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Figure 1. 	Silverman, Riley. 2022. “Little Shop of Horrors: Trans Actress MJ Rodriguez’s Audrey Is a Triumph | SYFY WIRE.” Accessed April 21, 2022. https://www.syfy.com/syfy-wire/little-shop-of-horrors-mj-rodriguez-suddenly-seymour.




[bookmark: _Toc111451394]Abstract	
This thesis offers a sensorial investigation of the gender-ambiguous voice both to argue for trans* female performers’ potential in musical theater and to explore the relationship between gender and voice. Although trans* performers have been featured increasingly in musicals, they remain significantly absent in non-trans*-developed roles. One exception, however, is Michaela Jaé Rodriguez as Audrey in Little Shop of Horrors, whose feature drew attention to the gender-ambiguous sound of trans* women for their testosterone-developed vocal folds. This incongruence between norms of feminine sound and the trans* female voice has been studied by medical sciences as gender dysphonia only to “cure” the voice (de Bodt et al. 2015, 320). Yet it is of primary importance to this research to argue that it is not the gender-ambiguous voice, but the normative structures of identity that complicates trans* existence. By analyzing musical theater, this thesis unveils how one can reconceive the gender dysphonic voice as beautiful on the premise of an aesthetic of difference. I first perform critical readings of gender dysphoria and gender dysphonia to redefine the latter as an affective state that aims to satisfy gender normativity, while simultaneously complexifying it through non-normative attempts at sonic femininity through incongruous voicing. I then shed light on the complicated dynamic of gender communication through voice in musical theater, yet also how the gender-ambiguous voice can excel under the welcoming conditions of rock-horror. Finally, I contend how the gender dysphonic trans* female voice can restructure reality-building, question the performativity of authenticity, and problematize contexts of binarized normativity through a concept-based, musicology-informed dramaturgical analysis of Rodriguez’s voice as Audrey in LSOH. By relying on voice science and studies, trans* studies, and musical theater studies to scrutinize the premise of sameness in Western aesthetics, I argue trans* female voices/performers are valuable to musical theater and trans* emancipation precisely for showcasing the sonic mutability of gender.
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[bookmark: _Toc111451396]“Suddenly Seymour: The Girl That’s Inside You”: Voice, Gender, and Trans* in Musical Theater 
In 2019, CA state theater Pasadena Playhouse announced its rendition of Little Shop of Horrors (LSOH), starring George Salazar, Amber Riley, and Michaela Jaé Rodriguez (Donahue 2019). Particularly this last name attracted media attention, for Rodriguez would be the first trans* woman of color to take on the female lead Audrey in this rock-horror musical (Snetiker 2019) (Silverman 2019). Rodriguez’s casting is indeed rather unique, considering few trans* actors have been represented on Western musical stages.[footnoteRef:1] Although shows like Hedwig and the Angry Inch or Priscilla, Queen of the Desert have featured trans* characters, most, if not all characters have been portrayed by non-trans* actors.[footnoteRef:2] In recent years, however, trans* performers have gradually started entering the musical theater industry. Peppermint made herstory as the first trans* actress to originate a principal role on Broadway in 2018 in Head Over Heels (Playbill 2022). Since then, an increasing number of Broadway shows have featured trans* musical actors, including the recent Tony-winning show A Strange Loop and the soon-to-premiere revival of 1776 with a cast of women, non-binary, and trans* actors. In contrast to these positive developments, it is nevertheless significant to question why roles originated by non-trans* actors and/or developed as non-trans* characters remain minimally represented by trans* actors in musical theater.  [1:  In trans* studies debates, authors like Jack Halberstam (2018, 4-5) and Susan Stryker (2017, 419-26) have used the asterisk to emphasize the open-endedness of “trans*”. In my experience, trans*ness differs vastly in lived experiences and I find that terms like “transsexual” or “transgender(ism)” as medical/mainstream categories do not fully capture trans* embodiments and desires. For me, the asterisk adds a significant wideness to trans*ness. Although my thesis centers around trans*femaleness, the asterisk reminds me of trans* diversity outside and even in between trans* women’s different experiences of trans*ness, while specifically attending to trans* female lived experiences. In works where trans* is signified differently, I cite the respective author’s verbiage, for substituting words might unintentionally alter their argument. ]  [2:  Inspired by my supervisor Eva Hayward, I use non-trans* instead of cis. The notion of cis grants a preliminary coherence/naturality to one’s sex/gender/sexuality, which also disregards non-Western/black/Indigenous understandings of sex/gender/sexuality.] 

Indeed, LSOH casting Rodriguez as Audrey stands out from the already small crowd of shows with trans* performers. Originally developed as a 1960s movie, the production features a boy-meets-girl-narrative in which the poor orphan Seymour falls in love with his equally poor coworker Audrey, an insecure girl in an abusive relationship. Like the Venus flytrap, greed dominates Seymour when he rises to fame for his alien plant Audrey II, despite having to murder his peers for food. Shortly after Audrey and Seymour confess their mutual attraction, Audrey falls victim to Seymour’s plant, followed by Seymour moments later. By featuring class inequalities and (trans*) misogyny, the show interrogates capitalism, upward social mobility, and the role of race through Audrey II (Kurlender 2021) (Jensen 2008).[footnoteRef:3] Critics generally applauded Rodriguez’s rendition of Audrey, noting her “soulful” voice to be “unique, […] but mesmerizing” and “reedy”. (Margolies 2019) (Riefe 2019) (Silverman 2019). Rodriguez stated, however, that she hesitated to accept the part, feeling insecure about her voice (Wontorek 2019). The unfamiliar, unique sound of Rodriguez’s voice noted by these reviews and Rodriguez’s statement together indicate the trans* female voice as a feasible entry point to why trans* women have had difficulty being cast for non-trans* roles.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Interestingly, black actress Amber Riley voiced Audrey II, making it a crossgender-cast role. ]  [4:  I use the term “trans* female” here to emphasize how discussions on voice and trans* are connected to embodiment, for trans* oftentimes encompasses an embodied experience of how bodies (sonically) operate within essentializations/naturalizations of sex/gender. ] 

	Considering the recency of trans* representation and musical theater’s centrality of vocal performance, mobilizing the trans* voice for a non-trans*-produced part might understandably evoke anxiety. In transitioning from assigned to preferred sex/gender, trans* individuals are often confronted with (a lack of) vocal change. This issue emerges specifically for post-pubertal transitioning women, who experience little difference purely by taking estrogen. For further vocal affirmation of Womanhood, they are often recommended to undergo feminizing speech therapy or surgeries (Jackson Hearns and Kremer 2018, 113).[footnoteRef:5]  Otherwise, gender dysphonia is diagnosed: the voice dissonates with the tonality normatively assigned to the preferred gender (de Bodt et al. 2015, 320). Many questions arise here: on which grounds is established that the trans* female voice diverges from Womanhood? Might this dissonance involve an emotional dimension to how trans* individuals experience non-conformity? Is such dissonance necessarily negative? The little research on gender dysphonia in Western academia obstructs the formation of answers to those questions. Some medical scientists and logopedics have connected dysphonia and gender, yet solely did so to define it as a vocal disorder. However, to perceive gender dysphonia pejoratively is to trap trans* women in the sex-gender stereotypes to which the concept responds. This research scrutinizes the notion of gender-ambiguous voices of trans* female individuals as impediments to Womanhood and/or to musical performance. Part of this thesis’ relevance, therefore, resides in delineating the parameters and possibilities of gender dysphonia to make it a tangible concept for trans* studies.  [5:  I use a capital letter to signify Womanhood’s artificiality. Following postmodern thought, the totalizing, homogeneous terminology of “woman” cannot be conceived as one human being due to all fragmentations of identity and therefore indicates its construction. (Ahmed 2004, 12). ] 

	Yet what might musical theater teach us about the connection between voice and gender? Well, its alternative realities that explore and exaggerate vocal performance make this art form ideal for researching the position and potential of trans* female voices. Musical theater feminist Stacy Wolf (2011, 6-8) explains how voice is highly influential in communicating gender to the audience through cultural aesthetics. These sonic norms have been developed within a Western ideological continuum that posthumanist feminist Rosi Braidoti (2013, 14-16) calls Eurocentric humanist-exceptionalism, which has naturalized gender binarized and racist practices to the Human. Applying Braidotti’s insights, to query the sound of gender thus also includes systems of racism, (non-trans*) sexism, colonialism, ageism, and other structures of oppression cultivating fixed norms of vocal identity. Yet precisely because the voice holds so much cultural-semiotic significance, research that conceives the abnormalized trans* voice as beautiful and appealing is integral to improving musical theater’s inclusion of trans* actors. Since the already microscopic awareness of trans* representation appears to be limited to Anglo-Saxon contexts, this problematic is of international significance. Dutch productions, for instance, have not shown any interest in publicly representing or including trans* individuals. This is not to say that Dutch trans* actors are inexistent, yet trans* actors currently remain invisible and insignificant to the Dutch musical theater industry. Regarding these US developments, more work on the intersection of trans* and musical can globalize this trans* consciousness, thereby aiming to secure the possibilities for and careers of more trans* performers.
	From an academic perspective, musical theater studies is still a relatively small discipline with much research potential. Though American and British contexts have acknowledged various scholars for their musical theater specialization, here, too, the struggle for international acclaim for musical theater studies is still in progress. Consider that the first professor of musical theater studies in the Netherlands, Millie Taylor, was only appointed in November 2020 (Universiteit van Amsterdam 2020). Even more striking, I have yet to encounter research on musical theater studies in dialogue with trans* studies.[footnoteRef:6] Indeed, while feminism and sexuality have been granted much (deserved) attention, I am unable to find any work written on (the absence of) trans*ness by musical theater scholarship. This academic knowledge gap becomes all the more significant now that, like in LSOH, increasing ripples of trans* representation in musical theater become visible. In this respect, research digging a crossroads between trans* studies and musical theater studies has never been more relevant.  [6:  An honorable mention is dr. James Lovelock’s upcoming book on LGBTQIA+ visibility in musical theater (2022). Though highly interesting and relevant, Lovelock’s work only analyzes trans* musical performers exclusively within the broader LGBTQIA+ context.] 

	Although this research connects gender-ambiguous voices specifically to trans* existence and studies through gender dysphonia, sonic norms of racialized gender do not exclusively marginalize trans* people. Yet my motivation to analyze gender-ambiguity in trans* individuals derives from the complicated role of voice in feminizing transitioning, for which such ambiguity can be particularly impactful, stigmatizing, and painful to trans* female (of color) individuals. To perform this research, I conduct a concept-based dramaturgical analysis of Michaela Jaé Rodriguez's vocalities as Audrey. For lack of a live performance, my thesis relies on a video registration of three of Audrey’s songs: “Somewhere That’s Green”, “Suddenly Seymour”, and “Somewhere That’s Green (Reprise)” (Donahue 2019). My intentions are twofold: this project will explore the gender dysphonic voice’s qualities and influence in musical theater by analyzing the rock-horror musical Little Shop of Horrors. By doing so, I aim to map how the trans* performer can simultaneously satisfy and disrupt gender aesthetics in the West’s humanist-exceptionalist context through gender dysphonic tonalities. This tension is integral to my argument, as it attributes an ability to gender dysphonia to reconceive the trans* voice beyond non-/normativity binaries prevalent in queer theory. Altogether, I am guided by the following research question: how can gender dysphonia as a conceptual tool aid the analysis of gender-ambiguous voices in Western musical theater to uncover gender-normative aesthetics? 
	In researching gender dysphonia, I advance the entanglement of gender and voice as my thesis’ principal point of departure. Therefore, my first chapter provides a theoretical framework on the intersection between voice, gender, and trans* embodiment by drawing from physiological, sociocultural, and new materialist debates. This chapter also introduces my methodology discussing the theory of concepts, dramaturgical analysis, and studying voice through music theory. My second chapter discusses the following question: how can gender dysphonia be redeveloped as an affective conceptual domain through co-constitutive research on gender dysphoria? The chapter discusses critical readings of the theoretical-medical notions of gender dysphoria and dysphonia to initiate a redefinition of the latter as an affective-embodied tension of sustaining and challenging normativity to ambiguate binaries. My subsequent third chapter asks: to what extent have gender-normative structures impacted the livelihood of trans* gender-ambiguous voices in rock-horror musicals? Here, I examine gender dysphonia from a musical theater studies perspective, looking into both semiotic systems and the rock-horror genre to define under which circumstances gender-ambiguous sound has been appreciated. Building on previous chapters to provide insights into gender dysphonia’s influence on composition, spectatorship, and context, my fourth chapter then performs a concept-based dramaturgical analysis of Rodriguez’s voice in LSOH to respond to my final question: how can a dramaturgical analysis of Rodriguez in LSOH demonstrate the potential of trans* actors through the sensory dimensions of gender-ambiguous voices? My thesis altogether contends that gender dysphonia’s potential to redefine preconceptions of voice and gender in Western aesthetics can testify to the value of trans* female performers for musical theater. With that said, let us progress to my first chapter to build apprehensions about gender and voice.
	 

	


[bookmark: _Toc111451397]Chapter 1. Theory and Methodology of Moving Voices
This thesis investigates the relationship between trans*, vocality, gender, performance, sensoria, musicology, aesthetics, and more. To support my subsequent chapters researching gender-ambiguous voices, this chapter presents a literary overview of theory and methodology on the voice. Although having and using the voice might appear quotidian, many marginalized communities have experienced silencing at various moments under Western oppression. Studying voice requires therefore attuning to the voice’s embedment in power structures of (non-trans*) sexism, patriarchy, colonialism, and racism that impact all voice research areas. It is from this epistemological standpoint that I commence this chapter with a physiological theorization of voice from voice sciences, after which I vocalize criticisms of this field through sociocultural approaches to voice. Subsequently, I turn to new materialist theory and trans* studies theory to examine voices, trans* embodiment, and performativity. My final subsection discusses a methodological account of my dramaturgical analysis informed by musicology, the functionality of concepts, and an elaboration on studying voices. I write this chapter to provide a theoretical fundament for later chapters, aiming to understand subsequent claims through the knowledge discussed here.

[bookmark: _Toc111451398]The Voice: Anatomical or Cultural?
Moving through different fields of voice knowledge, I first examine vocal anatomy. Otolaryngologist Robert Thayer Sataloff (2017, 53) explains how various muscular and nervous infrastructures between the brain and the larynx construct voice. The larynx can be comprehended as an embodied apparatus in which the vocal folds, the muscles ultimately creating the acoustic soundwave, let small bursts of air emerge into the mouth. This air circulation occurs in a specific pattern, a glottal wave, in which the sudden stoppage of air generates shock waves (Sataloff 2017, 119-120). Now, the particular velocity, respiration, form, volume, quality, vowel, and other extractions from these raw sound waves are solidified in the vocal tract, the area from the nose to the vocal folds. Multiple registers define vocal quality, of which Sataloff (2017, 108-09; 127-28) considers the modal register (which includes the well-known “chest”-“head” voices) as the most frequently used, “healthiest” register. After voicing the voice, auditory feedback is communicated to the cerebral cortex and allows the vocalist to match their sound with their intentions. This anatomical production of voice – phonation – offers tools for dissecting vocalities (Sataloff 2017, 141-43). Most integral, I find Sataloff’s (2017, 53) point of departure that sound is movement: all voices are vocal fold vibrations, regardless of biological categorizations.
	Yet to analyze voice in this thesis is to consider how physiological processes structure anatomy and consequently give rise to categorizations/expectations of sex and gender.[footnoteRef:7] During puberty, Sataloff (2017, 87; 377-79) notes that hormonal flows affect the larynx. The sound it creates, moving forward, depends on the provided hormones. Testosterone-impacted bodies experience expanded cartilages, muscles, and ligaments of the larynx, as well as a general lower-placed larynx. Such expanded vocal folds feel most at ease in rendering a lower frequency than non-testosterone-impacted vocal folds because they vibrate slower than thinner, smaller vocal folds. When taking estrogen, academic vocal coaches Liz Jackson Hearns and Brian Kremer (2018, 99) note that testosterone-developed trans* female vocal folds are minimally affected, only featuring decreasing singing stamina and becoming more prone to damage. In addition to hormonally-developed laryngeal sound, otolaryngologist Jean Abitbol (2019, 61-65) argues that the vocal tract and its created vowels modify the voice to the extent that “we know it’s a girl or a boy.” The voice has evolved into a circular signifier: it is conceived as a product of one’s sex yet also functions to confirm a body’s sex to external factors. However, this essentialist move of voice sciences to naturalize bodies through the Western sexual male-female dimorphism on the premise of biology cannot remain without notice. As exemplified above, a feasible way to move away from such binaries might be to substitute sexual markers with endocrinological phenomena to distinguish bodies. [7:  I use “sex” to refer to physiological markers societally constructed to categorize bodies conventionally as either male or female. “Gender” is consequently adhered to a sexed body and refers to bodies’ societal expectations/subjectivities/roles.] 

	The voice cannot be seen merely in physiological terms of sexual difference, but also in light of gender conventions. Abitbol (2019, 70) boldly states that “voice certainly has a gender” yet fails to reflect on the impact of the West’s social constructions of voiced gender. In contrast, Jackson Hearns and Kremer (2018, 43; 104-05) and musicologist Nina Sun Eidsheim (2019, 102) examine how the cultural significance designated to anatomical processes in gendering the body affects trans* vocalists. They argue how voices receive identity by classifications of range, among others soprano (female), alto (female), baritone (male), or bass (male) in Western musicology. However, voices can sing similar vocal ranges despite different hormonal influences, as exemplified by countertenors (male) and contraltos (female) both signifying the same range. Pitch, resonance, registration, and frequency have nevertheless been associated with certain expectations of identity, from which normativity in gender (high/low pitch), race (vocal timbre), and more facets is solidified. One must understand the voice, therefore, through normative projections of gender structured to a logic of whiteness. Trans* women might desire to extend their upper register to match Western norms of femininity and “pass” as non-trans* (Jackson Hearns and Kremer 2018, 112). Despite this normativity, the naturalization of a lower range to maleness is obsolete: Eidsheim (2019, 7) argues that voices might have specific material presets but are unlimited in how they sonically shape the world. In this vein, voice sciences’ biological determinist character results in essentializing vocal dysphoria specifically to, but not limited to, trans* vocalists.

[bookmark: _Toc111451399]Movement and Materiality
We must question, therefore, how, if at all, voice science can offer insights for vocal analysis without relapsing into essentialism. Initiating this discussion without realizing their inquiry's complexity, Jackson Hearns and Kremer (2018, 43) articulate a rhetorical question to emphasize the hindrance of gender normativity: “Does the singer’s gender identity somehow change the sound of their singing voice?” This remark suggests that one’s social identity does not interact with their physiology but is merely heard differently, implying passivity of the matter creating the voice. In contrast, voice studies scholar Norie Neumark (2017, 9-10) proposes a new materialist account that builds on Sataloff’s conception of sound as movement: “Voice is both a bodily phenomenon and movement. As movement, it traverses the individual body, as well as from and between bodies and spaces, contouring them as it goes, bringing worlds into being […]” This connotation of travel invokes the embodied motion of voices, moving in and between matter. To expand on this, Neumark discusses the notion of performativity, developed by queer theorist Judith Butler (1999), for voice studies. Butler’s insight (1999, 179) that meaning (of gender) is not inherent to bodies but can be conceived rather as “stylized acts of repetition” of social scripts allows us to analyze what voices do rather than essentially are and how they enact movement. To study gender-ambiguous voices is thus to eschew inherent causalities between sex/gender roles and to examine how Westernized norms of gender-sex-race stimulate voices to perform gender.
	To research trans* voices’ gender equivocality, I find it worthwhile to also discuss trans* embodiment in current debates. In their dialogue in Transgender Studies Quarterly, scholars Andrea Long Chu and Emmett Harsin Drager (2019, 111-12) vocalize criticism of the transsexual body’s weaponization as a battleground for politics of resistance, transgression, and anti-normativity. Extending their discussion to current new materialisms, both authors discuss how theories like Neumark’s often reduce “trans*ing” to an argumentative object to solely prove their convictions of plasticity to all matter. Chu and Drager, instead, vouch for acknowledging the trans* individual’s attachment to normativity out of desire and survival, focusing on the ambivalences, inconsistencies, and contradictions of trans* rather than its theoretical purposes as transgressive or mutable. For researching trans* embodiment, Chu and Drager advance an intricate question: how can trans* studies be informed both by anatomical understandings and sociocultural representations, all while evading new materialist perceptions that offer a reductive entryway to researching the material-discursive dimension of trans*? 
	Trans* studies scholar Eva Hayward, too, acknowledges the problematic of embodiment, questioning if the desired dematerialization of racialized gender has obstructed the interrogation of sexed bodies. In her essay, Hayward (2021) proposes a different account of embodiment and sexuality by embracing trans*itioning as a reconfiguration of the transsexual woman’s bodily sensoria. For Hayward, the modification of transsexual embodiment initiates the rethinking of trans* through sexual differences by exploring artistic practices. My interests in this essay lie primarily in Hayward’s argument for transsexual embodiment being produced not by one organ of sense, but through a “sensuous excess” that manifests transsexualities. Indeed, these interconnected sensorial registers – among which hearing – offer valuable insights to study sex and gender in trans* embodiments. Hayward’s work appears to respond to my question extracted from Chu and Drager’s work: her approach to transsexuality shares the new materialist dedication to research materiality, yet she refrains from objectifying trans*. Inspired by Sataloff, Neumark, and Hayward, I conceptualize voice as a product of corporeality, a sensorial means of movement in and between bodies to interrogate vocal interpretations of gender.
	
[bookmark: _Toc111451400]How to Voice: Dramaturgy through Concepts
This thesis is guided by a concept-based dramaturgical analysis, in which gender dysphonia and the voice are attributed central positions. To clarify the involvement of concepts in my dramaturgical analysis, literary scholar Mieke Bal’s work on traveling concepts offers fruitful insights. Concepts are miniature theoretical devices, Bal (2002, 23) argues, aiding the researcher to “articulate an understanding, convey an interpretation, check an imagination-run-wild, or enable a discussion”. In this respect, Ball (2002, 15) explains how a well-developed concept supports the analytical process as the third party between researcher and object. In doing so, concepts can exist at the intersection of theory and practice, constituting a methodological pathway for cultural analysis. My research is particularly concerned with Bal’s work (2002, 34) for she approaches concepts as floating theoretical signifiers, traveling in many regards – including in cross-disciplinary trajectories. Following this, I explore the concept of gender dysphonia compared to gender dysphoria in a critical reading in my first chapter. My second chapter also entails a critical theoretical reading and concentrates on sonic conventions of gender in (rock-horror) musical theater.
	For my third chapter, I zoom in on the vocals of Michaela Jaé Rodriguez as Audrey in Little Shop of Horrors to analyze how voice and gender as gender dysphonia structure musical performance (Donahue 2019). To do so, I draw on theater studies academics Liesbeth Groot Nibbelink’s and Sigrid Merx’s (2021, 4-16) dramaturgical analysis, which I connect to vocal pedagogy and musicology by Jackson Hearns and Kremer (2018) and Sataloff (2017) to comprehend vocalities. In their methodology, dramaturgy refers to the consciousness of theatrical strategies structuring elements of storytelling, spectatorship, meaning-production, and situatedness in a specific time-space-continuum (Groot Nibbelink and Merx 2021, 6-8). Their dramaturgical analysis builds on this notion to navigate the triadic relationship between composition, modes of spectatorship, and social-artistic context. Composition, they argue, encapsulates all tactics used to organize a performance based on (extra-)theatrical means, among which music, song, and vocalities. The second mode of spectatorship signifies the analysis of the spectator’s address not from an ethnographic perspective, but in studying how a performance invites the viewer to perceive the seen – or the heard. Finally, Groot Nibbelink and Merx attend to the development and resonance of a piece concerning its sociocultural and artistic context, to how voice can hold significant value in its particular context. My preference for dramaturgical analysis is motivated by the potential I see in its well-defined, chronological, and consequential triadic structure to analyze Audrey’s three most significant solos in LSOH.
	Since voice and gender form the interconnected object of study for all subsequent chapters, researching the voice as movement that travels in and between corporealities necessitates guidance. Neumark (2019, 25-27) proposes the figure of the voicetrack, redefining voice as an articulation of vibrations between the metaphorical and the literal. Metaphorically, the figure evokes the performativity of voice, Neumark argues, for “track” reminds us of enacting movement. Regarding literal purpose, Neumark’s work (2019, 25) provides guiding questions for critically assessing the voice: “What are the voices there? How do they relate to each other? How do they move from and between people, animals, things? How do they affect us and the world? How can we come to sense these voices through a different, new materialist way of attuning to and with these works?” Building on Neumark’s questions, musicology and vocal pedagogy, and dramaturgical analysis, the concept of gender dysphonia supports my investigation of the gender-ambiguous trans* female voice from physiological, sociocultural, and new materialist/embodied perspectives throughout the following chapters. For now, let us progress to debates on voice, disorders, and distress to trans*ness in my elaboration on gender dysphonia and gender dysphoria in chapter two. 
[bookmark: _Toc111451401]
Chapter Two. Dysphoria or -phonia? Deciphering the Value of Dis/orders
To investigate gender-ambiguous voices, this first chapter zooms in on the theoretical dimensions of gender dysphoria and gender dysphonia. While the former has seen much debate, the latter has received hardly any attention within the academy. For this discrepancy, I am interested in dissecting the relationship between both terms to evaluate the relevance of gender dysphonia as a critical tool. Although gender dysphoria has been coined a medical disorder, little research has aimed to detach the phenomenon from this diagnosis. This critical reading, therefore, shifts the focus from its dominant medical context to an affective, embodied context. I then provide an overview of gender dysphonia’s brief medical history. By noting similarities between the two, I am primarily concerned with redefining how gender dysphonia refers to the process of the trans* female voice complicating (binaries of) normativity by aspiring conformity through non-normative attempts, dissonating from conventions of feminine sound. Indeed, this chapter proposes an alternative epistemology of gender dysphonia for trans* studies that theorizes it as a viable tool to dissect gender normativity projected onto voice. Without further ado, let us now immerse in dysphoria and dysphonia.

[bookmark: _Toc111451402]Gender Dysphoria
What is dysphoria? The American Psychological Association (APA) (VandenBos 2009, 206) defines the term as “a mood characterized by sadness, discontent, and sometimes restlessness.” Although dysphoria is classified as temporary, it can also describe a dissatisfaction deriving from chronic mental health struggles and ongoing states of emotional discomfort (Morin 2022). Gender dysphoria was coined in succession to the diagnosis “transsexualism” by psychiatrist Norman M. Fisk (1974, 187-89), who theorized that dysphoria did not occur exclusively from the trans* body but more so from behavioral gender to which bodies had to conform. He proposed “Gender Dysphoria Syndrome”, which was not immediately well received by the professional community. Instead, clinical psychology scholar Roberto Vitelli (2014, 68) notes the phenomenon’s first inclusion in the APA’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1980 as “Gender Identity Disorder” (GID). GID was substituted by gender dysphoria in the DSM’s fifth edition in 2013 after much debate. Those in favor argued that GID stigmatized trans* identities as disordered, those opposed articulated concerns that deleting GID would result in third parties denying access to health care for those with fewer resources. This dilemma has remained unsolved to this day.
	Indeed, gender dysphoria’s ambivalent medical status invites us to rethink the parameters of disorders. Many psychiatrists have aimed to detach the term from this negative connotation, yet its inclusion in the DMS nevertheless confirms its disordered perception (Vitelli 2014, 71). In outlining mental disorders, Vitelli (2014, 77) explains how “order” signifies conformity to norms, which signifies normal and healthy. Health, therefore, is a medical manifestation of normativity. Yet if we know that “dysphoria” is explicitly noted not to be an independent disorder, this diagnosis appears to derive from Western negative presumptions about gender non-conformity (Morin 2022). It then seems reasonable to accept that gender-normative male-female binaries have stimulated the Western medical discourse to pathologize gender dysphoria. In addition to such anti-trans*ness, another issue is how trans*phobic ideologies of gender dysphoria operate through histories of race and racism, according to trans* of color studies scholar Jules Gill-Peterson (2018). Her work elaborates on the (in)accessibility of medicalization for gender dysphoric individuals entangled with the Western medical bias of anti-blackness. Thinking through gender dysphoria as interactive with gendered norms thus enables us to consider how gender discomfort is interwoven with structures of racism, able-bodiedness, ageism, and more. Gender dysphoria evolves into a floating signifier, precisely because the concept holds paradoxical meaning as dis/order. However, what if we examine gender distress outside of medical debates?
	Here, it may be difficult to see what other meaning gender dysphoria might encompass. Though appearing similar, gender dysphoria does not equate to terms like transsexuality or trans*ness. After all, clinical psychologist Reidar Schei Jessen (2020) reminds us that one can experience gender dysphoria without identifying as trans*, while a trans* person does not (continuously) have to experience gender dysphoria. One can even question to what extent gender dysphoria remains a mental event; this assumes the body as a neutral, independent object. Yet aside from dis/order or being trans*, gender dysphoria is pain, confusion, shame, aggravation, and more. Gender dysphoria conforms to affective patterns in that, as cultural studies feminist Clare Hemmings (2005, 563-64) reasons, the mind does not merely conceive the body, but the body also responds to the mind: body-affect-emotion-affect-body. As the mind experiences distress from bodily performances/attributes of sex/gender, the affective consequences return and (either negatively or positively) impact the body’s capacity to act in our (gender-driven) realities. Gender dysphoria, for these reasons, describes not exclusively a mental phenomenon and an autonomous body, but a corporeal state of being; body and mind being one yet expressing distress differently from the disharmony between assigned and preferred sex/gender.
	By reclaiming it in non-trans*phobic terms, this argument may pave the way to conceive gender dysphoria in unconventional, non-medical fashions, though few have embarked on this journey yet. One captivating example is law scholar Madeline Porta (2013, 319), who writes about drawing on gender dysphoria for one’s criminal defense strategy. Now, Porta (2013, 334, 360-61) herself rightly questions the ethics of weaponizing gender distress as a juridical strategy. Yet her work brings a valuable insight: she indicates how gender discomfort can hold power. Surely, this does not make experiencing gender dysphoria any easier, yet it empowers one to comprehend their embedment in structures of injustice of Western cultural norms.[footnoteRef:8] Fiction studies academic Charlie Ledbetter (2020) makes a similar claim by pointing out how gender dysphoria can function as a critical lens to the political subjectification of trans* individuals in Western societies. Not only does gender discomfort indicate the white sexist ideologies assaulting trans* individuals, Ledbetter argues, but it even allows for imagining what reality would construe euphoria. In conjunction with Hemmings’ work (2005, 563-64), I reconceive gender dysphoria as denouncing the pathologizing medical diagnosis and instead entailing an affective state that revalues the trans* body. Indeed, I see agency in gender dysphoria for its affective embodiment that enables us to understand and re-imagine Western structures of intersectional inequalities for all gender-subjugated people.  [8:  Crucially, I do not aim to romanticize gender dysphoria: it can be painful, destructive, and even killing. Having experienced this hurt, I bring up these examples to show alternative, possibly helpful ways to reconceive pain. As trans*phobia and trans* misogyny unavoidably impinge upon trans* women as dysphoria, it is urgent to rethink this concept in ways that are not simply reductive.] 

	
[bookmark: _Toc111451403]Gender Dysphonia
When I shared my thesis topic on gender dysphonia with a fellow student, they replied: “So basically gender dysphoria, but for the voice.” It is this curious interaction that led me to question gender dysphonia: is it merely a dysphoria? The APA (VandenBos 2009, 154) explains dysphonia as “any dysfunction in the production of sounds, especially speech sounds, which may affect pitch, intensity, or resonance”. A dysfunction, accordingly, is described as an impairment or deficiency. Even more thought-provoking, Sataloff’s glossary (2017, 431; 908; 918) describes the phenomenon as “abnormal voicing”. For him, the term serves as an umbrella for many vocal “impairments”, among others psychogenic dysphonia (inability to speak) or spasmodic dysphonia (spasms in vocal folds). Moving forward, I build on Vitelli’s argument (2014, 77) that “normal”/“health” must be understood as ideological constructs of gendered and racialized normativity. In this regard, “abnormal” becomes marked by its obscurity: who has the power to establish normality?
	Unlike gender dysphoria, one will encounter little international academic research on gender dysphonia. This is not to say, however, that the trans* female voice/“feminizing” vocalities have never been researched; many studies have shed light on options for vocal transitioning without naming gender dysphonia. For unclear reasons, the term has been primarily shaped by Dutch discourses, being featured on a surprising amount of Dutch logopedics websites (Logopedie.nl 2022). In academia, gender dysphonia is first mentioned by phoniatrists M.D. de Bruin et al. in 2000 (220-27), though they abide from any theoretical interrogation and concentrate on “treating” misgendering through voice therapy and overall “female behavior”. More informative is scientist Irma M. Verdonck-de Leeuw’s succeeding article (2005, 227-34), which explores the effectiveness of gender dysphonia “treatments” for higher frequencies, breathier qualities, and clear pronunciation.[footnoteRef:9] Mark de Bodt et al.’s Dutch-Flemish vocal disorders guide (2015, 320) appears to be the first to explicitly name gender dysphonia a vocal disorder. Though the contrast between the myriad of Dutch logopedics organizations and the little Dutch academic research is significant, the discrepancy between the Dutch and international contexts is equally, if not more puzzling. Indeed, why has gender dysphonia not seen more mentions? Although it is plausible that (international) medical sciences have rejected pathologizing trans* voices as vocal disorders, this has not stopped their fixation on trans* female testosterone-impacted-voice as “needing curation”.  I am particularly critical of this preliminary resort to “treatment”, for no scholarship has attempted to question how and why medical treatment emerges as a “solution”.   [9:  When defining gender dysphonia, Verdonck-de Leeuw cites James L. Case (2002), implying that gender dysphonia might have been mentioned in a non-Dutch context. I cannot access this book, however, for which I cannot guarantee this claim. ] 

	Given their similar medical narratives of deficiency, I find it worthwhile to compare gender dysphoria and dysphonia from other perspectives, too. Recently, trans* columnist Valentijn de Hingh (2021) wrote an article in which she captures most radiantly what the abovementioned scholarship has implied. Gender dysphonia is not merely the incongruence of gender identity and vocal gender norms, she argues, but particularly symbolizes the invoked discomfort. This insight complexifies the relationship between gender dysphonia and dysphoria: is gender dysphonia just voice-related dysphoria? Though interconnected, slight divergences can be noticed. Both gender dysphoria and dysphonia are affective states of distress; dysphoria derives from an undefined multitude of stimuli, however, while gender dysphonia quintessentially occurs from voicing/hearing. The latter emphasizes the dissatisfaction of non-conformity to Western vocal aesthetics of Womanhood emerging specifically aurally. Beyond practical purposes, gender dysphonia is emotional because it involves the cultural significance of voice, of one’s subjectivity being heard and transported into discourse. Jackson Hearns and Kremer (2019, xi) share an anecdote of a trans* voice being silenced to be more “ladylike,” thereby distressing the trans* person. In addition to one’s own insecurities regarding their sound, the trans* voice is vulnerable to ridicule, silencing, isolation, and overall trans*phobia and trans* misogyny that burden and endanger trans* women. Of course, the space gender dysphonia inhabits is racially charged, for silencing has been exceptionally impactful to people of color, especially trans* people of color (Jackson 2020, 9) (Hayward 2021). 
	Perhaps most significant to extract from my work on gender dysphoria is that it is induced by Western trans*-exclusive aesthetics rather than inherent to trans* embodiment. In connection to de Hingh (2021), dissecting harmful gender binaries thus requires acknowledging that dysphoria may accompany vocal non-conformity. Following this, my reconceptualization of gender dysphonia as a subversive affirmation of normativity draws on Chu and Drager’s work (2019, 106-109). Responding to trans* studies’ fixation on non-conformity and transgression, they stress that to conform is a safe, satisfying, and logical, yet often forgotten desire for trans* women. Chu and Drager furthermore argue that although embodying normativity is theoretically impossible, “to be normative is to be non-normative” for the transsexual. To thus articulate the trans* voice, to realize an abnormalized action so hurting, is to affectively understand “what it means to be attached to a norm” (Chu and Drager 2019, 108). 
Yet could it be that the trans* female voice might be (most) empowered to confront sonically gendered "health" norms precisely for working toward sounding “normative” through their Othered vocalities?[footnoteRef:10] Although medical operations have configured problematic stigmatizations of trans*/gender dysphonia, redefining gender dysphonia calls to evaluate how one’s naturalized distress can install a desire to sound “healthy” through allegedly non-normative vocalizations – yet these actions also question what both sonic “health” and (stable) non-normative voicing might sound like for trans*. Of course, dysphoria is a complex, painful, and involuntary state holding different meanings/healings for all; I do not argue that trans* women should desire pain or should undergo vocal treatments solely to pursue power/radicality. Rather, I propose that working from norm-induced pain toward “health” through ascribed non-normativity is a) understandably desirable and fulfilling, and b) creates a empowering tension for trans* women, who are often assumed to oppose normality and asked to neglect their dysphoria.[footnoteRef:11] To act upon this normative process through non-normativity is integral to comprehending the narrow delineations of health/normativity, its unattainability, and its hidden structures that essentialize impairment to trans*ness/trans* embodiment. [10:  Truthfully, I read Chu and Drager as uninterested in whether or not achieving normativity through non-normativity is empowering. That said, I argue that their call to acknowledge many transsexuals’ desire to normativity is not as dichotomized to, as they imply, but rather entangled with transgression.]  [11:  Hypothetically, accepting pain to reconfigure health norms hurting trans* bodies may even decrease distress. However, further research to substantiate this claim is of undoubted necessity and relevance.] 

Detached from its diagnosis, I altogether theorize gender dysphonia to refer to how a trans* female voice, shaped by a non-normative incongruence to vocal expectations of Womanhood, can aspire to satisfy and thereby obfuscate norms of “healthy” gendered sound. Indeed, precisely because they might (not) (completely) sound like, be heard as, or be treated as normative estrogen-developed voices, I suggest gender dysphonia encompasses a sensorial-affective potential for trans* female voices to understand, unveil, and complicate binaries between trans*/impaired/transgressive/non-normative and non-trans*/healthy/assimilative/normative. Recognizing this potential in gender dysphonia re-embeds the trans* female gender-ambiguous voice in an open-ended aesthetics of difference, a celebration of heterogeneous sounds beyond binaries, rather than a health issue. 

[bookmark: _Toc111451404]Potentiality for Research
Finalizing my thoughts, I perceive gender dysphoria and gender dysphonia as two individual yet co-constitutive conceptual domains. This first immersion in gender dysphoria has revealed how accommodating the debate on mental dis/order does not amplify but reduces trans* subjectivity. To redefine gender dysphoria as an affective state is to research the gender dysphoric individual through new academic engagements no longer fixated on dis/order but attending to gender dysphoric pain as an intersectional, interdimensional affect. Nevertheless, many trans* individuals remain disadvantaged by the results of gender pathologizing in terms of difficult access to trans* health care for racist, classist, or other reasons, for which they must stay active in these debates. Yet this framework of affective pain can reignite trans* studies’ fight of vocalizing their concerns on trans* health care to invalidate the claim of disordered existence. One way to do so is to recount this struggle through popular media, including musical theater. 
	Secondly, my chapter concentrated on gender dysphonia, which has been studied slightly differently. The shift of gender dysphoria and dysphonia from medical dis/orders to affective states has produced an environment thoughtful of intersectional corporealities, allowing for other marginalized fragmentations (race, disability, sexuality) within research on trans* bodies. Yet to consider vocal distress seems fruitful for trans* health research and trans* studies, for it stimulates researching what it means to have a normative sound for the trans* woman. While dysphoria is not gender dysphonia, the hurt of vocalizing gendered voice incongruences while pressured by normative gendered aesthetics is a significant, agential element in how gender dysphonia enables the trans* performer to comprehend and complexify rigid vocal health/normativity divisions. This posits a particularly rich promise for musical theater, a platform that can magnify the potential of gender dysphonic voices to denounce essentializing judgments of impairment and vocalize their non-normative ambivalence through an aesthetic of difference, which I will return to in chapter four. For musical theater studies, the concept provides remarkable research opportunities regarding the dramaturgical strategies to feature the gender-ambiguous voice most impactfully, while also critically interrogating the medium’s gender normative structures. It is this latter prompt with which I close this chapter and with which I open the next chapter.  


[bookmark: _Toc111451405]Chapter three: Musical Theatre Accommodation of Trans* Voices: the Rock-Horror Musical
When I introduce my research on trans* voices in musical theater to others, people often respond: “Are there any? Is there research on this?” These questions remarkably detect that the dynamic between musical theater aesthetics and the livelihood of trans* actors appears distorted. To research this imbalance, this chapter explores the gender-ambiguous voice in Western musical theater. I illustrate the current states of gender and voice in musical theater by dissecting different vocal strategies and phenomena. This initiates discussions on identity communication in spectatorship and trans* female actors' potential to shift the semiotic referentiality by their gender dysphonia. This chapter also delineates the rock-horror genre, researching how musicals can allow for complexifying gender norms due to genre qualities. I provide two examples of rock-horror musicals to demonstrate how qualities of transgression and confrontation of fears make this context embrace vocal ambiguity. This chapter altogether provides a fundament to showcase that trans* actors can be of high value to musical theater to complement and challenge Western cultural norms. Now that our voices are warmed up, let us start. 

[bookmark: _Toc111451406]Binaries in Musical Theater
Until now, surprisingly few trans* studies scholars have made efforts to research voice, gender, their connections to trans* femaleness, and/or vocal performance.[footnoteRef:12] In fact, the Transgender Studies Quarterly Keywords recognizes “Voice” primarily as a metaphorical signifier for the field yet stimulates research on the voice “qua voice” for future generations (Anastasia 2014, 265). Following this encouragement, this subsection approaches (trans* female) vocal gender-ambiguity in musical theater, starting by outlining the broader theater history of gender. As trans* studies academics Ardel Haefele-Thomas and Thatcher Combs (2019, 397) note, (vocal) gender bendability (purposeful ambivalence) has been featured in Western theater since Ancient Greek times. To this day, certain female actors have risen to fame by being cross-cast as male characters, intentionally installing a gender incongruence between actor and character (Bleeker 2017, 185). However, few gendered lead roles in Broadway productions have been developed to be cross-cast: only Hairspray’s Edna Turnblad and Matilda the Musical’s Agatha Trunchbull spring to mind.[footnoteRef:13] An explanation could be the profit-driven, mass-audience-geared intentions emerging in 20th-century musical theater (Wolf 2008, 6-9). Wolf (2011, 6) points out how “gender – the performed, embodied, and envoiced difference between women and men – is foundational to the very genre of musical theatre” for its heteronormative conventions. Every costume, gesture, harmony, and more functions to define each character’s gender and their relation to other bodies. It is thus reasonable to theorize that musicals have (over)valued clarification on characters’ genders on Wolf’s premise (2008, 8) that the form revolves around celebrating heterosexuality.  [12:  An interesting exposition on trans* (masculine) voicing by art academics Milla Tiainen and Taru Leppänen (2018) further explains the research gaps on trans* voices: https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/372940/372941. ]  [13:  The decision to cross-cast Edna was likely influenced by the character’s portrayal by drag queen Divine in the movie Hairspray.] 

This strategy to romanticize heteronormativity resonates through nearly all components, from achieving maturity by becoming masculine/feminine to vocal stereotypes (soprano – pristine, alto – strong) (Wolf 2011, 212). Indeed, Wolf (2011, 6-8) writes that the voice is one of many modalities tasked with transporting gender to the audience by culturally recognizable vocal aesthetics, such as serene, light, and soothing connoting femininity, and deep, loud, and threatening for masculinity. Importantly, these femininity conceptions are inherently racialized, as Gloria Wekker (2016, 45) argues in her book on white innocence. She discusses how soothingness and softness have been transported from the white women’s role to signify a universal female standard, reducing black women’s Womanhood through stereotypes of strength, animality, and even primitivity. These sociocultural norms that expect performers to represent vocal identity can be complex for the trans* female voice to meet. Additionally, Wolf states how gender-ambiguous voices often are instrumentalized by comedy-driven musicals as apparatuses of absurdity that deem misgendering “humorous”. Hard to ignore, nevertheless, is the industry’s fragile ideology deriving from white, sexist power operations in Western aesthetics. This ideology demands musical productions to reiterate past successes of normativity and to dread the voices denaturalizing sex/gender aesthetics through trans*ness, queerness, race, or simply non-normative sound. 
Yet when adapting to the Western “female” range, the trans* female testosterone-impacted vocalist may encounter difficulty. One approach to access this high range for testosterone-impacted voices is to use falsetto from, according to Sataloff (2017, 22), the loft register.[footnoteRef:14] The falsetto vocalizes the highest frequencies as a soft sound, though “mixing” with the modal register/chest voice increases substance. On top of falsetto typically signifying “male” identity/voices, performance scholar Serena Guarracino (2018, 127-47) argues how it has come to represent falseness in Western aesthetics. This inauthenticity connotes effeminacy: highly feminine, yet ultimately centralizing male desire to be desired. An example: the male actor portraying Shrek the Musical’s Pinocchio continuously utilizes a (mixed) falsetto to purposefully stress the adult body performing as a young boy and “hilariously” remind the audience that, indeed, Pinocchio is not a real boy (Moore 2008). Pivotally, his falsetto emphasizes how sonic gender is imagined differently through questions of race. Whereas Pinocchio’s falsetto communicates gender bendability to Western/white audiences, Eidsheim (2019, 107) notes that the technique signified hypermasculinity for 1960s African American vocalists. Both connotations of effeminacy and hypermasculinity can be destructive to trans* female voices, which already have had to scream to be recognized as female. Yet as their “comfortable” middle range becomes comedic and their head voice/falsetto invalidates their Womanhood, trans* voices remain located at an impasse for the lack of an aesthetic of difference. [14:  The division of registers is a heated debate. Vocal coaches often recognize “head” and “chest” registers, while most voice scientists distinguish “pulse”, “modal”, and “loft” registers. The modal register would encompass head voice, then, but head voice is interchangeably used with “falsetto”, which belongs to the loft register. Occasionally, this contradiction is gendered, as the same cricothyroid muscles are described as falsetto for men and as head voice for women. At the cost of making mistakes, I follow voice scientists and define falsetto as a strategy to access higher notes, native to the loft register (Hollien 1974, 126).] 

Trans* female actors’ livelihood is thus concerned with the question of (in)authenticity in musical theater’s gender structures. Both Wolf (2011, 156) and Eidsheim (2019, 7) argue how bodies/voices are involuntarily qualified as the signifier to the spectator’s signified through cultural identity connotations. Wolf explains this notion of semiotic referentiality by highlighting how American audiences unconditionally decoded the tan, breasted body, and brown hair of LA-raised Karen Olivo as the Latina Vanessa. Is it not ironic, though, how Western feminism has made much effort to denaturalize the ability to “know” identity (gender, race, and more) from bodily attributes while an entire art form relies on assuming identity? In this regard, Wolf’s semiotic referentiality reduces the subject’s agency in spectatorship. The performance is encoded by the actor’s material form and decoded by the spectator’s gaze through dominant cultural scripts, leaving few alternative identifications. Pinocchio’s actor can choose to sing in his falsetto to characterize the role and play with sexuality, yet the cultural categorizations attributed to his body ultimately incline the spectator to identify the actor/character as male. 
I emphasize this poststructuralist epistemology of gender performance to highlight how the “false-true/before-after” context, as trans* musicologist Penrose M. Allphin notes (2021, 394–402), is a common challenge for trans* voices. Building on my definition of gender dysphonia in chapter two, however, I argue gender dysphonic voices can be valuable for comprehending the cultural operations of identity formation through their non-normative attempts at normative sound. Their ability to do so is enforced by the contradicting relations(s) in cultural expectations between the character’s gendered sound, the actor’s vocal gender markers, and possibly the actor’s gender (if the actor plays a differently gendered character). This dynamic creates a theatricality that, according to theater scholar Maaike Bleeker (2008, 7), reactivates the spectator’s agency to re-evaluate these dissonances between the performer’s signifier and the spectator’s signified. From this perspective, gender dysphonia can travel from being an affective individual state to a performative strategy of vocal movement for spectatorship. In its most semiotic understanding, the concept posits a reconfiguration of the relationality between actor, character, and spectator in a continuum where the consequences of voice, sensorially moving between bodies, directly impact the performance. 

[bookmark: _Toc111451407]Rock and Horror in Musical Theater
The abovementioned subsections have attested to trans* individuals’ minimal space in Western musical theater. Since vocal gender bendability has been important for derogatory comedy, I am interested in exploring how a musical theater genre can instead welcome trans* voices. Therefore, I examine gender dysphonia at the intersection of rock and horror to decipher the potential for trans* actors in musical theater. According to theater scholars Elizabeth Wollman et al. (2006, 70), the rock musical emerged after the unpredicted fusion between the inauthentic, capitalist musical, and the “honest”, rebellious rock. The genre is constructed by various facets: rock motifs in musical accompaniment, rock instruments on stage, performance strategies from concerts, and/or rock musicians in shows. Most significantly, rock music inspired musical theater to adopt a “real” ideological viewpoint on societal issues, though Wollman et al. (2006, 70) note that this authenticity is predominantly imaginary. Returning to the argument above, poststructuralists like Butler and Wolf have also questioned to what extent meaning can be “real” in performative systems. If what we take for one’s identity is not inherent, but just appears tangible through culturally reiterative codes, can one’s “real” viewpoint ever truly be accessed? 
On the other side, the horror genre awaits us.[footnoteRef:15] According to professor of literature Thomas Fahy (2010, 1-2), the genre has been noted for its multitude of themes sharing one communal narrative pattern: “the anticipation of terror, the mixture of fear and exhilaration as events unfold, the opportunity to confront the unpredictable and dangerous, the promise of relative safety, […], and the feeling of relief and regained control when it’s over.” This desire to confront the unpredictable is thought-provoking; horror stimulates spectators to scrutinize the real threat and confront the reflection of Self in their fear. Indeed, film scholar David J. Russell (1998, 234; 251) argues that horror thrives on hybridity (consider monsters between human-animal, living-dead) to challenge the constructed nature of categorization. Some trans* studies scholars have even reclaimed the monstrous horror figure to question the projection of gender dysphoria and alienation onto bodies (Koch-Rein 2014, 135) (Stryker 2006, 67–79) (Halberstam 1995). Whereas rock concentrates on transgressing social norms through emotional authenticity, I find horror to precisely deploy the ambivalence of authenticity to confront us and construe critical thought to social contexts. Yet the rock-horror intersection operates, in my perspective, at the crossroads of rock’s protesting qualities to societal norms and horror’s redefinition of endangerment. Both evoke affective responses of anger, repulsion, and shock that offer alternative readings of the seen. Let us review some examples. [15:  To my knowledge, musical theater scholarship has not yet acknowledged either a rock-horror genre or a horror genre, despite various horror-based productions. (Sweeney Todd, The Addams Family, and more). ] 

	The fervent musical theater fan will not have an issue thinking of a rock-horror show emblematic of gender bendability. A show of drag, sexual acts, and horror tropes, the internationally acclaimed The Rocky Horror Picture Show (TRHSP) follows a prude couple trapped by the terrifying Transylvanians and their nymphomaniac leader Dr. Frank-N-Furter (Sharman, 1973). The production fits the genre tremendously. Fahy’s (2010, 1) combination of “exhilaration and fear” resonates strongly with rock ideology's revolt against the conservative figurations of Western musical theater. Much like the unpredictable Frank-N-Furter, social progression is occasionally unnerving, yet the audience cannot neglect the euphoria of sexual liberation the couple experiences. Despite its critical reception, the 2016 TRHPS television film extends the franchise’s success in one regard: the contrast between the conventionally white- and male-cast Dr. Frank-N-Furter cast as black trans* actress Laverne Cox initiates an evaluation of the character’s power position (Ortega 2016). The production extracts its aggravation to Western cultural values from the power of white masculinity, which Wollman et al. (2006, 33) associate with rock. The odd solidity of Frank-N-Furter’s power in a show that otherwise blurs categorizations of (ab)normality is emphasized by Cox’s gender-ambiguous vocalities. Applying her low yet femininized vocals to the melodies developed for a male, white actor, how her voice moves to other bodies reconfigures the white- and masculine-dominated power dynamics from which patriarch Frank-N-Furter can transgress and shock.
	A smaller but similarly interesting show is Bat Boy: The Musical (Devlin 1997). Recounting how a bat-human body integrates into a conservative, puritan town, I have argued elsewhere how the main character’s hybridity of humanity/animality - ratio/emotion is instrumentalized to dismantle Western anthropocentrism (Zwinkels 2022, 1-14). In addition to multiple classic horror references (Dracula, Frankenstein) (Scott 2022), each ensemble actor interchangeably performs various (cross-dressing) roles, for which it becomes virtually impossible to audibly distinguish identity and forces the audience to reconsider authenticity. One might subconsciously attempt to distinguish each character from the actor’s embodiment, but the ten voices cross-singing twenty-two roles ultimately distort semiotic referentiality. Furthermore, the show evokes an ironic contrast between composition and context, for such conservative villagers would equate a Bat Boy’s danger to the danger of cross-dressing. This realization stimulates the spectator to re-evaluate if the presumed danger of the unpredictable, as Russell (1998, 234; 251) remarks, is genuinely that terrifying. This context of cross-casting ruptures norms of Western normality in spectatorship: the social impact of an entire ensemble cross-dressing as conservative townies nuances the alienation of a Bat Boy. Indeed, both TRHPS and Bat Boy: The Musical stress how the non-normative qualities of vocal gender-ambiguity are not conceived as hindrances, but function as complementary to the rock-horror musical. 
		
[bookmark: _Toc111451408]The Trans* Female Voice: Authentic?
This chapter has illustrated the position of trans* musical actors by navigating sonic gender in musical theater. I explored the past and present relationality between gender and voice, covering trans* voices’ complex predicament of being disavowed for sounding “different” despite moving through ranges/registers to attempt conveying sameness. I concluded this subsection by posing questions about the semiotic referentiality that has dominated the performance art form. Semiotic referentiality has offered grand possibilities for performance studies to de-essentialize meaning from bodies, yet I have also unveiled its social determinist tendency to fixate identity communication in sociocultural norms inevitable for both performer and spectator. I highlight my ambivalence to semiotic referentiality to acknowledge that, yes, the denaturalization of sex/gender assignments to performing bodies through this epistemology has produced fruitful insights. Nonetheless, I contend that this system of sameness is retheorized for and by trans* female gender dysphonia, their unique physiology articulating an ambiguity that reconfigures Western identity-making codifications through an aesthetic of difference. Only then can trans* actors be welcomed in musical theater.
My subsequent subsection temporarily retreated from this topic to discuss how, and under which thematic circumstances, gender-ambiguity can/has been employed as a successful instrument. To do so, I have provided a foundation for the rock-horror genre, which undoubtedly deserves expansion in future research. But gender-distorting sounds are not exclusive to the rock-horror genre, of course. Rather, the examples proposed that this genre might offer an initially welcoming environment for the trans* female voice, for it accordingly mutates semiotic signifiers to present gender-ambiguity as complementary. That said, we have yet to uncover the potentiality of trans* voices when gender incongruence does not occur between actor and character but remains sonorous between expectations of voiced gender. Therefore, I suggest moving on to my final and most elaborate chapter, in which I examine the impact of casting a trans* female voice for a non-trans*-developed role by analyzing Rodriguez in LSOH. 


[bookmark: _Toc111451409]Chapter Four: Suddenly Seeing More of Audrey: The Gender Dysphonic Voice in Little Shop of Horrors
This fourth and final chapter encompasses an analysis of Rodriguez’s voice as Audrey in Little Shop Of Horrors (Donahue 2019). Whereas earlier chapters have problematized the aesthetic standard of sameness dominating voice, this chapter expands on the benefits of an aesthetic of difference in gender and voice by analyzing gender dysphonia. The chapter is divided by the three components of composition, spectatorship, and context, in which I individually assess one or more LSOH segment(s), Rodriguez’s voice qualities, how gender is moved through voice, the consequential effect(s) on each respective dramaturgical mode, and how gender dysphonia interacts with gender normative aesthetics. The realm of composition, I argue, draws attention to how the gender dysphonic voice can aid a worldview construction and, therefore, can comprehend and (re)structure normative reality. I then highlight spectatorship to discuss Rodriguez’s voice, for her gender dysphonia calls to reconsider and reset the rigid divisions of authenticity also influential in theorizing blackness and trans*ness. My final component, context, casts light on how gender dysphonia’s sonic fluidity can mystify the binaries of trans*/non-normativity against the desired non-trans*/normativity that reverberate through the West. By recognizing gender dysphonia in LSOH, my findings argue how the gender-ambiguous voice can initiate a re-evaluation of Western cultural aesthetics of sonic identity that accounts for the value of trans* female voices in (rock-horror) musical theater and Western society at large. Let us now immerse in LSOH. 

Figure 1. Audrey singing about her dream of moving somewhere that’s green.


[bookmark: _Toc111451410]“Far From Skid Row, I Dream I’ll Go”: Composition and Worldview
Prior to analyzing the gender-ambiguous voice, I propose to revisit what the compositional plane entails. This domain, as Groot Nibbelink and Merx (2021, 8) describe, is the theatrical means that co-constitutively manifest the structures to facilitate a performance. For this mode, I zoom in on Audrey’s I am/I want-song “Somewhere That’s Green”, the first song to express her desires/motives, her relation to the audience, and her positionality in the show’s context (Donahue 2019). Here, Audrey admits to her friends of dreaming of moving away from the impoverished Skid Row to a suburban house with high-tech appliances, green surroundings, and a “normal” exterior. As all actors sit down, the lights dim to a faint purple, one spotlight hits Audrey, and the music and Rodriguez’s voice become the main storyteller. 
Starting on a G4 note, traveling down to a B3 and up to a C5, Rodriguez predominantly vocalizes Audrey’s deepest desires through her falsetto, since particularly the G4-C5 range is considered outside of “male” voice ranges and indeed high for most testosterone-developed vocal folds (Sataloff 2017, 907).[footnoteRef:16] This requires Rodriguez to mobilize sound through her falsetto, which she starts mixing with chest voice during the second verse for increased volume. As the song has been composed for estrogen-developed vocal folds, often able to evade mixing the “break”/passagio between head and chest voice until A4 to C5, Rodriguez’s effortful task to continuously sustain her falsetto distinctively flavors her sound (Sataloff 2017, 915) (Grussl 2019). However, Rodriguez makes her voice resonate primarily through the front of her vocal tract, regularly using phonetic vowels that Jackson Hearns and Kremer (2018, 122-23) note to sound feminine (like “ee” for “green” and “e” for “last”). Altogether, her bright, legato sound contrasts masculine identifiers (loudness, strength) through connoting femininity but never achieves a feminine-perceived pitch for Rodriguez’s falsetto.[footnoteRef:17] This ambiguity requires reinterpreting aesthetics of sex/gender/race through Rodriguez’s entanglement of masculine- and feminine-perceived sonic conventions.  [16:  Sataloff deems this range average for countertenors, the highest “male” vocal category. However, I refrain from analyzing voice through these categories for their previously-noted sexist character and the inapplicability of countertenor to Rodriguez for its connotation of maleness.]  [17:  Legato is a smooth singing style, connecting each note/syllable together (Sataloff 2017, 912). ] 

In this song, the absence of other prominent theatrical elements and Rodriguez’s detailed lyrics construct an imagined environment that permits fashioning Audrey’s desires without on-stage material referents: “A washer and a dryer and an ironing machine / In a tract house that we share / Somewhere that's green” (Donahue 2019). Rodriguez’s voice becomes what Bleeker (2008, 27-31) deems an internal focalizor: she provides the ears to enter Audrey’s fantasy life. It is for this intersection between Rodriguez’s gender-ambiguous sound, the whiteness to such conceptions of femininity, and her vocal narrative control that I argue this imaginary of desires is informed by Rodriguez’s embodied experiences. Audrey’s fantasy connects to what trans* imagination scholar LaVelle Ridley (2019) calls imagining otherly: a survival tactic for oppression and an epistemology of moving beyond a transgression-assimilation binary. By attempting to vocalize connotations of racialized femininity, Rodriguez’s voice encapsulates a capacity for Audrey to imagine otherly a freedom dream of wealth and femininity that facilitates an escape from trans* misogyny and anti-blackness. This composition empowers Rodriguez’s gender dysphonic voice to frame Audrey’s dream from a trans* female aesthetic – one that celebrates performing a captivating and solidary femininity without retreating to the non-trans*-normativity of Womanhood (Lang/Levitsky 2021).
	How, then, does the gender dysphonic voice’s capacity to compose an imaginative space transfer to Audrey’s storyline-defining goal? Well, Groot Nibbelink and Merx (2021, 7) explain how compositional elements construct the systems from which the world worlds. In musical theater, specifically, Wolf (2011, 17) states that songs encompass a primary narrative functionality, logically empowered to propel storylines/actions. As trans* black studies academic Marquis Bey (2016, 34) then writes that “corporeality is the vessel through which I understand the world”, I conceive imagining otherly of gender utopia through trans* embodiment as integral to reality construction/perception. Not only does Rodriguez’s singing focalize insights into Audrey’s dreams, but her black trans* embodiment defines the requirements to realize them. Because Rodriguez instrumentalizes feminine-perceived techniques, her performance amplifies Audrey’s motive to work for upward class mobility partially to achieve female normativity, to “look like Donna Reed” (Donahue 2019). Here, her gender dysphonia then informs the song’s logic from which Audrey acts, in which sounding feminine and “cooking like Betty Crocker” become equally pivotal actions toward wealth (Donahue 2019). Indeed, Rodriguez’s unique tonalities as either attempting to (here) or allegedly diverging from femininity (later) signify how Audrey might explore normativity. In this light, gender dysphonia functions to confirm gender aesthetics through non-normative sound, thereby also reconfiguring what this normative reality for Audrey entails and becoming the show’s diegetic storytelling device. As exemplified by LSOH, attributing agency to the trans* voice that works to satisfy sonic gender norms proposes an aesthetic of difference that repositions gender dysphonia as valuable for structuring realities.

[bookmark: _Toc111451411]“You Don’t Need No Makeup, Don’t Have To Pretend”: Spectatorship and Reality
How might one then perceive the trans* voice’s impact on spectatorship? Spectatorship, Groot Nibbelink and Merx (2021, 8) write, consists of the performative strategies to intentionally position the spectator in decoding the performed. To analyze the trans* female voice’s modes of address, I examine Audrey’s duet with Seymour in “Suddenly Seymour.”[footnoteRef:18] This segment displays Seymour and Audrey sharing a tender moment of connection after Seymour frightens Audrey for physically resembling her abusive (ex-)boyfriend (Donahue 2019). In this consolidating interaction, Audrey turns to the audience while sharing her past of abandonment and sex work, consequently returning to Seymour to belt out their unconditional love and ultimately kiss.  [18:  This YouTube registration of Rodriguez performing “Suddenly Seymour” with George Salazar on the Late Late Show with James Corden (2020) is nearly identical to the above-discussed registration: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yqb6juQXNf4.] 

Now, LSOH fans might notice that the original A Major key is transposed three steps down to Eb major, which encompasses an Eb3-G4 range accustomed to Rodriguez’s modal register (Sataloff 2017, 108-109). Though Rodriguez sings the first chorus’ top notes in her mixed falsetto, she later transitions into a chest-dominant mix-belt to empower the middle notes through larger a- and o-vowels as Audrey gains confidence. In this fusion of early 1960s rock, doo-wop, and Motown, Rodriguez’s rich voice harmonizes with the higher-frequency estrogen-developed backup vocals. Predominantly singing in the same octave, her voice blends with Seymour’s, yet occasionally flips to a complementary breezy falsetto. Compared to the feminine-perceived phonation in “Somewhere That’s Green”, Rodriguez’s voice appears to explore gender in lower notes, “neutral” vowels, less clear enunciation, more vibrato, and melisma.[footnoteRef:19] Utilizing different techniques to purposefully switch between stereotyped binaries of white/soft-black/strong and feminine/soft-masculine/strong allows Rodriguez to sound similar yet different from Seymour, agile and fluid between gender and race.  [19:  Melisma is when the same syllable encompasses two or more notes (Sataloff 2017, 913). Often colloquially referred to as “runs”/“riffs”.] 

	In “Suddenly Seymour,” the trans* female logic composed in “Somewhere That’s Green” authorizes Rodriguez to discover how her vocalities can address the spectator. The spectatorial effect of Rodriguez’s tonalities becomes significant when she turns away from her duet partner to face the audience. In conjunction with her lyrics, “Suddenly, Seymour is standing beside me / He don't give me orders, he don't condescend”, the audience-faced staging implies that Audrey’s re-articulation of Seymour’s actions is as much directed to her duet partner as it is to address the spectator (Donahue 2019). Specifically Rodriguez’s vocals appear to evoke what theater theorist Bertold Brecht coined the alienation effect: the spectator is invited to see the actor (Rodriguez) and character (Audrey) as diverging entities to interrogate the performance’s construction (Binnerts 2012, 43-48). Her substantial belts and the complicated riffed notes allow the spectator to imagine that this is Rodriguez’s at ease, authentic sound, distanced from Audrey’s previous falsetto. This assumption can emerge because it accords with the prioritization of authenticity of LSOH’s rock genre (Wollman et al. 2006, 26). Indeed, Rodriguez can revolt against the social injustice of Audrey’s abuse, vocalizing her dissatisfaction through her powerful, unapologetic belts. Her performance shifts the perception of Audrey, appearing to ask the spectator to criticize the performativity of previous controlled and tender tones. Her liberal vocalities seem to imply the value of authenticity in empowering Audrey while inviting the spectator to appreciate this move.Figure 2. Audrey recounting her traumatic past in “Suddenly Seymour”.

	Yet instead of speculating about Rodriguez’s true sound, LSOH’s horror conventions of questioning authenticity inspire me to investigate why one might ascribe authenticity to Rodriguez’s voice. Might it be that the grounds on which one can believe Rodriguez’s sound, convey reality by corresponding to one’s cultural positionality? I support this claim by first highlighting the connotation of the modal register to Rodriguez’s vocals, which Sataloff (2017, 108-09, 127-28) notes as the “healthiest”/most conforming to “health” norms. Such reality assumptions about Rodriguez’s vocals can develop, of course, in opposition to Western cultural connotations of trickery to her afore-heard falsetto. Secondly, Rodriguez’s phonation operates in collaboration with semiotic identity codes. One might interpret melisma and “soulful” sounds, as reviews noted, as more authentic to Rodriguez than to Audrey based on her body’s semiotic racialization and cultural-historical connotations to blues and gospel music in African-American culture (Jungr 2003, 104) (Silverman 2019). While this reliance on blackness conventions enables spectators to distinguish Rodriguez from Audrey, it also reveals the naturalized whiteness to the vocal composition of Womanhood conceived as authentically Audrey. The semiotic racialization suggests that Rodriguez’s navigation of Womanhood as a trans* female performer of color is complexified by the whiteness of Western femininity.   
If actor-character alienation uncovers authenticity, however, my following question is how authenticity interacts with (analyzing) gender dysphonic trans* female voices. Now, trans* studies has always been concerned with outlining in-/authenticity to discard claims of performativity to trans* (voice) representations (Jackson Hearns and Kremer 2018, 112-13) (Mills and Stoneham 2017). Take Sandy Stone’s fundamental manifesto (1987, 10-16), which dissected “destined to pass” trans* women’s biographies and proposed foregoing passing to transgress the West’s authenticated gender performativity. By doing so, Stone characterized trans* non-normativity as purposefully disruptive, yet Rodriguez’s vocalities demonstrate that interrogating the performativity of authenticity does not necessitate fixating trans* performers as transgressively anti-normative. While her low belts and runs deviate distinctively from femininity norms, her flips to soft, “conforming” falsetto notes indicate an agile, fragmented voice range that contrasts any notion of a true “trans*”, distinguished-from-Audrey sound. Building on black feminist scholar Hortense Spillers’ argument (1987, 64-81) that black women’s femaleness is eliminated through Western-centric configurations of gender on preceding fundaments of whiteness, these connotations of blackness also frame Rodriguez’s tonalities as less legibly gender dysphonic. This “ungendering” of black women, according to Spillers, obstructs one’s ability to authentically perceive femininity, or an incongruence to it, in Rodriguez’s voice during these moments.[footnoteRef:20] To return to Stone, Audrey belting in the same octave as Seymour while harmonizing with backup singers signifies aurally that her non-conformity a) initiates new conformity and b) is not sourced for transgression. Rodriguez’s trained, gender dysphonic, black voice works to interchangeably appropriate and abandon sonic identity norms, emphasizing how gender authenticity has been installed upon the Western racialization of bodies. By ambiguating what defines non-/normativity, this tension creates a plausibility of authenticity that stresses how interpretations of realness to Rodriguez/trans* are vitalized or denounced through the spectator’s cultural knowledge. So rather than confining Rodriguez’s sound within an in-/authenticity binary, one might instead enjoy her voice as a versatile instrument moving through qualities, vowels, and harmonies. Indeed, the trans* female performer holds the potential to sensorially move beyond in-/authenticity spectatorship strategies based on normative gender markers. [20:  Interestingly, becoming “ungendered” appears to share an embodied ambiguity with gender dysphonia. Might Spillers’ work, therefore, offer opportunities to exemplify how gender dysphonia does not necessitate trans*, but encompasses more vocalizations deviating from white-centric gender aesthetics? Though this connection is far from substantiated, it offers intriguing research potentials for how gender dysphonia could de-authenticate the gender binary. ] 



[bookmark: _Toc111451412]“If I’m in the Plant, […] We’ll Always Be Together!”: Context and Normativity
My final subsection evaluates how the gender dysphonic voice behaves within the 1950s/1960s sociocultural context shaping Audrey’s story. Now, Groot Nibbelink and Merx (2021, 8) dedicate the contextual plane to analyzing how the social, political, cultural, and/or economic situatedness reverberates through the piece(‘s development). To delineate this context, I turn to Audrey’s trajectory from “Somewhere That’s Green” to “Somewhere That’s Green (Reprise)”. “Somewhere That’s Green”’s goal of poverty-free life expresses Audrey’s dedication to work hard and to remain with her wealthy (ex-)boyfriend (Donahue 2019). In her last song “Somewhere That’s Green (Reprise)”, however, Seymour finds Audrey after being attacked by the monstrous plant Audrey II, which Seymour confesses to have fed his murdered peers to nurture the plant’s growth. During this moment of horror, Audrey asks her lover to feed her soon-to-be-dead body to his plant, to become part of the being that sustains her lover’s financial success. Audrey’s goal has significantly shifted: her desire for peace has moved beyond financial wealth and now is imagined as being near Seymour. Figure 3. Audrey becomes trapped by Audrey II, dying shortly after the attack. 

In the original B3-C5 song’s reprise, Rodriguez returns to her falsetto, feminine-perceived narrow vowels, and a small vocal tract to vocalize Audrey’s dying wishes. Throughout the show, Rodriguez articulates her lyrics in a Brooklyn accent to underline Audrey’s lower class. This song, however, requires Rodriguez to add vocal effects to capture Audrey’s weakened yet satisfied state through increased breathiness, a feeble vibrato, and cry quality: “I'm feeling strangely happy now / Contented and serene / Oh, don't you see? / Finally I'll be / Somewhere that's green” (Donahue 2019). Interestingly here, I had difficulty hearing a dissonance between Rodriguez’s voice and Audrey’s expected normative sound. The repetition of the notes in this emotionally absorbing song and the iterability of feminizing phonation techniques becoming standard for her aesthetic of femininity might have influenced my perception of Rodriguez’s voice. Now whether or not this observation means that Rodriguez sonically mirrors estrogen-developed vocal folds, it does attest to how the trans* female voice can display the construction of non-trans* female normativity that Audrey is presumed to represent. 
	To research LSOH’s context, I focus on Audrey’s dream of wealth, for it connects to the American Dream prominent in the economically prosperous US 1960s zeitgeist (film debut) and revived in the neoliberal 1980s (musical debut) (Taylor & Symonds 2014, 170-74). This ideology promised the fulfillment of any citizen’s dream yet limited white women to the private sphere as mothers and employed predominantly black women as houseworkers to sustain the white husband’s economic success (Davis 1981, 11). The nuclear model echoes through Audrey’s songs, hardly mentioning Seymour but concentrating on kitchen appliances, child-rearing, and white female aesthetics. Even Audrey’s dying lyrics connote stereotypical femininity (“You'll smell my sweet perfume”), asking Seymour to capitalize on her body (Donahue 2019). While Seymour and Audrey both aspire to escape poverty, the American Dream’s premise for Audrey confirms Wolf’s claim (2011, 212) that maturity equals gendering: her becoming-of-Womanhood surfaces in learning from Seymour “how to be more / the girl that’s inside me” (Donahue 2019). Contrary to the white, non-trans* actresses portraying Audrey, Rodriguez’s trans*ness and blackness accentuate the naive optimism of Audrey’s normativity dream. Consider the sterilization obligation forced on Dutch trans* individuals if medically transitioning until 2014; such power operations testify to why Audrey’s desires for peace, love, and fertility are more complex to realize for the trans* (of color) subject (Al et al. 2021, 13). Through the non-normative experience of black trans*ness, Rodriguez’s portrayal underscores that Audrey’s understandable wish for social normativity is a) hindered by gender, race, and class, and b) perhaps less appealing than imagined.
Yet Rodriguez voicing Audrey also opens doors to comprehend Audrey’s inaccessibility on the ground of normativity’s paradoxicality and inexistence. As above-mentioned, Stone (1987, 16) argued that obstructing the reduction of trans* polyvocalities into one “cis-passable” gender monolith requires intentionally transgressive anti-normativity for the Posttranssexual, although she acknowledged that yearning to pass is integral to trans*ness. Yet returning to Chu and Drager’s work from 2019 (106-107), I agree that Stone’s dichotomized non-/normativity framework is disadvantageous for trans* studies. Much like the American Dream, the trans* woman’s paradoxical desire to become normative through non-normative actions manifests, sustains, and empowers norms themselves. Rodriguez’s trans* female voice supports their claim: making/having to/becoming to achieve a normative sound requires many non-normative acts that interact with standards of femininity. Sounding light/breezy and accessing an upper range are some attempts at normative feminine sound becoming non-normative through the alienated trans* female voice; simultaneously, performing such gender dysphonic vocalizations queries how normativity’s sexist and racist structures have declared why these conventions signify femininity. Ironically, the paradoxicality of normativity emerges in Stone’s own argument (1987, 16), requesting trans* experience to be lived “[…] as a political action begun by reappropriating difference and reclaiming the power of the refigured and reinscribed body”. Might we perceive Stone’s call to live trans*ness as a political action as ascribing a norm of non-normativity to the Posttranssexual? Although Chu and Drager fail to address the racism and sexism inherent to non-/normativity, they rightly draw attention to the fragmented state of trans*ness and stimulate us to rethink what (a non-trans*) gender non-/normativity encapsulates.
In LSOH, my interpretation of Rodriguez as “normative” does not imply it takes merely one musical’s duration to achieve sonic normativity. Following Chu and Drager (2019, 107), Rodriguez’s voice instead emphasizes that the 1960s American Dream of Audrey’s desired normativity is deceptively inaccessible. No LSOH character proves to obtain normative standards, yet normativity becomes impactful through Audrey’s/Rodriguez’s non-normative attempts. I initially theorized Rodriguez’s gender dysphonia to emerge from her voice’s incongruity to normative femininity, yet my inability to do so suggests that normativity is ideological rather than corporeal and that bodies’/sound’s mutability disavow such fixed binaries. Precisely the ever-changing possibility of being heard as “normatively female” indeed undermines Western norms that essentialize static, unrealistic conceptions of white Womanhood onto sound. This contradiction also encourages to revise the contextualization of normativity as indisputably non-trans*. To assume Audrey as non-trans* for her undisclosed gender identity and her (desire to) normality reinstalls the flawed binary that trans*ness is/sounds exclusively, consistently, and noticeably non-normative. This teaches us to conceptualize gender dysphonia not as purposefully seeking transgression in the dichotomy between vocal deviation and conformity, but as satisfying, interrogating, and mystifying relations to and between non-trans*/normative and trans*/non-normative. In LSOH’s American Dream context, Rodriguez’s fluidity in sounding non-/normative testifies to the subversive affirmation of trans* female gender dysphonic voices to complicate the dichotomized, naturalized institution of normativity.

[bookmark: _Toc111451413]Final Thoughts
From this final point, I reflect on my dramaturgical analysis of Rodriguez’s vocalities exploring gender dysphonia to evaluate trans* actors’ potential for musical theater. My subsection on composition first argued how the gender dysphonic voice can function to generate/shift meaning in the logic to which a character/show/society operates. Crucially, gender dysphonia is no passive trans* subtext; the gender-ambiguous voice reconfigures the influence of Rodriguez’s embodiment in shaping Audrey’s worldview of obtaining wealth, peace, and overall normativity. Subsequently, Rodriguez’s voice has allowed for an inquiry into spectatorship strategies organized by reality-performance binaries through her gender dysphonic sound exposing the performativity of authenticity. Rather than judging Rodriguez’s performance as Audrey on her sameness to sonic norms of race and gender, I advocated for perceiving her voice as valuable beyond racialized and gendered in-/authenticity conceptions for its fragmented, agile range. My final facet, context, unveiled another side of gender dysphonia, depicting how Rodriguez’s testosterone-impacted vocal folds to sing Audrey’s songs of desiring wealth, peace, and love destabilized the achievability of normativity. Through this context, Rodriguez’s voice articulated the contradictions within ideals of normality and disavowed oppositions of non-trans*/normativity vs. trans*/non-normativity, instead advancing an ever-changing aesthetic of difference. By emphasizing trans* voices’ value to musical theater, my thesis has overall aimed to object to the presumption that a voice is by definition invaluable or wrong because of embodied incongruence to the sameness that aesthetics of sound and gender rely on. 
	Regarding larger debates on sound and gender, my case study on musical theater has indicated that rigid separations between physiological and sociocultural frameworks are counterproductive to comprehending the trans* voice. While the physiological dimension of voice is far from as definitive to realizing identity as once thought, my analysis argued trans* embodiments nonetheless provide a unique physical capacity to phonate different sounds that interact with Western aesthetics. Researching gender dysphonia requires acknowledging the nature-culture entanglement, as this dynamic allows us to perceive how gender dysphonia can include different sounds that emerge, act, and have unique purposes under different circumstances. Think of utilizing gender dysphonia to (re)structure (alternative) realities, to question the utility of (in-)authenticity for spectating trans* voices, or to unveil (non-trans*) non-/normativity dichotomies and instead embrace its paradoxicality in life and sound. Studying Rodriguez has revealed, altogether, that the parameters to how gender dysphonia can function to meet, explore, and challenge Western aesthetics are flexible and contextual. Yet it must be acknowledged that gender dysphonia is not harmless for many; the gender dysphonic voice is meaningful precisely because it exists alongside political trans*phobia in Western societies that ostracizes trans* voices as non-normative. Connecting gender dysphonia to the trans* musical performer is therefore of undeniable significance for evoking alternative realities to sensorially/semiotically explore the trans* voice’s movement and to grasp what meanings for non-/normativity their sound may entail.






	 


[bookmark: _Toc111451414]Conclusion: A Revaluation of Trans* Corporealities
 “… the bleached-blond, Billie-Dawn-like, secret love of his life. If you took Judy Holiday, Carol Channing, Marylin Monroe, and Goldie Hawn, removed their education and feelings of self-worth, dressed them in spiked heels and a low-cut black dress, and then shook them up in a test tube to extract what’s sweetest and most vulnerable – that’d be Audrey.”

This description of Audrey belongs to the character list in lyricist Howard Ashman’s (1982, 8) original LSOH script. Ashman painted a distinct picture of how he conceived Womanhood and, forty years later, it is painful to envision who would be cast – and the many who would not. Rodriguez’s beautiful, moving (vocal) performance as Audrey importantly emphasizes this contrast, for she, as a trans* woman of color with testosterone-enlarged vocal folds, would be unlikely to be part of the original production. In this thesis, I have nevertheless shown that the trans* female voice can be a valuable instrument to the trans* woman in musical theater, precisely for the ability to meet, confront, and complexify gender aesthetics through her unique gender dysphonic sound. Following this, I wrote this thesis to seek an answer to the following research question: how can gender dysphonia as a conceptual tool aid the analysis of gender-ambiguous voices in Western musical theater to uncover gender-normative aesthetics? 
	Is it odd to assume that gender and voice are connected? Not at all, my thesis showed: many voice researchers and vocal coaches have produced different frameworks on voicing gender. Dutch voice scientists even coined gender dysphonia to medically diagnose a sonic discrepancy between trans* female vocal sounds and the sound of normative “female” estrogen-developed vocal folds. To detach gender-non-conforming sounds from medical stigmatization, however, I redefined gender dysphonia as an affective-sensorial state of sonic ambiguity, creating a tension that affirms and subverts vocal aesthetics. This tension between voice and gender also emerged in musical theater, forcing the gender dysphonic voice to either accord with or escape from Western semiotic-cultural identity codes. To identify, then, under which conditions vocal gender-ambiguity can be revalued, my concept-based dramaturgical analysis sensorially examined Rodriguez’s unique vocalities in the composition, spectatorship, and context of the rock-horror show Little Shop of Horrors. By exposing Western power operations behind sonic gender aesthetics, the trans* voice paves ways to restructure the logic behind understanding and creating normative realities, dismantle notions of authentic non-conformity, and reconceive sociocultural contexts through the trans* non-/normativity paradox. To presume, therefore, that gender dysphonia convolutes the (vocal) performance of trans* female actors in non-trans*-originated roles is preliminary and speculative. In fact, my thesis has proven through analyzing Rodriguez’s voice that a) trans* is not inherently or incontrovertibly passive/inauthentic/non-normative in opposition to the agential/authentic/non-trans*-normative center and b) vocal aesthetics and musical performance do not necessitate such binaries. Precisely because gender dysphonia can destabilize sonic presumptions of identity in multiple ways and promote an aesthetic of difference, my thesis altogether contends that trans* female performers deserve to be heard in musical theater.
	Yet how do my findings also serve a purpose for trans* emancipation at large? Well, both musical theater’s exclusion of and the medicalization of trans* female voices attest to how voicing gender operates to a Western logic of abnormality to non-conforming sounds targeting gender dysphonic/trans* voices. It is therefore concerning how gender-ambiguity is still ascribed to the trans* woman’s allegedly “imperfect” capacity to convey Womanhood, while the accountability of the humanist-exceptionalist systems of whiteness, patriarchy, and capitalism problematizing trans*ness remain neglected. This “wrong body”-paradigm has demanded gender dysphonia’s medical curation, preserved gender normativity in musical theater, and altogether alienated trans* voices as abnormal (Nordmarken 2019, 45). Such a societal deception necessitates a de-essentialization of incongruences between sound and societal norms politicized on the trans* female body. Yet my thesis points out that redefining gender dysphonia can mobilize this de-essentialization. Indeed, advancing from gender dysphonia to interrogate Western aesthetics disavows the innately flawed trans* body and, precisely for embracing the desire to normalcy, externalizes its abnormalization, reconfigures trans* existence as strengthened, and allows to comprehend its attachment to norms. For this history of trans* non-normativity, my thesis demands further (academic/scientific) revaluation of trans* (female) embodiment to challenge systematic subordination and exclusion, for instance by representing the trans* female voice in popular media like musical theater.
	An understandable question, nonetheless, is if gender dysphonia might actually “achieve” normativity by increasing the frequency of trans* vocalities featured in popular culture, therefore possibly losing its empowering state through non-normative attempts at normativity. Though I once shared this concern, it assumes a purposeful non-normativity for the trans* female gender dysphonic voice as a resolution to trans*phobia that resorts to Stone’s argument (1987, 16), from which I depart. Rather, my thesis emphasizes that denigrating the gender-ambiguous voice for deviating from or assimilating into sonic gender constructions in non-trans*-normative, sexist, and racist systems unjustly demonizes the equivocal position that trans* inhabits. To subvert trans*phobic sentiments is not to promote either divergence from/assimilation of trans* voices into normativity, but to acknowledge and revalue ambiguity between both by conceptualizing gender dysphonia beyond binary thought. The concern of preserving “power”, subsequently, envisions gender dysphonia as a stable state accessible to and intentionally desirable for all trans* individuals, neglecting the dysphoria. But gender dysphonia and sound at large must never be reproduced as stagnant, obtainable notions, but as sensorially moving phenomena. The extent to which the sound of gender shapes (binaries of) identity depends on countless factors, including the infrastructure between muscular systems, the sense of hearing, the room in which it is vocalized, its interaction with other sounds, cultural sonic codifications, et cetera. The voice is fragmented, inter-connective, inter-active between “nature”-“culture”, and offers therefore not an achievable monolith of transgression to linearly oppose or acquire normativity.
	Because gender dysphonia is not static, the concept offers potential to further research how various forms of vocal distress can be reconceptualized as affective-sensorial states. After all, no prior attempts to redefine the term in a non-medical context, such as film, opera, or music appear to exist. Even for musical theater, my research has developed a fundament for future research on the logistics of the trans* voice voicing gender. Think of the digitalization of sound –to what extent is digital mediation of voice through microphones or audial systems agential in gendering or obscuring the sound of gender, especially for the trans* female voice? Or consider acoustics: how does a material environment shaping sound modify the trans* individual’s capacity to express gender identity? These concerns vouch, of course, for musical theater research’s relevance, but also request to comprehend the trans* voice in visual arts, music, games, opera, cabaret, (digital) communication, and more. To grasp a more elaborate understanding of gender (dysphonia) in the trans* voice, it is irrefutably significant to explore other phenomena/areas that accommodate voice.
Even beyond examining the voice’s areas of impact, researching gender dysphonia also encourages opportunities to investigate the normative structures of sound that problematize similar contradictions. In this broad scape of gender-ambiguous voices, the voice holds many differences and their embeddedness. To what extent is gender dysphonia significant in trans* masculine voices, who may or may not opt for HRT and experience a dropping voice? And how does the cultural value of assigning gender to sound evoke/affect gender dysphonia in/of (trans*) non-binary voices, who have disassociated themselves from conforming to male and female? This problematic requires us to rethink Human’s construction (or even Posthuman) with respect to heterogeneous corporealities and identity and to detach from any notions of real sound to gender. As Sataloff (2017, 53) noted, sound is movement, and movement connotes dynamicity. If we understand that the gender of voice can be sonically satisfying precisely for being contradictory, fragmented, cross-sensorial, and in-process-of-becoming, an aesthetic of difference is empowered to validate and celebrate the ambiguous sounds of trans* corporealities in musical theater and beyond.
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[AUDREY]
I know Seymour's the greatest
But I'm dating a semi-sadist
So I've got a black eye
And my arm's in a cast

Still, that Seymour's a cutie
Well, if not, he's got inner beauty
And I dream of a place
Where we could be together at last

[CRYSTAL, spoken]
And what kind of place is that, honey? An emergency room?

[AUDREY, spoken]
Oh, no. It's just a day dream of mine
A little development I dream of, just off the interstate
Not fancy, like Levittown
Just a little street, in a little suburb, far far from urban Skid Row
Oh, I dream about it all the time
Just me, and the toaster, and a sweet little guy...
Like Seymour

(sung)
A matchbox of our own
A fence of real chain link
A grill out on the patio
Disposal in the sink
A washer and a dryer and
An ironing machine
In a tract house that we share
Somewhere that's green

He rakes and trims the grass
He loves to mow and weed
I cook like Betty Crocker
And I look like Donna Reed
There's plastic on the furniture
To keep it neat and clean
In the Pine-Sol scented air
Somewhere that's green

Between our frozen dinner
And our bed-time: nine-fifteen
We snuggle watching Lucy
On our big, enormous
Twelve-inch screen

I'm his December Bride
He's father, he knows best
The kids play Howdy Doody
As the sun sets in the west
A picture out of Better Homes
And Gardens Magazine
Far from Skid Row
I dream we'll go
Somewhere that's... green


[bookmark: _Toc111451418]Appendix B: “Suddenly Seymour” 
(Ashman 1982, 68-71)

[SEYMOUR]
Lift up your head, wash off your mascara
Here, take my Kleenex, wipe that lipstick away
Show me your face clean as the mornin'
I know things were bad, but now they're okay

Suddenly Seymour is standing beside you
You don't need no makeup, don't have to pretend
Suddenly Seymour is here to provide you
Sweet understandin', Seymour's your friend

[AUDREY]
Nobody ever treated me kindly
Daddy left early, mama was poor
I'd meet a man and I'd follow him blindly
He'd snap his fingers
Me? I'd say "Sure!"

Suddenly, Seymour is standing beside me
He don't give me orders, he don't condescend
Suddenly, Seymour is here to provide me
Sweet understanding, Seymour's my friend

[SEYMOUR]
Tell me this feeling lasts 'til forever
Tell me the bad times are clean washed away

[AUDREY]
Please understand that it's still strange and frightening
For losers like I've been it's so hard to say

[AUDREY & (SEYMOUR & CRYSTAL & RONETTE & CHIFFON)]
Suddenly, Seymour (Suddenly, Seymour)
He purified me (He purified you)
Suddenly, Seymour (Suddenly, Seymour)
Showed me I can (Yes, you can!)

[AUDREY & SEYMOUR (CRYSTAL & RONETTE & CHIFFON)]
Oh, learn how to be more
The girl that's inside me (Ooo, ooo, ooo)

[SEYMOUR]
With sweet understanding

[AUDREY]
With sweet understanding

[SEYMOUR]
With sweet understanding

[AUDREY]
With sweet understanding

[AUDREY & SEYMOUR & CRYSTAL & RONETTE & CHIFFON]
With sweet understanding
Seymour's your man!


[bookmark: _Toc111451419]Appendix C: “Somewhere That’s Green (Reprise)” 
(Ashman 1982, 89-90)

(spoken)
[SEYMOUR]
Audrey, are you alright?

[AUDREY]
Yes! No...

[SEYMOUR]
Don't die, Audrey. I need you. Please, please don't die

[AUDREY]
Y'know, the plant did the strangest thing just now. It said that Orin and Mr. Mushnik were already inside
[SEYMOUR]
It's true. I did it. I fed them to it

[AUDREY]
And that's what made it so big and strong and you so famous?

[SEYMOUR]
I've done terrible things, but not to you. Never to you

[AUDREY]
But I want you to, Seymour

[SEYMOUR]
What?

[AUDREY]
When I die, which should be very shortly, give me to the plant. So it can live and bring you all the wonderful things you deserve

[SEYMOUR]
You don't know what you're saying!

[AUDREY]
But I do! It's the one gift I can give you. And if I'm in the plant, then I'm part of the plant. So in a way, we'll always be together!

(sung)
You'll wash my tender leaves
You'll smell my sweet perfume
You'll water me and care for me
You'll see me bud and bloom
I'm feeling strangely happy now
Contented and serene
Oh, don't you see?
Finally I'll be
Somewhere that's green
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