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The women of Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata are agents of transformation: Clorinda dissolves 
borders by traversing the limits of sex, religion, and death; Erminia’s voice projects as a narrator-
surrogate, which stimulates new generic possibilities; and Armida—the poem’s most global 
character—achieves amorous and religious redemption through conversion. For their dynamic 
ability to overcome boundaries, the Liberata’s female characters thus became ideal fits for the 
Baroque stage, which sought to embody the very transformative quality of fiction by modeling 
performance practice on examples from history. While musical, theatrical and ballet stages quickly 
took to Tasso’s greatest (and most successful) love story between Armida and Rinaldo, they did 
not leave behind, however, the diplomatic dimensions of the Saracen sorceress’s character.  

Positioning herself in Tasso’s poem as a refugee—albeit a deceptive one—Armida 
embodies the potential to build and abolish worlds, broadly considered along geographical, 
political, and religious lines. This faculty contributed to her appeal among librettists and 
composers, makers of musical worlds, who shared in the enchantress’s aptitude for creation. 
Armida’s “world-making” shaped the Liberata’s reception on the Baroque stage and its portrayal 
of political conflict, often through thinly veiled commentaries upon historical events and 
contemporary rulers. 

My paper traces how opera reacted to and revised Armida’s transnational and diplomatic 
functions. Among the questions I explore are: How does opera seek to represent (or not) the 
Liberata’s political activities as gendered? As an ambassador figure, in what ways does Armida’s 
trajectory mirror Baroque models of statecraft and empire? How does the enchantress’s 
performative worldmaking, as a “vergine peregrina e fuggitiva,” invite us to think about its 
relationship to critical questions today regarding global migration and diaspora? Case studies 
include works by Handel, Rampini, and Vivaldi, and brief reflections on Armida’s trans-historical 
diplomacy, from Dvořák (1904) to Judith Weir (2005).  


