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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/project 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 the heroine? 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 invite proposals that engage with the approaches and questions outlined above. Abstracts 

(of max. 250 words) should be sent to Christoph Pieper (c.pieper@hum.leidenuniv.nl) by 1 

September 2025. 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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