottic pressure as the primary determinant of the voice loudness can be defined as a 

force (amount of air) applied on a surface (vocal folds). As long as the relationship between 

the force and the surface is preserved the subglottic pressure remains the same. Lower lung 

capacity therefore does not mean a lower maximum subglottic pressure, provided that the 

vocal folds are also relatively shorter. From this it follows that male and female voices can 

generally produce equally loud sounds. Rather than biology, it is the quality of voice 

production that determines the loudness of the sound. This brings us to the closely related 

issues of the vibration of the vocal folds and voice registers. 

 Modern voice science has established that there are two types of registers: the 

primary or natural registers and the secondary or acoustic registers. The secondary registers 

refer to deliberate adjustments of the vocal tract with the aim of controlling or changing the 

quality (timbre) of the sound. They are mainly exploited by professional singers or actors as a 

way of achieving a wider palette of tone colours. As such, they are one of the means of 

artistic expression and therefore very subjective. Primary registers, on the other hand, result 

from two distinct vibratory patterns of the vocal folds inherent in the human voice as such, 

for which reason they are much more important. A great number of terms have been used to 

                                                 
8 For more on the resonances of the vocal tract, see Sundberg, Science of the Singing, esp. 93–133. 
9 See ibid., 25–35. The vital lung capacity is the difference between the total lung volume (ca. 7 liters in adult 

males) and the residual volume, i.e., the amount of air that always remains in the lungs (ca. 2 liters in adult 
males).  
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refer to these two registers, the most common being “chest” and “falsetto” which I use 

throughout this study. By explaining the difference between the chest and falsetto registers I 

hope to throw light on one of the principle distinctions between male and female voices.10 

 The lower chest and the higher falsetto registers arise from different vibratory 

patterns of the vocal folds. Simply put, the two registers differ in the amount of vocal fold 

involvement. In the chest register, the main body (i.e., both lower and upper margins) of the 

vocal folds vibrates. As the pitch ascends, the vocal folds are lengthened, their tension 

increases, and their edges become thinner. In the pitch region between 300–400 Hz 

(approximately between d′ and g′)it becomes physically difficult to preserve the chest 

vibratory pattern and a completely different adjustment of the vocal folds occurs. This 

transition between the chest and falsetto registers is commonly referred to as the “register 

break” or “passaggio” and takes place within the same interval in both male and female 

voices. In the falsetto register, only the upper margins of the vocal folds vibrate, meaning 

that the closed quotient of the vocal folds is significantly lower than in the chest register. In 

the falsetto register, then, much more air passes through the glottis which results in a lower 

subglottic pressure which in turn decreases the loudness of phonation. Simultaneously, the 

harmonics (high-frequency components of the sound) become much weaker which 

significantly reduces the perceived quality (timbre) of the sound. These two negative effects, 

however, are much more noticeable in male than female voices. Firstly, the transition 

between chest and falsetto register occurs in a relatively high part of the male vocal range 

where the tension of the vocal folds is much greater than in female voices. This makes the 

adjustment from one vibratory pattern to another more radical and therefore easier to 

perceive. Secondly, as we have seen, male vocal folds are generally longer than female, 

meaning that in the falsetto register more air escapes through the male glottis than through 

the female one which makes the voice sound noticeably breathier. For these reasons, the 

discontinuity between the chest and falsetto registers is considered tolerable in professional 

female singers (i.e., those trained in the Western classical tradition), particularly after being 

masked through vocal training, whereas the use of the lighter falsetto register by men is not 

deemed acceptable, except when the score specifically demands it. Professional male singers 

of all voice types (basses, baritones, and tenors, who all have to sing tones above the register 

break, most frequently, of course, tenors) overcome this problem by extending the chest 

register to the highest parts of their vocal ranges—a skill obtainable only through extensive 

                                                 
10  The following discussion of voice registers is based on Donald Gray Miller, “Registers in Singing: 

Empirical and Systematic Studies in the Theory of the Singing Voice” (PhD diss., University of Groningen, 
2000). 
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vocal training. Countertenors, on the other hand, strive for the opposite effect, namely to 

extend the falsetto register below the register break, i.e., into the region where they would 

usually phonate in the chest register. Moreover, they also have to work extremely hard to 

achieve as great glottal closure as possible. Only this way they can nullify or at least mitigate 

two major weaknesses of the falsetto register: relatively lower loudness and richness of 

sound, as well as diminished length of breath capacity (due to greater air consumption) 

which is essential for singing long phrases. While professional male singers can (and have to) 

solve the register problem by vocal technique, (untrained) speakers usually do not even face 

it as male speech is generally restricted to the vocal range below the register break. If a man, 

as I argued in Chapter 1, speaks in the falsetto register, he—in pitch as well as in a noticeable 

change of timbre and loudness—enters the “vocal domain” of women which may be (and 

usually is) interpreted as a violation of the still predominant gender codes pertaining to the 

male-female binary. A similar observation was made by Donald Gray Miller, according to 

whom “the intrusion of falsetto into the identity presented by the male chest voice has an 

especially disturbing effect as a threat to the maleness of the voice.”11 

 Having outlined the principles of voice production, the structure of the human voice, 

as well as the physiologically determined differences between male and female voices, all that 

remains to be done is to relate the conclusions made or implied to the castrato and onnagata 

voices. 

 

 

The Castrato Voice 

 

When discussing the legendary qualities of the castrato singing voice, one should always keep 

in mind that castration itself was nothing more than a prerequisite for what was hoped to 

become the end result. The castrato’s vocal abilities—equally praised as his physiologically 

determined vocal qualities—primarily depended on his training which was probably longer 

and more intensive than that of any other group of singers before, during, or after his era. A 

two-fold approach is needed, then. Since operation preceded training, we should first have a 

look at how castration may have influenced the development of the castrato’s voice organ. 

 The most obvious effect of castration with regard to the voice was lack of the 

development of the vocal folds that usually takes place during puberty. As mentioned above, 

                                                 
11 Miller, “Registers in Singing,” 209. 
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the production of testosterone in males almost doubles the length of their vocal folds by the 

time they reach adulthood. This process was prevented by the operation, resulting in 

significantly shorter vocal folds. While the figures given by Peschel and Peschel suggest that 

the length of the castrato’s vocal folds never exceeded that of a woman, historical evidence 

indicates that this may not have been the case. As it is well known, there were soprano and 

alto castrati, meaning that their vocal ranges differed.12 Probably the most extreme example 

is arguably the most famous castrato ever, the Italian soprano castrato Carlo Broschi (1705–

1782), better known by his stage name Farinelli, who is reported to have had a vocal range 

from c to d′′′, i.e., over three octaves, which is extremely rare. Other well known castrati are 

reported to have sung between these two limits.13 Since the bottom part of the vocal range is 

physiologically much more strongly determined than the upper part which can be extended 

through training, the only thing one can say with a decent degree of certainty is that the 

average length of the castrati’s vocal folds was similar to that of females, perhaps even 

greater.14 From this it follows that the castrato voice was similarly pitched as a female voice, 

both in speech and singing, though castrati seem to have had a greater vocal range. 

 If the length of castrati’s vocal folds vocally clearly separated them from non-

castrated men, this physiological detail does not help account for how their voices would 

have differed from those of women. As a rule, scholars see this dissimilarity in the distinct 

vocal timbre. They compare the castrato’s voice to that of a boy, describe it as being 

different from that of a woman, boy, or any other singer, or attach to it specific qualities, 

such as clarity, limpidity, sweetness, brilliance, or purity.15  These descriptions find some 

support in historical reports describing the voices of castrati as sweet, tender, divine, angelic, 

                                                 
12 It should be noted that different voice types are not determined only by the vocal range but also by other 

vocal qualities, such us loudness and vocal timbre. 
13 See Barbier, World of the Castrati, 93. 
14 An even more radical conclusion, at least in comparison to the commonly held opinion that vocal folds of 

the castrato were either shorter or of the same length as those of a female, was made by Barbier who asserts 
that “the castrato’s vocal cords, as a rule [were] shorter than those of a normal man but longer than those of a 
woman, and above all more muscular […].” Ibid., 92. The main problem of Barbier’s otherwise very 
informative and well-written book is that it is supported by little documentary evidence. However, this is 
characteristic of most of the scholarly literature on castrati, particularly when physiological issues are being 
discussed. The reason for this is obvious: castrato singers are extinct, which is why even researchers working in 
the natural sciences can make very few solid conclusions. Most of our knowledge on the castrato’s body and 
voice is therefore nothing more than a number of speculations based on our medical understanding of the 
human body or empirical results obtained through experiments made on castrated animals. It should be noted 
that Barbier’s list of references is considerable, also with regard to primary sources, including archival materials, 
which is why I, for the most part at least, consider his book a reliable and valuable source of information on 
castrati. 

15 See, for instance, ibid., 17, 92; Keyser, “Cross-Sexual Casting,” 49; Rosselli, “Castrato,” par. 3; James A. 
Stark, Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 197–202; and Kurt R. 
Pietschmann, “Händels ‘Kastrat’ heute: Zur Problematik des Besetzungspraxis bei Händel,” Opernwelt 9 (1986): 
9, quoted in Dame, “Unveiled Voices,” 143. 
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celestial, etc.16 Even though such adjectives could be, at least in principle, ascribed to almost 

any type of the human voice, they—for reasons discussed in chapter 2—seem particularly 

appropriate for castrati, as they associate them with otherworldliness (divine, angelic, 

celestial) as well as with the qualities which may be considered characteristic of children, and 

hence also of boys (sweet, tender). Charles de Brosses (1709–1777), a French nobleman and 

writer, was more explicit when he wrote that “when you meet them [castrati] in a gathering 

you are completely taken aback on hearing these colossal men speak with a tiny childlike 

voice.”17 Though this account is more than only suggestive, we should have a look at how 

the castrato’s supposed vocal otherness may have been related to his unusually developed 

body. 

As established above, the vocal timbre is largely dependent on the length and shape 

of the vocal tract. While it is easy to imagine that due to the absence of androgen hormones 

the castrato did not experience the second descent of the larynx which typically occurs in 

men during puberty, it is more difficult to explain why his vocal timbre would distinctly 

differ from that of a woman. Barbier’s argument that “even a girl experiences a minor 

change in her voice with a very slight downward movement of her larynx which affects her 

timbre”18 would entirely solve the puzzle. This would mean that the castrato’s larynx was 

positioned relatively higher in the throat, thus remaining closer to the resonance cavities 

which would have made his voice sound brighter. The problem is that Barbier provides no 

evidence for his claim and my own attempts to find it were fruitless. However, I also found 

no medical or other scientific work explicitly contradicting his assertion, for which reason I 

consider it an interesting speculation that could use further investigation. The castrato’s 

distinct timbre, if there was one, may also have been conditioned by the size of his head or 

neck. As already mentioned in the second chapter, testosterone contributes to a timely 

closure of the epiphysis and thus prevents excessive body growth. Conversely, lack of this 

hormone leads to a late epiphyseal closure which explains why many castrati had unusually 

long limbs and grew very tall. The above quoted account by de Brosses confirms these 

frequently mentioned bodily developments which were exaggeratedly depicted by many 

contemporary caricaturists.19 How castration would have affected the size of the castrato’s 

head or neck does not seem to be completely clear. Nonetheless, late closure of the epiphysis 

                                                 
16 See Barbier, World of the Castrati, 17, 20, 90; Freitas, “Eroticism of Emasculation,” 238–39; and Jenkins, 

“Voice of the Castrato,” 1879. 
17 Charles de Brosses, Lettres familières écrites d’Italie en 1739 et 1740 (Paris: Librairie académique, 1869), 2:318, 

quoted in Barbier, World of the Castrati, 14. 
18 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 16. 
19  For a few of such caricatures, see Freitas, “Eroticism of Emasculation,” 220; Peschel and Peschel, 

“Medicine and Music,” 28–29; and Heriot, Castrati in Opera, picture sections. 



 

 

86 

definitely played no role as there are no long bones in the human skull and hence no 

epiphyses. Many of the caricatures just mentioned indicate that castrati had noticeably 

smaller heads than ordinary people, while some of them show them as being rather large.20 

This led some scholars to suggest that castrati had either boyishly small heads21 or large 

heads and short thick necks22. Again, none of these portrayals or opinions can be interpreted 

as conclusive evidence. However, any of the suggested developments would have had 

consequences for the castrato’s vocal timbre. Since a relatively small head would probably 

result in a slightly shorter vocal tract, this theory seems much more likely for it is in harmony 

with textual descriptions of castrati’s voices. 

Last but not least, the few recordings made by Alessandro Moreschi in 1902 and 

1904 are the only relics of the castrato voice. Made in the infancy of sound recording, they 

are flawed technically, but still provide clear testimony to the quality of Moreschi’s voice, 

sounding naïve yet mature, powerful yet delicate, neither male, female nor that of a boy, in 

one word—unmistakable.23 Together with other pieces of evidence, though inconclusive, it 

indicates that the castrato voice may have indeed been distinctly timbered. This would mean 

that every word uttered or note sung by a castrato reflected his vocal (and bodily) otherness 

that clearly separated him from ordinary people—one of the central arguments of this study. 

Unlike their vocal timbre, castrati’s legendary breath capacity may easily appear to 

have been grounded in their physical nature. As Barbier succinctly put it, “castration led to a 

major development of the rib-cage which tended to expand slightly into a rounder shape.”24 

Enlargement of the chest, however, would have, as one can imagine, become prominent only 

after the age when its growth normally stops. Rather than the actual size, it was more its 

elasticity during the period of intensive vocal training that enabled castrati to develop an 

above-average breath capacity. 

According to Barbier, “the operation was never performed before the age of seven 

and rarely after twelve. It was essential for it to be carried out before the glandular function 

of the testicles had begun, so most boys were castrated between the ages of eight and ten.”25 

Castrati started, then, with vocal training very early in their youth and worked through an 

intensive programme of daily study for six to ten years. Much focus was put on breathing 

                                                 
20  See Sundberg, Trovén, and Richter, “Sopranos with a Singer’s Formant,” 2; Heriot, Castrati in Opera, 

picture sections. 
21 Freitas, “Eroticism of Emasculation,” 219. 
22 Sundberg, Trovén, and Richter, “Sopranos with a Singer’s Formant,” 2. 
23  For complete recordings of Moreschi, see Alessandro Moreschi, The Last Castrato: Complete Vatican 

Recordings, Opal CD 9823. 
24 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 16. 
25 Barbier, World of the Castrati, 12. 
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which served as a means of acquiring unparalleled skills in florid singing.26 But perhaps even 

more importantly, intensive work on breathing during the time when their rib-cages were still 

growing and thus very flexible enabled them to maximally increase their lung volumes. Other 

singers who started taking voice lessons much later, presumably at approximately the same 

age (ca. 18 years) as singers do today or slightly sooner, did not have the access to this 

privilege as their bodies, including the ribs, were at the beginning of their vocal studies 

almost fully developed. Early-started, long-lasting, and intensive training accounts for two of 

the most celebrated qualities of castrato singers. Vast breath capacity and short vocal folds 

did during their singing translate into a huge force pressing on a small surface which created 

a great subglottic pressure. Skilled singers are also able to achieve an exceptionally great 

glottal closure, meaning that even less air passes through the vocal folds which in turn results 

in an additional increase in subglottic pressure. All in all, great subglottic pressure explains 

the enormous power, or loudness, of the castrato voice, while relatively greater lung volume 

coupled with low air consumption accounts for the extraordinary breath capacity, the most 

extreme example, again, being Farinelli who could, according to reports, sing for an entire 

minute without taking a breath.27 

Although a detailed discussion of the castrato’s vocal technique is beyond the scope 

of this study, one thing should be touched upon. As we have seen, in normal voices the 

transition between the chest and falsetto registers occurs somewhere in the interval from d′ 

to g′. By contrast, castrati seem to have experienced a register break much higher, at least 

according to two vocal authorities of the eighteenth century, Italian castrati and voice 

teachers Pier Francesco Tosi (1654–1732) and Giovanni Battista Mancini (1714–1800). In 

their invaluable treatises on singing (Tosi’s Opinioni de’ cantori antichi e moderni, 1723; and 

Mancini’s Pensieri, e riflessioni pratiche sopra il canto figurato, 1774; rev. 1777), Tosi and Mancini 

point out how difficult yet crucial it is to “unite”, as they put it, the chest and falsetto 

registers so as to eliminate the typically perceivable differences between the tones produced 

in the two registers. More importantly, they both assert that the register break in the castrato 

voice occurred between the pitches c′′ and d′′, thus at least a fourth above the normal point 

of register transition.28 Although there is no explanation of why there would have been a 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 53. 
27 Ibid., 95. 
28  See Pier Francesco Tosi and Johann Friedrich Agricola, Introduction to the Art of Singing, trans. and ed. 

Julianne C. Baird, Cambridge Musical Texts and Monographs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 
67–68, originally published as Anleitung zur Singkunst: aus dem italiänischen des Herrn Peter Franz Tosi: mit 
Erläuterungen und Zusätzen von Johann Friedrich Agricola (Berlin, 1757); and Giambattista Mancini, Practical Reflections 
on Figured Singing, trans. and ed. Edward Foreman, Masterworks on Singing 7 (Champaign, IL: Pro Musica, 
1967), 20–21, originally published as Pensieri e riflessioni pratiche sopra il canto figurato (Vienna, 1774; rev. ed. 1777). 
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difference in the register break between castrato and normal voices, there also is no prima 

facie reason to doubt Tosi’s and Mancini’s veracity. This unique feature of the castrato voice 

means that they could “naturally” sing in the chest register in a considerably larger part of 

the vocal range than female singers which would have added even more power and rich 

timbre to their sound. Indeed, this would have had no perceivable consequences for the 

castrato’s speaking voice (as it is very unlikely that they spoke so high), but, as I hope to have 

demonstrated, its otherness was determined otherwise.  

 

 

The Onnagata Voice 

 

Physiologically speaking, there is nothing unusual about the onnagata voice, or better, voice 

organ, for onnagata have always been “complete” men having a normal male voice. 

Anything that an onnagata does with his voice and may be considered unusual is done 

intentionally, a performance, a more comprehensive exploitation of his male voice. Even 

though there are no controversies about the onnagata voice, it does indeed call for analytical 

attention—something which Western kabuki scholarship has not yet fully accomplished, at 

least not with respect to minute detail. Voice analysis, it must be said, is, for reasons 

mentioned at the outset of this chapter, indeed something much more difficult than, say, 

movement analysis in which kabuki scholars have showed great interest that found its 

materialisation in a number of publications. But the privilege of having the ability to see, hear, 

and interview onnagata—something of which those interested in the castrato voice can only 

dream about—does not seem to have yet been fully exploited. The difficulties posed by (the 

Japanese) language could indeed have a discouraging effect, yet this does not seem to have 

been the case as nearly all kabuki scholars appear to master Japanese. Regardless, scholarship 

has not been silent on the onnagata voice; in fact, some of the passages I managed to find 

are much more than only passing remarks. The following selection of quotations is made up 

of the most informative ones that shall serve as a basis for some of my conclusions. 

 The first four quotations I cite are interesting because they include references to the 

falsetto register. Adeline Hirschfeld-Medalia writes:  

 
In kabuki, even though females are portrayed with a far greater latitude of 
self-expression than the traditionally restrained ideal for Japanese women, 
onnagata acting nonetheless remains in sharp contrast to the vocal and 
physical flamboyance expected from medium- and heavy-voiced male 
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characters. The onnagata does not attempt an exact imitation of the female 
voice; rather, an impression of femininity is created by typically feminine 
intonation patterns along with a shifting between falsetto and the natural 
speaking register. The amount of falsetto is varied to create age distinctions, 
relatively less for a middle-aged voice and perhaps none at all for an old 
woman.29 

 

Three other authors share the view that the onnagata voice differs from the usual falsetto 

sound. According to Kawatake Toshio, “an [onnagata] actor must conjure up the beauty of a 

woman but with the body and voice of an adult male. Of course, a certain effort is made to 

achieve a woman-like voice production and intonation, but the result differs from a falsetto 

voice or the sound of a boy soprano.”30 In Donald Keene’s words, “his [the onnagata’s] 

voice […] is an onnagata voice, not a falsetto that might be mistaken for the voice of a real 

woman,”31 while Laurence Senelick describes the sound as being “‘most exceeding small’, a 

high-pitched quasi-falsetto, something from another world, akin to the unearthly tones of a 

Papal castrato.”32  

The next two authors I quote discuss the voice in kabuki in general rather than only 

that of the onnagata. Their contributions are invaluable in that they speak of different 

aspects of vocal production in considerable detail. In his introduction to translations of five 

kabuki plays, James R. Brandon writes: 

 
The kabuki actor brings to a play three abilities, indicated by the old saying, 
‘first, voice; second, movement; third, physical attractiveness.’ It is not 
strange that the skill most prized in the actor is elocution. Many writing 
techniques make extraordinary demands upon the actor’s voice. 
Unfortunately vocal techniques cannot be very satisfactorily described in 
words, but some important ones used by the actor are indicated in these 
translations. One is ippon chōshi, ‘continuous pattern.’ Primarily an aragoto 
[wild acting style] technique, it is used to build a major speech to a furious 
climax. […] Words are delivered at machine-gun speed, without a break and 
without major inflection. […] Ippon chōshi requires breath control beyond 
the ability of all but the finest actors. Another technique, borrowed from the 
puppet theater, is called nori, or ‘riding’ the rhythm of the shamisen [plucked 
three-string instrument]. It is used for brief passages […], [in which] the actor 
imitates the jōjuri [chanted drama of the puppet theatre] chanter, speaking in 
regular, metronomelike rhythm, each syllable timed to a chord of shamisen 
music. Last is the vocal technique used by actors when delivering sections of 
shichigochō [Japanese poetic form of alternating phrases of seven and of five 

                                                 
29 Hirschfeld-Medalia, “Voice in Wayang,” 221. 
30 Kawatake, Kabuki: Baroque Fusion, 160 (author’s italics). 
31 Keene, “The Onnagata and Kabuki,” 293 (author’s italics). 
32 Senelick, Changing Room, 88. 
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syllables] dialogue. The voice follows a cadenced pattern, gently rising and 
falling within each seven or five syllables phrase. The superior actor avoids 
making either rhythm or melody too obvious. He suffuses his lines with 
emotional warmth, purposely introducing small variations of rhythm and 
inflection.33 

 

Leonard Cabell Pronko’s observations are particularly informative with respect to the role of 

the voice in kabuki as well as with regard to the actual production of vocal sounds: 

 
In Kabuki we often forget the words and their meaning, and are suddenly 
aware that the voice, as an instrument, has an artistic function in the theater. 
Indeed, the actor’s vocal range is so enormous, the emotional colorings so 
intense, that all reactions are heightened. […] The Kabuki character’s way of 
talking tells us something about him. The young romantic lad speaks in a high 
voice, the rough warrior in a deep gruff voice, the princess in a fluty white 
falsetto, and the matron in a combination of falsetto and chest tones, 
breaking through with a kind of glottal stop that Michener compared with the 
grating of rusty hinges. Each of these voices, in addition to conveying the 
emotion that one has learned to associate with the tone, gives a distinct 
aesthetic pleasure, much as certain tones of an opera singer’s voice may give 
us a kind of sensual thrill—a physical rather than an intellectual reaction, I 
believe. But no role is restricted to a single vocal register, and the Kabuki 
actor uses a striking variety in any given role. Unlike the Western actor, 
whose vocal range may cover three or four notes in a representational 
performance, the Kabuki actor sometimes covers two octaves or more, 
ranging from deep grunts to high falsetto tones. Such a range contains a vast 
variety of emotional expressiveness, again in a nonimitative manner. The 
hollow, drawn-out laughter of women, the whining stylization of weeping, 
the dark rasping sounds at the back of the throat which suggests intense 
anger, the deep earthquaking cough of a hero, the immense laugh rising from 
the entrails and continuing through howls into a variety of gurgles—all are 
Kabuki transpositions of everyday reality into a theatrical key, a key that is 
aesthetically pleasing because we are aware of the artist as virtuoso, yet 
moving because the gigantic exaggeration is firmly rooted in reality.34 

 

The last scholar I quote is Katherine Mezur who also makes some useful observations: 

 
An onnagata’s voice is critiqued, very much like a musical instrument, in 
terms of pitch, nasality, tone, and clarity in pronunciation. There seems to be 
a range of pitch and styles for each roles type. Kabuki actors communicate 
with a choreography of gesture that enacts the words or subtly underscores 
their meaning. Generally, each onnagata has his own vocal characteristics, 

                                                 
33 James R. Brandon, trans., Kabuki: Five Classic Plays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), 41–

42 (author’s italics). 
34 Pronko, Theater East and West, 149–150. 
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which he tunes to the role type and the emotional coloring of the dialogue. 
To a certain degree, contemporary onnagata inscribe gender into their voices 
according to role types. But even then, the vocal characteristics are highly 
individual even if the onnagata is imitating an older famous onnagata’s style 
for a certain role.35 

 

The above quotations should help someone who has never seen a kabuki 

performance to create his/her own image of a vast variety of vocal sounds produced by 

kabuki actors. Clearly, voice is one of the most prominent means of artistic expression in 

kabuki, according to Brandon the most important one. The role of voice extends far beyond 

communication of the text, the meaning of every single word. Its enormous semantic power 

lies in the ability to reflect the physical and psychological nature, age, status, as well as 

occupation of the character. In this regard, it can be more meaningful than any visual aspect 

of a performance—costumes, scenery, props, lighting, movements, even the actor’s body. 

Also, and very importantly, voice serves as a means of expressing the characters’ emotions 

which are meant to imbue the audience with aesthetic pleasure. Unlike in most other known 

theatrical forms, voice in kabuki is exploited to nearly the highest possible degree in all its 

features—pitch, range, intonation, pronunciation, registers, loudness, and timbre. Though 

kabuki drama is based upon speech, the actors’ vocal skills are comparable to those of the 

best-trained singers or even better. In short, voice is one of the principal mediums of the 

kabuki performance.  

As scholarship claims, there are a number of vocal techniques and patterns 

functioning as conventions specific to certain plays, role types, or individual roles. It seems 

that there exists a highly developed and well-established system of codes of vocal production 

a considerable part of which is as old as a given play itself. Although, as mentioned in the 

previous chapter, many kabuki kata (stylised forms) have undergone changes over the past 

few centuries, particularly after the Meiji Restoration, it appears that a great part of them has 

been preserved to the present day. I dare propose that vocal kata have in essence remained 

largely untouched, more than any others, as they must have been found the least disturbing 

by the creators of the post-Edo-period social, cultural, and political climate of Japan. 

Eroticism and gender ambiguity conveyed through the visible parts of the human body were 

probably seen as much more threatening to rigid gender codes as they could be easily 

imitated in everyday life by any theatregoer. Highly sophisticated and stylised ways of using 

the voice, on the other hand, were, I believe, viewed as much less likely to be copied on the 

                                                 
35 Mezur, Beautiful Boys, 194. 
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street for much more skill, effort, and resources would have been necessary for that to 

happen. This suggests that everything Western scholarship has stated so far on the voice in 

kabuki in general and the onnagata voice in particular can be taken as good evidence of how 

the voice was used in kabuki throughout its entire history. In other words, analyses of 

contemporary onnagata’s ways of using the voice are not flawed evidence, or very little so. 

The conclusions I am about to make are based on this premise. 

My personal kabuki experience is limited to two DVD recordings made in 2004 and 

2007 respectively36  and several short video clips available on the internet. Even though 

performances of parts of two historical kabuki plays and short extracts do not demonstrate 

the entire palette of vocal sounds that kabuki tradition encompasses, they offer good 

provisional insight into the treasure of conventionalised vocal patterns characteristic of the 

kabuki theatre. The impression I got through watching the recordings is in great agreement 

with the descriptions given by scholars quoted above. To focus on the features of the 

onnagata voice most relevant for this study, i.e., those that make it sound different from any 

voice used in daily life in Europe, Japan, or, presumably, any other place on earth, kabuki 

actors, regardless of the gender of the role they play, all speak in a wide vocal range using 

both chest and falsetto registers. The extent to which they use one or the other register 

varies from role type to role type, from role to role. In this respect, the falsetto register is not 

exclusive to the onnagata. Although some scholars argue that the falsetto sound of the 

onnagata is different from the usual falsetto sound, it must be made clear that the onnagata’s 

and other kabuki actors’ falsetto is in terms of the vibratory pattern of the vocal folds a 

normal falsetto register, i.e., defined by a relatively low glottal closure, thus resulting in a 

more breathy sound easily distinguishable from a female voice. As to the actual sound of the 

onnagata’s falsetto, it could be said that it does indeed sound somewhat different to normal 

falsetto, yet this is due to other features of the voice, or better, speech—intonation, vocal 

range, rhythm or tempo, and, I presume, pronunciation and accentuation. The onnagata’s 

and tachiyaku’s voices are as a rule easy to distinguish, even when they both use the falsetto 

register or speak in the same range. While the tachiyaku’s speech is generally loud, energetic, 

powerful, fast, vocally more pushed, or at least more confident, the onnagata tends to speak 

in a very tender, shy, fragile, soft, or polite manner.  

Very typical of the onnagata’s speech seems to be the frequent use of great intervals, 

octaves being most common. Interestingly, onnagata often extend the falsetto register way 

                                                 
36 The Best Selection of Kabuki: Yoshitsune Senbon Zakura [Yoshitsune and the Thousand Cherry Trees], DVD (NHK, 

2004); and Gion Sairei Shinkoki—Kinkakuji [Kinkakuji—‘The Temple of the Golden Pavilion’], DVD (NHK, 2007). 
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below the point of the register break, yet this stay within the same register does not seem to 

be aimed at preserving the quality of the sound. On the contrary, they make the bottom note 

of the interval sound more different in quality from the top one than one would expect it to 

be. When they switch between the chest and falsetto registers, they also do not make any 

obvious effort to “unite” them. Oftentimes onnagata seem to be trying to make the voice 

sound as if it would break, similarly as it does in boys during puberty when their larynxes and 

vocal folds rapidly grow. Could this be an allusion to the adolescent wakashu, or bishōnen, on 

which much of the eroticism and aesthetic of the onnagata was (and still is) based? It is mere 

speculation not even hinted at in the Western literature on kabuki, yet one that would 

undoubtedly deserve further investigation. 

How the Edo-period onnagata spoke in their daily lives is something we will 

probably never know exactly, unless there are some sources making specific references to it. 

Nonetheless, it is easy to imagine that they primarily used the falsetto register in speech and 

hence also a relatively high pitch range. While it is not so likely that they adopted the entire 

repertoire of vocal patterns used in the theatre, some of these patterns may have found the 

way into their offstage lives. It would be unsurprising if their daily vocabulary would have 

included some catchy phrases from the most popular kabuki plays. This would certainly have 

had positive effects on their image in public, popularity of kabuki as a form of entertainment, 

and in the eyes of their admirers further link them to the characters from kabuki plays, thus 

blurring the boundaries between fiction and reality. For all these and other reasons discussed 

in the present and previous chapters, it is easy to conclude that those Edo-period onnagata 

who lived as an onnagata were (also) vocally a “species” of their own, and perceived as such. 
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Conclusion 
 

Operatic castrati and Edo-period onnagata were first and foremost performers of 

protagonist roles in Italian baroque opera and Japanese kabuki theatre respectively. As such, 

they had an important influence on the development of two traditional art forms that 

continue to enjoy great popularity in Europe, Japan, and many other parts of the world. 

Castrati demonstrated a virtuosity in singing technique which is reflected in compositional 

style, the florid arias being unparalleled in their technical demands. Thus it is of utmost 

interest from a musicological perspective to study the world of the castrati, as it reveals an 

entire subsection of musical development that went hand in hand with the development and 

refinement of the castrato singing technique, and yet further into the realm of opera in 

general, which resonates through the history of opera from that point onwards. Likewise the 

art of the onnagata was to quintessentially shape the mature form of kabuki, rising from 

simple beginnings to a highly stylised performance art. Again, the resonances that echo 

through the history of the Edo-period onnagata performance up until modern days make it 

invaluable for kabuki scholars. Beyond the theatrical phenomena which are worthy of deep 

scholarship in themselves, there is also a fascinating sociocultural component, and it is with 

this aspect in mind that I have conducted my research. Castrati and onnagata were distinct 

members of their societies, partly because of their status comparable to that of present-day 

Hollywood stars, but perhaps even more so because of their particular appearance, 

behaviour, and voice quality. As paradigmatic examples of gender ambiguity, they provided 

me with two ideal contexts for my investigation of the interconnection between voice and 

gender. 

 With the help of the concept of performativity I established that voice plays an 

important role in the construction of gender. Gender is a set of expectations operating as 

norms imposed by a given culture upon the human body. In our modern Western society, 

two such sets of norms exist, one being reserved for men, the other for women. These two 

sets of norms are contained in the still predominant male-female gender polarity. The norms 

dictate how people should “use” their bodies, which naturally includes the voice. However, 
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these boundaries can neither as separate entities nor in combination with one another 

encompass all the many possibilities within the context of body manipulation. The 

limitations of these narrow boundaries highlight the need for a more flexible interpretation 

of gender. In an endeavour to find such flexibility, I have (re)defined gender as a temporarily 

fixed set of culturally specific meanings conveyed through gender acts continuously and 

consistently performed by a group of people who may but do not have to share the same 

biological sex, and perceived by a socially significant number of people. By gender acts I 

mean all the bodily acts that can be, at least to some degree, manipulated, which includes the 

voice. Through every vocal utterance, we perform and simulaneously express ourselves as 

either male or female. As long as the voice conforms to the traditional cultural conceits, 

primarily in pitch and voice register, there is no challenge to the male-female dichotomy. 

However, the moment the voice is perceived to transgress the gender codes, confusion arises 

as to how to categorise the speaker’s gender. Consequently, a new undefined gender is 

created according to the above definition. This helped me establish that voice not only 

reflects gender, but also participates in its production. Gender, then, is performative for the 

very reason that it is the result of the act of doing, whilst its expression is little more than a 

consequence. 

 The castrato and Edo-period onnagata were specific to two pre-modern patriarchal 

societies whose conceptions of sex, gender, sexuality, and the human body strikingly differed 

from our modern ones. In early modern Europe and Japan, it was believed that men were 

physically superior to women and this sexual hierarchy was to an important degree the 

foundation of the social hierarchy. Indeed, there is an important difference between the 

onnagata and castrato: the former was a complete man whereas the latter was not, primarily 

because he could not procreate. However, this very fact also had an important advantage: 

absence of the danger of conceiving unwanted offspring would have removed the one and 

only break on unfettered sexuality, hence the view of the castrato as a sexual machine where 

the female partner would not have to worry about the consequences—a privilege otherwise 

inconceivable in a world without contraception. Members of early modern Europe and Edo-

period Japan, male and female alike, were erotically or aesthetically fascinated by the bodies 

of adolescent boys and the castrato and onnagata came very close to this ideal. The castrato’s 

particular bodily condition was determined by the operation performed on his testicles 

before the onset of puberty, while the onnagata achieved an androgynous appearance 

through manipulation of his intact male body. Castrati’s and onnagata’s otherness was 

unmistakable, both in terms of overall appearance as well as their social status. The means of 
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attaining their otherness was indeed very different, but the end result was practically the 

same. Their extraordinary artistic skills obtained through an early-started, intensive and long-

lasting training were highly admired and made them (inter)national stars but the status which 

they enjoyed in the public eye was in great dissonance with their official social position. In 

this respect, operatic castrati and Edo-period onnagata were highly controversial figures. On 

the one hand they were seen as a supernatural embodiment of a widely-held ideal of 

eroticism and beauty and were praised for their unsurpassable artistic skills. On the other 

hand they were second-class citizens prohibited to marry (castrati) or considered outcasts 

(onnagata). They were products of two specific social environments, created to fill the 

vacuum left by the sudden absence of women from the public stage. These environments 

concurrently fully embraced them and shunned them if tastes dictated. Ultimately however, 

they were happily tolerated despite official objections. They met all the gender requirements 

as defined earlier, with one exception: the castrato and onnagata genders were restricted to 

the male body. Such biologically deterministic reasoning may be in contradiction with 

postmodern feminist thought, but clearly castrati and onnagata had to be male due to the 

fact that women were politically forced away from performing arts. Had women been 

allowed to continue in the world of theatre, it is highly plausible that traditions of operatic 

castrati and onnagata would have been greatly reduced or even non-existent. 

 As castrati and onnagata are two paradigmatic examples of what is sometimes called 

“third” gender, so do they clearly demonstrate what the human voice is capable of. If the 

high pitch and unusual timbre of the castrato voice were intrinsic in his body, his seemingly 

unlimited vocal range, unsurpassable skills in ornamentation, and extraordinary breath 

capacity were all results of a long and intensive training. Despite the fact that kabuki drama is 

spoken rather than sung, the Edo-period onnagata exploited his voice to nearly the highest 

possible degree in all its features—pitch, range, intonation, pronunciation, registers, loudness, 

and timbre. In this respect, both castrati and onnagata were virtuosi, although it is useful to 

remember that the castrato’s voice was the primary means of expression in performance, 

whereas in kabuki, acting, dance and voice play(ed) equal roles. Beyond the theatre, their 

voices still differed from those of ordinary people; the castrato’s voice remaining in its 

“otherness” in terms of pitch and timbre, the onnagata’s voice retaining elements of theatre 

in his everyday speech, through the use of a highly stylised falsetto sound.  

How did the singing/speaking voice of the operatic castrato and Edo-period 

onnagata affect people’s perceptions of their gender as being ambiguous both in and outside 

the theatre? To answer my central research question, the solution reveals itself to be evident: 
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with every single vocal utterance on or offstage, the castrato and onnagata performed and 

simultaneously expressed their gender otherness which was perceived by anyone who came 

into contact with them. In fact, I believe that there was no question of ambiguity regarding 

gender. Many and various elements that contributed to the overall social perceptions of the 

castrato and onnagata clearly pointed towards a separate social group with specific roles, 

behaviour, and lifestyle. The castrato and onnagata genders were grounded in various gender 

acts, yet the performative force of the voice was more powerful than that of any other, both 

in and outside the theatre. 

By applying modern theories and concepts to the knowledge collated thus far by 

scholars from various academic disciplines, I have managed to conceptualise the operatic 

castrato and Edo-period onnagata as two distinct gender categories, placing emphasis on the 

role of the voice. If we really want to fully comprehend the manner in which their voices 

were perceived by their contemporaries however, we must visit the primary sources to 

discover the kinds of adjectives that were attributed to their voices. Were they compared to 

female voices, those of adolescents, were they simply described as voice type, i.e., castrato 

and onnagata, or were they depicted as otherworldly, angelic, supernatural, or even 

something completely different? The exploration of these texts will open the door to further 

avenues of scholarship, bringing us yet closer to the intriguing link between gender and voice. 
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Glossary of Japanese Terms 
 

akuba 悪婆 evil female role 

bakufu 幕府 Tokugawa governing body 

baba 婆 old woman, grandmother role 

bishōnen  美少年 beautiful boy or youth 

chigo 稚児 boy acolyte 

hanamichi 花道 lit. flower path; raised passageway from the back 

of the auditorium to the stage 

hashigakari 橋懸 bridge-form passageway to main stage 

henshin 変身 bodily transformation   

himesama 姫様 princess role 

hinin 非人 non-human 

iroko 色子 lit. love child; boy prostitute performer  

jidainyōbō 時代女房 period wife role 

kabuki 歌舞伎 music/song, dance, skill/acting 

kabuki 歌舞妓 early form of kabuki: music/song, dance, 

prostitute 

kabuki mono 歌舞伎者 kabuki people, radical types 

kabuku  かぶく to slant, to shift off center, to be outside the norm 

kata 型 stylised forms 

keisei 傾城 high-ranking courtesan 

maegami 前髪 front forelock 

maonnagata 真女形 pure onnagata, onnagata who plays exclusively 

onnagata roles 
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musume 娘 daughter, young girl role 

nanshoku 男色 lit. male colours; male love 

odori 踊り dance 

oiran 花魁 top-ranking courtesan 

onnagata 女形 lit. female form; female gender role specialist 

sewanyōbō 世話女房  contemporary wife role 

shudō 衆道 lit. the way of youths; the way of boy love 

tachiyaku 立役 lit. standing role; male gender role specialist  

wakashu 若衆 lit. young people; young boy, boy prostitute 

performer 

yakugara 役柄 role type 

yarō 野郎 adult male 

yūjo 遊女 female prostitute, courtesan 
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