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“Achille in Sciro”: the Baroque Hero in Woman Clothing

Satsuki NAKAGAWA

Abstract

Metastasio’s opera “Achille in Sciro [Achilles on Scyros]” was first performed at the wedding of Maria Theresa
in 1736. The peculiar feature of this text is the travesty of the title role: Achilles is dressed like a woman from
the beginning to the end of the second act. This natural-born worrier disguises himself perfectly as a young
lady at the court of Lycomedes. The opera was a great success at the first performance, and was considered
appropriate to the wedding celebration in spite of the theme of cross-dressing. There are two reasons. First, in
the 18th century Italian opera, the castrato played the part of the hero and his high tone connoted grandness
rather than femininity. Second, the skirt and the lyre always disgust Achilles, who is eager for glory and ships out
to the Trojan War in the end. In this libretto we can observe the gender ambiguity of the baroque theater and the
masculine virtue of the Ancien Regime.

Keywords: Metastasio, Opera seria, Gender, Travesty, Libretto



