
7 Opera, Gender, and Voice

 

The invention of opera not only introduced musical, dramatic, and
aesthetic innovations, but it also prompted unexpected changes in gender
roles and social relationships, in particular the appearance of the first
women to sing on the operatic stage as professionals and the rise of the
castrato. The stricter gender roles of early modern society meant that a
professional female singer appearing in public was perceived to be com-
mitting a significant transgression. The public sphere was primarily a male
space where men could act professionally and still maintain their honour
and prestige, whereas the reputation of a woman who performed on stage
was considerably more precarious: her career was likely to be viewed as
indistinguishable from prostitution. The embodiment of an object of
desire, the female singer was viewed as both threatening and appealing.
Crossing the border between public and private spheres was therefore a
bold move for a woman and exposed those who did it to all kinds of
attacks. In everyday life, chastity, moderation, silence, and invisibility were
the major virtues associated with an honest woman. Female opera singers
became visible and professionally active by exhibiting themselves onstage;
they also transgressed the border between silence and voice.1

Castrati were not subjected to the same social bans on their behaviours,
though they were certainly ambivalent figures both in gender and sexual
terms. Controversies about the morality of opera, bans on women’s voices,
and the paradoxical figure of the castrato were also influenced by medical
discourses on the body, sexuality, and gender. As such, it is necessary first
to assess how the body was understood in medical terms and to examine
how it defined gender and sex distinctions in the seventeenth century.

Gender, Sex, Voice, and Morality

Until the end of the eighteenth century, natural philosophy and medicine
were still largely based on Hippocratic and Galenic doctrines, themselves
conceived in accordance with the theory of the humours.2 Physical and
psychological health depended on a balance of blood, phlegm, and yellow146
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and black bile. The sexual difference between men and women was deter-
mined by ‘vital heat’, or innate heat: women (and children) had less vital
heat than men, and were thus colder and weaker. It was believed that vital
heat was produced by the heart: maintained by the pneuma (air in motion,
breath, and, by extension, spirit or soul in early modern medicine), vital
heat circulated throughout the body via the blood vessels. It was considered
to be an intelligent organ that controlled and directed all the others,
shaping the body and the humours. Sexual difference was not understood
as qualitative but quantitative, in gradual and hierarchical terms. The male
represented anatomical perfection, while the female was a lesser, imperfect
version of man. Both were situated on a continuum, called the ‘one-sex
model’ by historian Thomas Laqueur.3 The castrato was positioned exactly
in the middle: not as perfect as the uncastrated man, but less imperfect than
the woman. Due to a lesser amount of vital heat and its ensuing retention
within the body, female genitalia were considered identical to male ones, but
turned inside instead of outside.4 These anatomical considerations also deter-
mined divergent psychological attributes for both sexes: dry and hot were
viewed as male qualities; wet and cold defined female ones. A man was
naturally inclined to honour, bravery, and strength of spirit, whereas a woman
was predisposed to instability, depravity, and an uncontrollable sensuality.
In this one-sex model, male and female did not exist as binary or even distinct
sexual entities: being a man or a woman was first and foremost a difference
in gender and behaviour, not an ontological difference between the sexes.
Moreover, the relative positioning and incremental continuity of the sexes
across this one-sex continuum created a space for fluidity, though at the
same time gendered and social constructions accentuated the difference
between them.5

The emergence of the castrato was linked, first, to the ban on women’s
voices in the church and, second, to the rise of opera.6 Roger Freitas defines
the castrato as a ‘temporally extended boy’ who embodies a suspension
between masculinity and femininity.7 Physically and spiritually viewed as
superior to women, boys represented the supreme ideal of love for men. In
the early modern world, friendships, sometimes involving tutoring,
between adults and young boys were common. Such relationships could
remain chaste, be eroticised, or also take sexual expression, even though the
Church had condemned sodomy as an act against nature since the late
Middle Ages.8 With their round baby faces devoid of facial hair, their
soft skin and high voices, castrati embodied the ideal boy. Castration
prevented the production of sex hormones that normally stopped bone
growth, which explains why castrati were usually taller than average and
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had extraordinary lung capacity. Trained since childhood, their only viable
career path was to become professional singers. That said, some did
perform diplomatic missions, working as spies for their patrons, thus using
their singing career as a ladder to achieve a better position in society.9

The castrato did not occupy the middle ground of the continuum alone;
it was also populated by ambivalent creatures such as hermaphrodites,
effeminate men, and virile women. Stories of spontaneous physiological
sex changes abounded, underscoring how the passage from one end of the
continuum to the other could easily be achieved.10 It should come as no
surprise that cross-dressing games and ambivalent figures such as the
castrato and the female professional singer were key to the popularity of
opera in the seventeenth century.

From Aristotle until the early eighteenth century, the voice was viewed
merely as a wind instrument. It was only in 1741 that the French surgeon
and anatomist Antoine Ferrein discovered the vocal cords – a term he also
coined, describing his discovery in his treatise De la formation de la voix de
l’homme (1741). Before the eighteenth century, it was widely believed that
women and children had high voices because they were weak and could
only move a small quantity of air, while men’s low voices were attributable
to their greater strength. Castrati, again, occupied a middle ground, dem-
onstrating feminine vocal qualities, yet with more strength. According to
Galenic medical theories, physical activities such as singing, exercising,
playing, or acting onstage produced heat, which was conveyed through
the body by the animal spirit. Made of blood and air, the animal spirit
originated in the brain and circulated through the whole body by way of
the arteries. Its role was to maintain the body’s natural heat; it also
conveyed the passions, impressing them in the mind and body.

Medically, singing was recommended in several situations, for instance
as a form of physical exercise that stimulated the pulse and balanced the
humours. It was also thought to be beneficial for digestion and relaxation
before sleeping; and it was thought to facilitate childbirth as well.11 By
singing, imperfect creatures such as women or effeminate castrati could
increase their bodily temperature, thus becoming similar to men. In so
doing, they transgressed a border, stepping into the territory of masculine
identity. Advocates of opera as well as its moral detractors considered this
transgression either appealing or disgusting, either sensual or threatening:
yet everyone agreed on the eroticism conveyed by women performing
onstage. The marvellous and sensual effects of song were always described
from a masculine point of view and thus always relied on the same trope:
seeing and hearing a female singer moved an audience to rapture.
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Medical considerations with misogynist undertones led to the construc-
tion of highly differentiated gendered roles in society. Social behaviour was
subjected to moral scrutiny, especially for women, and even more so for
women who acted as men, such as professional opera singers. Therefore,
moral condemnations of theatre and opera were not rare; the most fervid
attacks were directed at women performing onstage. In his pamphlet Il
puttanismo romano (1668) depicting an imaginary conclave of prostitutes
electing the pope, the Jesuit Gregorio Leti condemned the nepotism of the
papal court and ferociously attacked women playing a public role. Among
the latter were aristocrats such as Princess Olimpia Aldobrandini, Queen
Christina of Sweden, Mazarin’s niece Maria Mancini, and the singer
Leonora Baroni:

Ladies and Whores have almost always been one and the same, and one could not
find anyone, apart from some poor peasant who did not understand that under the
word Lady is the word Whore, and encompassed under the word Whore is the
word Lady. And if you hadn’t known it before, understand it now, so you do not
make yourself appear to be simple: you will find no other difference but that the
Lady is a private Whore and the Whore a public Lady.12

It is no coincidence that these noblewomen were also involved in opera
patronage.13 Giovanni Domenico Ottonelli, another Jesuit who authored a
book on the danger of keeping company with women, ‘especially singers’,
and no less than six volumes condemning theatre, affirms:

Our modern comedians and mountebanks, who wish for the effective enticement
of the crowd on stage and on the bench, should abandon the practice of presenting
women speaking of lascivious love; because it is a means quite dangerous and
pernicious to many. I mean that the comedian or mountebank, presenting a
frivolous and lasciviously adorned woman for enticement commits a grave error
because, even if he does not expect it nor perhaps think of it, nor want to think of it,
nonetheless places with real effect a great diabolical and infernal trap before many
souls and they are led to the penitential fire of eternal damnation.14

Crossing the line between private and public, between silence and singing,
led many female singers to be equated, at best, with courtesans and, at
worst, with prostitutes. In fact, some of them actually were courtesans,
including, for instance, Barbara Strozzi15 and the Neapolitan prima donna
Giulia De Caro, detta La Ciulla (1646–1697). The latter, described as
‘singing actress, harmonious whore and princess of the brothel’ in a
contemporary text, became famous by interpreting ribald songs with
a company of mountebanks, abandoning her husband, and becoming a
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member of the Febiarmonici, the first opera company in Naples.16 Between
1673 and 1675, De Caro had also been impresario of the Teatro
S. Bartolomeo, Naples’s first opera house. Her career, however, exemplifies
the trend of professional singers needing to develop self-fashioning strat-
egies to elevate their reputation – even when not engaged in prostitution.

Myth or reality, notorious rumours of affairs abounded between male
and female singers, involving aristocrats or prelates.17 Scandals did not
spare the stages, as is shown by the famous controversy around the
production of Domenico Mazzocchi’s opera La Catena d’Adone (Rome,
1626; libretto by Ottavio Tronsarelli), commissioned by Prince Giovanni
Giorgio Aldobrandini (1591–1637). A heated rivalry opposed two famous
Roman singers regarded as courtesans, Margherita Costa and Cecca del
Padule, about the respective importance of their roles as Venus and the
enchantress Falsirena. The scandal grew even further in notoriety, passion-
ately dividing the Roman nobility. Finally, it was resolved by the patron’s
mother, Olimpia Aldobrandini Borghese the elder, who dismissed both
female singers and had them replaced by two castrati.18

Singers who were not engaged in prostitution were not spared accu-
sations of debauchery, and had to preserve and defend their moral integ-
rity. It is not surprising, then, that even artistic praise had to be expressed
according to masculine standards. For instance, the singer, instrumentalist,
and composer Adriana Basile (c. 1580–1583, d. after 1642) and even more
so her daughter Leonora Baroni (1611–1670), who had moved to Rome in
1633, were praised by their admirers as ‘virtuose’,19 a term that draws on
the classic Roman ideal of manliness (‘vir’) and, later, the Renaissance ideal
of masculine ‘virtù’. Thus, women or castrati praised as ‘virtuosi’ involved a
transgression, a shift from the feminine to the masculine as they exhibited
themselves in the public or semi-public sphere, increasing their body
temperature through the act of singing.

Staging the Passions in Italy: Female Singers and Castrati

The first professional women onstage were actresses, such as Isabella
Andreini (1562–1604). Along with her husband, she directed a commedia
dell’arte troupe called La Compagnia dei Gelosi, which performed the
celebrated intermedi of La Pellegrina at the wedding of Christina of
Lorraine and Gran Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici in Florence in 1589.
Isabella was the star of the festivities with her stunning performance of the
mad scene in La pazzia di Isabella, an improvised comedy in which she
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sang several pieces.20 She also was the mother-in-law of Virginia
Ramponi Andreini (1583–1629/30; known as ‘la Florinda’), actress,
singer, and poet, and the first wife of Giovanni Battista Andreini, with
whom she founded the Compagnia dei Fedeli.21 In Mantua in 1608,
during the festivities for the wedding of Francesco Gonzaga and
Margherita of Savoy, Ramponi sang the title role in the première of
Monteverdi’s opera Arianna and also played the part of an Ungrateful
Lady in the first production of his Ballo delle ingrate.22 Her performance
of Arianna’s lament was so moving that ‘not one lady present failed to
shed a tear’.23

Tears pouring from the singer onstage and from the female audience
clearly allude to humoural humidity in women. As a topos in opera, tears
signal the achievement of Aristotelian catharsis through drama.24 They also
represent the submission of women to the will of men and the ritual of
lamenting at wedding ceremonies as a mark of women’s sacrifice and
subjugation to men.25 Like Ramponi, Anna Renzi (c. 1620–after 1661) –
the first prima donna in opera – was famous not only for her virtuoso
singing technique but also for her acting skills.26 She performed exception-
ally in Francesco Sacrati’s (1605–1650) La finta pazza (1641). Il
Cannocchiale per la finta pazza, an elaborate account of the opera, its
machinery, and the singers’ performance, described her as follows:
‘Signora Anna Renzi from Rome, a young woman as skillful in acting as
she is excellent in music, as cheerful in feigning madness as she is wise in
knowing how to imitate it, and modest in all her habits.’27 In the preface
to the libretto, Strozzi describes her as ‘a most gentle siren, who sweetly
steals the heart and charms the eyes and ears of the listeners’.28 In the
description of Sacrati’s Bellerofonte (Vincenzo Nolfi, 1642), Giulio Del
Colle characterises her as the ‘true embodiment of music and the only
marvel of the stage, who, during the course of the performance first gave
vent to, then hid, then disguised, then revealed, and then lamented her
amorous passions’.29

The fascination exerted by female high voices on audiences was con-
stantly described in erotic terms. Interestingly, the same effect was
achieved by castrati but not by lower male voices. The castrato Atto
Melani (1626–1714) who had played the role of Achille in La Finta
pazza along with Renzi, is described in such gendered terms: ‘a young
castrato from Rome of beautiful appearance, who resembles an Amazon
in his mixture of warlike spirit and feminine delicacy’.30 The following
description from Il Cannocchiale demonstrates the effect his singing had
on his listeners:
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The youth, who was a most valorous little singer from Pistoia, began to sing so
delicately that the souls of the listeners, as if exiting through the portals of the ears,
raised themselves to heaven to assist in the enjoyment of such sweetness.31

Pietro Della Valle affirms that castrati ‘cloaking themselves in the
affects, . . . enrapture the listener’.32 All singers – and especially those with
high voices such as female singers and castrati – were often admired for
their virtuosity, but the rapture was caused by an association of both aural
and visual effects. The affects expressed by the text were not only sung but
also staged, appealing to the eyes and the ears of the spectators simulta-
neously. In his description of the female consorts employed at the courts of
Mantua and Ferrara (the concerto delle donne developed in late
Renaissance, originally at the court of Ferrara), Vincenzo Giustiniani gives
us a valuable insight into how these singers had such a powerful effect on
their audience:

Furthermore, they moderated or increased their voices, loud or soft, heavy or light,
according to the demands of the piece they were singing; now slow, breaking off
with sometimes a gentle sigh, now singing long passages legato or detached, now
groups, now leaps, now with long trills, now with short, and again with sweet
running passages sung softly, to which sometimes one heard an echo answer
unexpectedly. They accompanied the music and the conceit with appropriate facial
expressions, glances and gestures, with no awkward movements of the mouth or
hands or body, which might not express the conceit of the song.33

According to the Neoplatonic theory of love, sight was the sense that
allowed the image of the beloved to penetrate the soul: entering through
the eyes, it literally took possession of the lover’s soul.34 Female singers and
castrati represented symbolic embodiments of the lover onstage: they had a
similar effect on their audience. Thus, opera was considered the most
appealing expression of the affects, while still considered a threat to the
spectators’ souls.

Empowering the Female Voice: Francesca Caccini
and La liberazione di Ruggiero (1625)

Even when women were seen to be transgressing their gendered role by
stepping onstage, their presence was certainly acknowledged, whether they
were praised or despised. The growing popularity of public opera made
them all the more visible, and heard. Composing, however, was an entirely
different matter as it was almost exclusively a male domain and
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prerogative. One remarkable exception was Francesca Caccini
(1587–1641), who worked at the Medici court in Florence and was the first
woman to compose an opera, La liberazione di Ruggiero dall’isola d’Alcina
(The Liberation of Ruggiero from Alcina’s Island, 1625).35 She was raised in
a musical household; her father Giulio Caccini (1551–1618) was her
teacher; her mother Lucia di Filippo Gagnolanti, her stepmother
Margherita della Scala, and her sister Settimia (1591–c. 1660) were all
gifted singers. Francesca served the Medici from 1607 until 1627 as a
singer, instrumentalist, and music teacher; she was also the most prolific
female composer of her era. The musician with the highest salary on the
Medici payroll, she composed the music to at least thirteen court entertain-
ments. Her unique role as a female composer is undoubtedly linked to the
joint female regency (1621–1630) in Florence and to the destinies of two
outstanding women, the Grand Duchess Christina of Lorraine, widow of
Ferdinando I de’ Medici, and her daughter-in-law, the Archduchess Maria
Magdalena of Austria, widow of Cosimo II. The contrast between the two
of them could not have been more marked. A delicate, elegant French
aristocrat with a dominant and controlling attitude towards power,
Christina had been the de facto sovereign of Tuscany since 1607 and
during her son’s reign. Maria Magdalena, on the other hand, was an
unusually robust and manly woman – an accomplished dancer, horse-
woman, and huntress. Both, however, were united in legitimising their
unprecedented female regency, and one privileged means was patronage of
the arts. Continuing a Medici tradition of myth-building and self-
fashioning through pictorial, musical, and textual productions, the female
regents adapted it to the purpose of gender politics by portraying positive
models of female leaders; theatrical spectacles played a central role in this
campaign. In 1607, Christina commissioned La Stiava (The Female Slave,
libretto by Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger), Francesca’s first opera
and also her very first composition. Unfortunately the score is lost, but it
was described as having ‘marvelous music’.36 The grand duchess was
involved in the preparations and had the librettist rewrite the script to
transform the female slave from an object of male desire to a sovereign
kidnapped by pirates, and from a mute object to a singing subject. The
political justification of the female voice was essential to Christina as a
legitimisation of her regency: as Cusick puts it, the opera was ‘a conquest of
disorder by sonic order’.37

The Archduchess Maria Magdalena commissioned La liberazione di
Ruggiero dell’isola d’Alcina in 1625 to celebrate the visit of her Polish
nephew, Prince Władysław, hoping to arrange a marriage with her
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daughter Margherita – the plan was destined to fail. The opera was
performed at the Villa Poggio Imperiale, the family’s summer residence,
which had just been redecorated at Maria Magdalena’s request with female
imagery of Amazon warriors, heroines of ancient history, and female
saints. Maria Magdalena attended nearly every rehearsal to maintain con-
trol over the production. Drawing on both Ariosto and Tasso, the libretto
by Ferdinando Saracinelli (d. 1640) is an allegory of female power, staged as
a struggle between two sorceresses to win Ruggiero. The benevolent
Melissa eventually succeeds in freeing him from the charms of the evil
and sensual Alcina, who has kidnapped him. The character of Ruggiero is
utterly passive, prey to the two women’s contradictory desires.
Allegorically, the opera stages a struggle between chaos and order, between
Alcina’s uncontrollable and threatening sexuality characterised by her
immoderate behaviour, and Melissa’s forceful call to duty and eventual
restoration of Ruggiero at the head of the Christian armies. Musically,
Caccini uses various styles and modes to depict gender. Alcina and her
attendants sing in flat keys; Ruggiero and his male attendants sing in sharp
keys; the bi-gendered Melissa – first appearing as Atlante, a male warrior,
then shifting into the role of a female benevolent sorceress – sings mostly in
C natural.38

Francesca chose specific musical genres: canzonettas for a trio of
sopranos; an evocation of the concerto delle donne; elaborate strophic arias
for the lovers’ duet with ornamentation inspired by her father’s collections
of monodies, Le Nuove musiche (1602) and Nuove musiche e nuova ma-
niera di scriverle (1614); musically dispassionate recitatives for the narra-
tion; and a five-part madrigal for the chorus of the enchanted plants. To
restore masculinity to power, Melissa dissociates herself from her gender:
she first appears onstage in male disguise as the non-Christian prince and
warrior Atlante and musically appropriates male speech and reasoning.39

Published in 1625 and dedicated to Maria Magdalena, La liberazione is
one of the few operas to have been published at that time, which attests to
its political importance. It is also rare for its inclusion of five engravings of
stage designs by Alfonso Parigi. One of the political purposes of La
liberazione had much to do with the legitimisation of Maria Magdalena’s
regency: intended to contribute to her self-fashioning as a benevolent
cross-gendered ruler, the work reinforced her image as the dynastic guard-
ian of Medici sovereignty. Saracinelli’s allusion to Maria Magdalena’s
manly manners must have been unequivocal to the audience. Her call to
duty ‘Atlante a te se’n vien’ (‘Atlante is coming to you’) is set as a diatonic,
slow recitative in a narrow range: it follows the words, emphasising the
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domination of the rational male sphere of the logos over the lascivious
female sphere of themelos. Her speech condemns sensual love, glorifying war
and manly duties. She shames Ruggiero for his effeminacy, and calls him to
action once he has regained his virility. By adopting a male disguise and voice,
Melissa convinces Ruggiero to abandon his lover. Alcina’s long lament ‘Ferma
ferma crudele’ (‘Stop, stop cruel one’) is on the contrary musically excessive
and immoderate – two typical female vices. Switching rapidly from intense
pain to joy and laughter, the libretto evokes extreme passions, enhanced by a
musical setting based on melodic and harmonic extravagances.

Confronting her unfaithful lover in a chromatic complaint, Alcina
constantly switches from one affect to another. Florid passages alternate
with bursts of anger, erratic melodic motions with grief-stricken lamenta-
tions. Extreme dissonances, chromatic passages, and abrupt modal changes
characterise her long lament. Failing to regain Ruggiero’s love by the
beauty of her sensual song, she unleashes demons and fire against him,
failing again to avenge herself. On the contrary, the moderate Melissa
ultimately triumphs and restores the male power of Ruggiero.

In the hands of two powerful women who desire him, Ruggiero remains
effeminate and passive. Overtly emotional and confused by passion, his
song acquires a feminine quality in his love duet with Alcina, ‘Quanto per
dolce’. His vagaries are set to capricious music, featuring erratic changes in
the melodic line and in the harmony (see Example 7.1). Melissa reproaches
him for his immodesty, a typical feminine flaw: sensual excess has
transformed him into a womanish figure.

The Situation in France: Hatred of Castrato Voices

The court of Louis XIV was by no means a gynocentric form of govern-
ment, and it certainly did not favour female artists as the Florentine regents
did. To escape the predatory misogyny of the court, the précieuses – women
belonging to the French nobility and advocating a new, sophisticated literary
style referred to as ‘précieux’ (precious) – created alternate spaces known as
ruelles where the arts were cultivated. Their refined language and activities,
including parlour games, exuded exquisite elegance and manners. A form
of resistance against the coarseness of the Court, the ruelles allowed them to
discuss controversial political topics, focusing on women’s independence
from social and sexual submission, and on improving their access to know-
ledge.40 The air de cour was their favoured musical genre, much more than
opera, which was strongly tied to the politics of absolutism.

Opera, Gender, and Voice 155

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139033077.011 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781139033077.011


One exceptionally talented woman who performed regularly at

Versailles – the first and only female composer to write a tragédie en

musique – was Élisabeth-Claude Jacquet de La Guerre (1665–1729).

A child prodigy born into a family of musicians, she performed on the
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Example 7.1 Francesca Caccini, La liberazione di Ruggiero dal’isola d’Alcina, baletto (Florence, 1625),
Ruggiero, ‘Quanto per dolce’ (Florence: Pietro Cecconcelli, 1625), mm. 138–62; 223–37
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harpsichord from the age of five and sang at the court of Louis XIV under
the protection of his mistress, Madame de Montespan. In 1684, she
married the organist Martin de La Guerre and left the court to give lessons
and concerts in Paris. In 1691 she wrote a ballet for the King, Les Jeux à
l’honneur de la victoire (music lost).41 Céphale et Procris, her only tragédie
en musique, was performed in 1694 in Paris at the Théâtre du Palais Royal,
but it met with little success. Its failure can be attributed to several factors,
the first of which was a confused plot with weaknesses in the libretto
written by Joseph-François Duché de Vancy, a protégé of the king’s
morganatic wife, Madame de Maintenon, but not the best poet.42 Second,
in the 1690s, the king, influenced by the religious conservatism of Madame
de Maintenon, had started to show less interest in opera. Third, the church
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intensified its attacks on the theatre and particularly opera in 1693, con-
demning it as inappropriate and excessively sensuous.43

Duché’s libretto does not feature strong female characters, but rather a
love triangle with traditional gender roles. Céphale and Procris’ love is
thwarted by the gods, who declare that Procris will marry Borée.
Attempting to intervene in a fight between her two male rivals, Procris is
inadvertently killed by Céphale. Musically, the overall structure of this
opera follows the conventions of the tragédie en musique of Lully and
Quinault. The modal organisation – its style and structure – adheres to and
depicts the characters’ passions but does not establish gender distinctions,
as was the case in Caccini’s opera. About to be married to Borée, Procris
invokes death to escape her destiny in a lament, ‘Funeste mort, donnez-
moy du secours’, set to the descending tetrachord in F with many disso-
nances illustrating her defeat.

Jacquet de La Guerre was the only woman to appear among the com-
posers listed in Évrard Titon du Tillet’s chronicle Le Parnasse françois
(1732). However, Titon du Tillet mentions several other women with less
important positions, mostly singers on the Parisian stage, where profes-
sional female singers did not have to share the limelight with castrati, as
was the case in Italy. The French distaste for castrati was first and foremost
moral and sexual; aesthetic considerations only came second. None of their
detractors objected to the quality and virtuosity of their singing, but the
mutilation they endured and the resulting gender ambiguity caused phys-
ical disgust among women and sexual anxieties among men.44 Castrati’s
physical appearance and their manners were perceived as extravagant by
the French, whose culture privileged language and declamation over sheer
vocal beauty. Castrati seemed unconvincing from a dramaturgical point of
view, especially in cross-dressed or heroic male roles. The poet and libret-
tist Pierre Perrin (1620–1675) described them as ‘the horror of women and
the laughing stock of men’ and advised banning castrati from opera, where
they offended decorum and verisimilitude.45 Moreover, contrary to Italian
practice, the French did not privilege high-pitched voices, and the pure
vocality embodied by the female singer was frowned upon: the female voice
was perceived as a threat to logos, since it conveyed overwhelming passions
that deformed the semantic content of the text.46

Anne Chabanceau de La Barre (1628–1688), daughter of the organist
Pierre de La Barre, sang in the French production of Luigi Rossi’s Orfeo in
1646 and Francesco Cavalli’s Ercole amante in 1662 as La Bellezza (The
Beauty).47 She was praised for her excellence in both the French and Italian
styles, as well as in court ballets and Italian operas. Queen Christina invited
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her to the court of Sweden in late 1652 or early 1653, where she remained
until the queen’s abdication in 1654; she then briefly performed at the court
of Denmark.48 In 1661 she was appointed ordinaire de la musique du roi –
the first time such a title was granted to a female musician.49 Her marriage
in 1667 signalled the end of her career, as was the tradition for female
singers once married.

Marie Le Rochois (c. 1658–1728) sang at the Paris Opéra from 1678 until
1698, where she premièred all the major female roles in several of Lully’s
operas – Proserpine (1680), Mérope in Persée (1682), Arcabonne in Amadis
(1684), Angélique in Roland (1685), Armide (1686), and Galatée in the
pastorale héroïque Acis et Galatée (1686). Her portrayal of Armide made
her famous and caused quite a stir. The French critic Jean Laurent Le Cerf
de la Viéville (1674–1707) affirmed that ‘he had never been moved so
deeply’ and that he still shivered when he remembered Le Rochois’s
marvellous voice and performance.50 Titon du Tillet describes her as

the most perfect model for declamation who had appeared on stage. . . . Even
though she was fairly short, very dark, and looked very ordinary outside of the
theatre, with eyes close together which were, however, large, full of fire, and capable
of expressing all the passions, she effaced all the most beautiful and more attractive
actresses when she was on stage.51

On the other hand, François Raguenet, an ardent defender of the Italian
style, wrote in his Parallèle des Italiens et des Français (1702) that ‘if a
principal actress such as Le Rochois should step aside, not only Paris but all
of France would not be able to find another one that could replace her’.52 In
the English translation of Raguenet’s text (1709), the translator added that
Le Rochois was ‘a wretched Actress, and sang insufferably out of Tune’.53

In Titon’s description, however, Le Rochois fell in line with French expec-
tations, advocating more realistic staging and less florid singing.

Marie-Louise Desmatins (fl. 1682–c. 1708) sang together with Le
Rochois in several secondary roles from Lully’s tragédies, alternating with
her in the title role of Destouches’s Issé (1697), a pastorale héroïque. She
sang Médée in Lully’s Thésée in the 1698 revival and the title-role in
Armide in 1703. Although Desmatins is referenced in very few sources,
she is prominently featured in La musique du diable ou le Mercure Galant
dévalisé (Paris: Robert le Turc, 1711). Just as the Italian Jesuits had before,
this cautionary pamphlet criticised opera and the decadence of theatre. La
musique du diable was written as an attack on women performing onstage
and offers a satirical depiction of an afterlife in hell in which Desmatins,
together with Lully and the most famous musicians of the king, are
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transformed into porpoises.54 Rumoured to have had her fat removed by a
butcher, Desmatins then organises a dinner where she serves food prepared
with her own fat and dies soon after. At the outset of Pluto’s reign, she faces
a host of serious charges. Accused of prostitution, transmitting venereal
diseases, spoiling marriages, robbing respectable merchants, poisoning
prelates and fellow actresses, neglecting confession for twenty years, and
having had four abortions, she replies: ‘I have done nothing that an opera
girl as tolerably pretty as I should not have done.’55 Pluto eventually
welcomes her to hell with the highest honours.

Fanchon Moreau (1668–1743) made her début in the prologue of Lully’s
Phaëton in 1683. She premièred the roles of Oriane in Lully’s Amadis
(1684) and Créuse in Charpentier’s Médée (1693); she also sang in
Campra’s L’Europe galante (1697), in Destouches’s Issé (1697), and in
several Lully revivals. Her elder sister Louison was also a singer, and both
were mistresses of the dauphin, Louis de France.56 But no singer’s life was
as tumultuous as that of Julie d’Aubigny, or La Maupin (c. 1673–1707). She
started her career by giving fencing exhibitions and singing in roadside
taverns in France, and made her operatic début in a revival of Lully’s
Cadmus et Hermione in 1690; she then sang in new productions by
Henri Desmarets, Destouches, Campra, and La Barre. Her voice was a
‘bas-dessus’ (more akin to our modern mezzo-soprano). Claude and
François Parfaict’s Dictionnaire des théâtres described her voice as being
of unequaled beauty.57 Married and openly bisexual, she often cross-
dressed and was an accomplished swordswoman. Her idiosyncrasies were
such that already during her lifetime many unverified stories circulated
about her. Her tumultuous love affair with Fanchon Moreau also inspired
the imagination of her biographers – according to a rather dubious anec-
dote, La Maupin attempted suicide when Fanchon rejected her.

La Maupin’s unusual vocal range, her acting skills, and her androgynous
appearance made her a favourite of French audiences. Since a fundamental
principle of the operatic genre in France was its adherence to the rules of
classical theatre, the singer’s principal task was not so much to sing well (‘le
beau chant’) but to act well in order to represent the drama.58 The sung
voice, and especially the female one, expressed extreme passions that were
conceived as a threat to eloquence and to the verisimilitude of the tragédie
en musique. A shift in perspective during the eighteenth century eventually
enabled the female singer to become a diva, as musical listening was
increasingly understood as a form of sensory and emotional participation,
creating a liberating space for female voices that had previously been
restrained.59 Through her daring personality and overtly sexualised image,
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La Maupin highlights some of the changes that took place during the
seventeenth century with respect to female musicians.

The Exportation of the Italian Model to the Germanic
Countries and England

While the French started their own national tradition with the tragédie en
musique and their decisive rejection of castrati, the rest of Europe imported
the Italian genre, along with its style and, most importantly, its performers.
The diaspora of Italian singers spread in the early seventeenth century to
the German-speaking countries.60 Vienna and Innsbruck became outposts
of Venice for operatic production. The Compagnia dei Fedeli, who had
premièred Monteverdi’s Arianna in Mantua in 1608, was at the service of
the imperial court of Vienna from 1626–1628. Antonio Cesti (1623–1669)
was chapel master and opera director in Innsbruck from 1652–1658 and
1661–1665, premièring among others his celebrated Argia in 1655 for the
conversion to Roman Catholicism of Queen Christina of Sweden.

Women were always chaperoned and usually travelled around Europe
with companies to perform operas. Typically, they were married to other
singers. Some exceptionally gifted singers were appointed to northern
courts. Invited by Maria de’ Medici, Ramponi performed with the
Compagnia dei Fedeli in France; they also toured in Prague and Vienna.
Margherita Basile (d. after 1639), sister of Adriana Basile, started her career
in Mantua from 1615–late 1620s and was appointed to the imperial court
of Vienna in 1631. She also accompanied one of Emperor Ferdinand II’s
daughters to Poland in 1637. The prima donna Giulia Masotti abandoned
her operatic career in Italy in 1673 to enter the service of Empress Claudia
Felicitas as a chamber musician in Vienna. There, she encountered a very
different setting than the spectacular one offered by the Italian stages to
which she was accustomed. Also, she was an anomaly at the Habsburg
court, where female singers had little public presence and did not usually
appear on the operatic stage. Giulia performed in at least two operatic
productions by Antonio Draghi, Il ratto delle Sabine and Il fuoco eterno
custodito dalle Vestali (both 1674), with additional music by Emperor
Leopold and Johann Heinrich Schmelzer. She stayed at the court after
the death of the empress, but no records of her musical activity have
survived.61

In England, the operatic tradition started later, and the celebrity culture
surrounding operatic singers only developed at the turn of the eighteenth
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century in London. Cavalli’s Erismena (Venice, 1655) may have been
performed in an English version in London in 1674;62 Lully’s Cadmus et
Hermione (Paris, 1673) was given there in 1686, probably in the public
theatre of Dorset Garden by a French company.63 Like the French, the
English had an enduring tradition of plays and court masques combining
music, dance, and scenic spectacles with spoken dialogue instead of recita-
tive. By the end of the century, resistance to Italian opera was not only
motivated by aesthetic and patriotic considerations but also by what the
English saw as a lack of dramatic coherence, and by issues surrounding
gender in tandem with recurring arguments against castrati and the poor
moral reputation of female singers.64

The Italian soprano (Francesca) Margherita de L’Epine (c. 1680–1746),
who had started her operatic career in Venice in the 1698–1700 seasons,
arrived in London in 1702 as the mistress of the German composer Jakob
Greber (d. 1731). She became the first leading female singer in London, just
at the time when Italian opera was beginning to be produced on the English
stage.65 Immensely popular and courted by many English aristocrats, she
had a brilliant career as a singer and dancer, and could sing in both Italian
and English.

L’Epine’s first known London performance in an opera was Haym’s
adaptation of Bononcini’s Camilla at Drury Lane in 1706. She then
appeared in almost all operatic productions in London until 1714, often
playing male parts because of her looks. Burney described her as ‘so
swarthy and ill-favored that her husband used to call her Hecate . . . But
with such a total absence of personal charms, our galleries would have
made her songs very short, had they not been executed in such a manner
as to silence theatrical snakes, and command applause.’66 The anti-
theatrical newspaper The Observator wrote in 1706: ‘Can we help
laughing and weeping at the same time, to see a secretary retiring from
the great affairs of state to an alcove with Donna Margaritta de la Pin
[sic], alias Pegg Thorn, to hear her sing “Colly my cow” and “Uptails
all”?’67 As was the case in France and Italy, attacks against female
singers were common and were directed at the sexual threat they
represented.68

* * *

Opera, whether in its Italian homeland or as an exported genre, always
raised aesthetic and moral concerns. Along with castrati, female performers
embodied this peril, which explains the simultaneous singling out of female
singers as the worst examples of debauchery while showering them with
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praise for their angelic voices. On stage, their acting bodies – projecting
sound and conveying passions to an audience – were powerful tools for the
sensuality of music, which could threaten reason and dramatic coherence.
Librettists, composers, and critics alike tried in various ways to repress the
voice, containing or sublimating its dangers, whether because of its
unhinged nature and ensuing threat to logos, or because of the performers’
excessive display of virtuosity.

In the wake of Catherine Clément’s influential study, Opera, or the
Undoing of Women (published originally in French in 1979), opera has
long been considered a place of defeat for women. Yet, through its per-
formative aspect, opera also became a space for the empowerment of the
female voice. Conventional scenes in early opera often feature a female
protagonist gripped by passions, a lament scene, a mad scene, or an
incantation scene – from Monteverdi’s lament of Arianna to Armide’s
scene ‘Enfin, il est en ma puissance’ in Lully’s eponymous tragédie en
musique. Through their colourful careers, opera performers were the
embodiment of the characters they represented onstage. With its prolifer-
ation of crossed-dressed female warriors or lamenting heroines, effeminate
or virile characters, seventeenth-century opera offers a most fertile ground
for studying the performance of gender.
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