Staging the Heroine. The Construction and Performance of Female Heroism in Literature, the Visual Arts and Theatre (c. 1350-1800)
3-5 June 2026
Leiden, University Library (Witte Singel 27), Kartini Auditorium
Organizers: Karl Enenkel, Emma Grootveld, 
Olga van Marion, Christoph Pieper, Jed Wentz

In late medieval and early modern culture, heroines are ubiquitous. They play a prominent role in narrative fiction and poetry, are discussed in biographies and collections of epigrams, depicted in paintings and engravings, represented in sculpture, and staged in tragedies, melodramas, pastorals, and early modern opera. The aim of the conference is to map the presence, representation, adaptation, and evaluation of female heroines in literature, the visual arts, and the performing arts. Particular emphasis is placed on the Nachleben of late medieval works on heroines, especially Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus. 

Please register here before 22 May. Please find the programme below.

- Members of the Dutch Research School for Medieval Studies can obtain 1 EC by attending the conference and participating in conference-related activities. Members who are interested in participating are invited to contact Emma Grootveld (e.j.m.grootveld@hum.leidenuniv.nl).

- A pre-conference workshop is given by Jed Wentz on Monday June 1st, 14.00-16.00 (Lipsius). It prepares for the performance on Wednesday. Participants will experience whether the musical-oratorical voice of the 18th-century theatre, which used affective inflections to mediate meaning, can still move audiences today. If so, what implications does historical performance have for our understanding and enjoyment of works of art and literature from the past?
- The Dutch Historical Acting Collective will perform Franz Danzi’s melodrama Cleopatra on Wednesday 4 June (20.00 Waalse Kerk). This performance presents the final hours of Cleopatra’s life in pathos-laden Sturm-und-Drang monologues, as she confronts the collapse of her empire. The performance is based on historical acting and declamation sources, interrogating our ideas of how a heroine might have been staged in the late eighteenth century. The performance is open to all and free of charge. Registration is welcome but not required. 
This conference is made possible by the generous support of Leiden University Centre for the Arts in Society (LUCAS), Stichting De Zaaier, Dutch Research School for Medieval Studies.
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	3rd June



8.45	Arrival
9.00   Welcome  and Introduction 
9.30   Session 1: “New Heroines” from Antiquity
Chair: Christoph Pieper
9.30-10.20         Karl Enenkel (Münster): Iole: The Early Modern Creation of a New Heroine and her Miraculous Metamorphoses in the Visual Arts
10.20-11.10        Ida Gilda Mastrorosa (Firenze): “Ultra feminam ferox”: Triaria’s Heroism between Warrior Cruelty and Marital Loyalty

Coffee break

11.45 Session 2: Female Worthies
Chair: Stijn Bussels
11.45-12.35         M.A. Katritzky (Open University): Performing Female Worthies
12.35-13.25         Leonie Drees-Drylie (Münster): The Heroine’s Verdict: Reimagining Female Heroism and Virtue in the “Judgement of Paris” and other Myths of Decision-Making in Early Modern Art

	Lunch break

14.30 Session 3: Christian Heroines
Chair: Hubert Mooiman
14.30-15.20         Robert Seidel (Frankfurt): Dorothea and Theophilus: Neo-Latin Christian Heroides by Eobanus Hessus, Bidermann, Bisselius, Cabillavius and Vincart 
15.20-16.10         Miriam Holtkamp (Münster): “A Manly Soul in a Woman’s Body?” Matilda of Canossa and the virilis anima in Early Modern Heroic Representation 

20.00 The Dutch Historical Acting Collective: Cleopatra 
(Waalse Kerk, Breestraat 62-64)
A concertante revival of Cleopatra (Mannheim, 1780), a melodrama with incidental music by Franz Danzi. The final hours of Cleopatra’s life are presented in pathos-laden Sturm-und-Drang monologues, as she confronts the collapse of her kingdom. The performance is based on historical acting and declamation sources, interrogating our ideas of how a heroine might have been staged in the late 18th century.
Voice actors: Laila Cathleen Neuman, João Luís Paixão, Jedidiah Wentz, Annelies Andries
Fortepiano: Anders Muskens
Moderator: Jed Wentz


	4th June



9.00 Session 4: Heroines in the Dutch Theatre
Chair: Olga van Marion
9.00-9.50     Henriëtte Rietveld (Amsterdam): The Unmarking of Whiteness: Rosaura and Inner Virtue in De beklaagelycke dwang.
9.50-10.40    Frans Blom (Amsterdam): Radical Heroines. Medea in Amsterdam's Roaring Sixties of the 17th century

	Coffee break

11.15 Session 5: Courtly Heroines 
Chair: Johannes Müller
	11.15-12.05    Alejandro Coroleu (Barcelona): Female Heroism in Latin Texts 	from the War of the Spanish Succession
12:05-12:55	Elke Katharina Wittich (Hannover): Prussian Heroines: Reception of Ancient Females at the Brandenburg-Prussian Court under Sophie Charlotte and her Master of Ceremonies Johann von Besser
	
Lunch break
14.00 Session 6: Heroines in Musical Performance
Chair: Jed Wentz
	14.00-14.50  Arianna Radaelli (Stuttgart): Subverting Gender: Alessandro 	Scarlatti’s Judith
	14.50-15.40   Anders Muskens (Tübingen): Virtue in Distress: Cleopatra as a 	Sentimental Heroine in Melodrama of the Mannheim School 

	Coffee break

16.15 Session 7: 18th-century Heroines
Chair: Amaranth Feuth
16.15-17.05   Olga van Marion en Marit Scheepsma (Leiden): Staging Mary of Burgundy as a Medieval Heroine: The Conquest of the Eighteenth-Century Dutch Theatre Audience by Women
	17.05-17.55   Alice Tartari (Venezia), Quixotic Heroines in Eighteenth-Century 	England: The Quest for a Model

19:00	Conference dinner (Pakhuis, Doelensteeg 8)

	5th June



9.00 Session 8: Dido
Chair: Karl Enenkel
9.00-9.50   Christoph Pieper (Leiden): Dido on Stage: Dramatizing the Queen of Carthage between Virgil and the 17th century
9.50-10.40   Nina Niedermeier (Augsburg): The Motif of Fainting in Female Heroism. The Swooning Queens Esther and Dido in Early Modern Visual Arts and Their Connections with Theatrical Productions

	Coffee break


11.15 Session 9: Eastern Heroines
Chair: Emma Grootveld
11.15-12.05   Elisa Stafferini (Warburg Institute): “You Thirsted for Blood, Now Drink it”: Revenge and Christian Symbolism in the Afterlife of Queen Tomyris
12.05-12.55   Gabriele Bucchi (Basel): “Altero e raro mostro”: Semiramis, a Controversial Heroine between Literature and Art

	Lunch break  

14.00 Session 10: Heroines across genres and media
Chair:
14.00-14.50   Sandra Clerc (Fribourg): Staging Female Heroism between Tragedy and Comedy: Rhetoric, Agency, and Exemplarity in Luigi Groto’s Theatre 
14.50-15.40   Marlies Ehrenpaar (Wien): Dressed to Save France

15.45-16.15    Concluding remarks, information about the publication and farewell



Call for papers:
Staging the Heroine: The Construction and Performance of Female Heroism in Literature, the Visual Arts and Theatre (c. 1350-1800)
In early modern culture, heroines are almost omnipresent: they play an important role in narrative fiction and poetry, are described in biographies and collections of epigrams, are depicted in paintings and engravings, rendered in sculptures and staged in tragedies, melodramas, pastorals and in the early modern opera. Our conference aims at mapping the presence, representation, adaptation and evaluation of female heroines in literature as well as in the visual and performative arts. 
The fundamental aim of the project is to understand how literary, rhetorical, pictorial and performance-related devices were used to stage heroines across different media. Rhetoric is here understood in a broader sense, e.g., including the literary techniques of heroic characterization, and the narratological strategies used to turn actions by women into acts of female heroism. We also include here the conceptualisations of heroic (normally tragic) female characters, as they were prescribed in early modern artes poeticae, often in explicit or implicit dialogue with Aristotle’s influential Poetics. We are further interested in pictorial devices, such as the ability of visual artists to express emotions through the body language and facial expressions of the protagonists, and through the creation of a mis-en-scene. We especially encourage participants to investigate possible cross-fertilisation between artistic fields: how did textual rhetoric influence the visual and performative arts – and vice versa, what role did pictorial rhetoric play in the composition of literary texts, theatre plays or opera? Was there a theatrical manner of staging heroines in painting? We are also interested in the influence of performance practices on the conceptualisation of female heroism: how did the then current embodied techniques that actors and singers used to express emotions influence the construction of heroines? Were there specific performance guidelines for male actors portraying female characters?
Closely related to this set of questions is another major area of interest to the project, which regards the role that exemplary heroines from classical antiquity and the biblical tradition played in the formation of early modern heroines. What textual and pictorial sources were used by early modern artists and writers, how did they interpret, appropriate, adapt, reshape and apply them? How do female heroic figures acquire a new configuration or greater heuristic complexity in the translation of sources into another medium, language, and/or historical and cultural context? How do artworks redefine female heroism in this process of transmission and reception? The project especially encourages cross-medial and/or diachronic analyses of the representation of prominent heroines (e.g., Judith, Dido, Medea). What points of continuity and discontinuity can be discerned in different interpretations and representational strategies of the female heroism of such well-known figures in literature, the visual arts and on the stage? How do differences relate to specific historical circumstances and institutions, and to ongoing philosophical debates about female virtuosity, religious beliefs, intellectual practices and political developments?
From this perspective, we particularly welcome source-oriented contributions tracing the reception or afterlife of specific textual models. What exactly was the impact of formative models such as the tragedies of Seneca or Ovid’s Epistulae heroidum on the early modern construction of heroines? And what was the role of early modern textual models such as Boccaccio’s 14th-century mythographical works De mulieribus claris and Genealogia deorum gentilium? De mulieribus claris was one of the most successful works of the period, appearing in numerous translations and editions. It would be interesting to map its reception between c. 1360 and c. 1700 and to tease out the role it played in the formation of the early modern heroine. The same is true for other modern models: how did, e.g., the great female figures of vernacular epics like Ariosto’s Orlando furioso or Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata impact representations of and discourse on female heroism?
Since the project aims at yielding new insights into early modern approaches to female virtue and heroism, literary, rhetorical and pictural analyses should be based on fundamental, culturally grounded questions such as: is there a specific set of female virtues and vices that recur in heroines, and if there is, how does it relate to traditional catalogues of male virtues and male exemplarity? Is mental complexity ascribed to those female characters who were generally portrayed as negative, destructive or sinful (like Medea or Cleopatra), or rather to those who were positively evaluated for displaying a kind of moral behaviour that was in line with current Christian values? Was it specifically the violation of current moral values that fuelled the early modern fascination with heroines? Was the attention paid to female heroism (and anti-heroism) part of the emerging interest in cultural criticism, e.g. by humanists and other early modern intellectuals? Was it also part of the moral education of males who were taught not to fall victim of so-called destructive women?
We plan to publish the results of the conference as an edited volume in the series Intersections (Brill/De Gruyter) in 2027.
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