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Abstract 
This doctoral project investigates the figure of the virago. The originality of this study lies in 

its focus on the various forms assumed by this model in classical and medieval literature, with 
particular reference to Germanic and Nordic traditions, by analyzing female characters who display 
traits culturally coded as masculine (authority, aggressiveness, spiritual or military leadership, and 
similar).  

The primary texts will include the Nibelungenlied — with particular attention to the figures of 
Kriemhild and Brunhild — and the Íslendingasögur, especially the Saga of Erik the Red and the Saga of 
the Greenlanders, with a focus on the central character Freydís and reflections on Thorbjörg’s liminal 
spiritual authority and the centrality of Gudrid. 

The project also involves a detailed study of previous scholarship on the attestation of the 
virago model in Classical Antiquity, with particular attention to lexicographic research. This includes 
a close examination of the entries virago and virgo in Maltby (1999) and in the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae 
(TLL, 1900-), compared with insights from historical linguistics, including consultation of Pokorny 
(1959-1969). The aim is to reconstruct both the semantic field and the cultural resonance of these terms 
in Roman society, highlighting the tension between normative gender roles and behaviors deemed 
deviant for women.  

Special attention will also be devoted to the hagiographic tradition, where figures such as 
Mary of Egypt testify to both the persistence and the transformation of the virago paradigm in a 
spiritual context, offering a liminal model that oscillates between extreme asceticism and the 
subversion of gender roles. 

The project will further explore female models depicted by Gregory of Tours and Liutprand 
of Cremona, two authors who, in different ways, construct extreme and ambiguous representations 
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of the virago. This study will be expanded to include Carolingian sources, with the aim of identifying 
examples of the virago prototype and tracing its evolution within the medieval period itself. By 
comparing Carolingian cases with early medieval sources, the project seeks to highlight continuities 
and transformations in the construction of female agency, deviance, and power. 

The project will also consider contemporary Balkan traditions, focusing on sworn virgins as a 
model of female agency and social legitimation. Anthropological studies on these unique Balkan 
cultures will allow the research to extend to present-day contexts, completing a diachronic 
investigation that begins with the etymology of the term, continues through classical and medieval 
sources, and arrives at contemporary expressions of female virilization. 

All differences and analogies with the Nordic model—the main focus of this research—will be 
analyzed. The study will also address the critical question of whether female virilization constitutes 
mere assimilation to the masculine model or represents the affirmation of an alternative model to 
patriarchy. 

The project adopts a comparative approach, applied to sources of different natures, 
geographical origins, and chronological contexts. 
 

Project 
This research aims to advance the historical and cultural study of the virago, systematically 

investigating the function of these “borderline” female figures, situated at the threshold between 
masculinity and femininity. The project seeks to observe how classical and medieval sources 
conceived and constructed alternative forms of female power. 

The approach is predominantly comparative, without neglecting philological analysis of the 
supporting texts. The theoretical framework draws on gender studies, cultural anthropology, and 
symbolic rhetoric. Particular attention will be paid to paratextual and symbolic elements—frequent 
in Old High German and Norse texts—that implicitly mark the protagonists’ deviation from social 
norms. 

The ultimate goal is not only to describe the numerous transgressive female figures preserved 
in classical and medieval culture, but also to understand the rhetoric and intentionality behind their 
literary construction, situating them within broader reflections on narrative and ideological categories 
of gender, power, and identity. 

The project will first develop an etymological and paretymological analysis of the entries 
virago and virgo in Maltby (1999) and in the TLL (1900-). Both terms refer to women excluded from 
reproductive roles and therefore perceived as structurally marginal in relation to the normative 
model. This lexicographic study will be enriched by insights from historical linguistics and by 
consultation of Pokorny (1887). 

The study will include several Roman female figures less explored in previous research. These 
include Turia, a historical example of a woman embodying a historically attested form of female 
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power, and prominent women of the Severan dynasty—Julia Domna, Julia Maesa, and Julia 
Mamaea—who, during periods of deep political instability, assumed leading roles in ensuring the 
continuity of the imperial house. Their authority represents a case of informal power, recognized 
indirectly through honorific titles, coin iconography, and official narratives. 

These cases allow direct comparison with numerous mythical female exempla transmitted in 
literary tradition as condensed expressions of cultural beliefs: Lucretia, Cornelia, Arria, Octavia, Livia, 
among others. Because these figures are invested with a strong symbolic aura, they allow us to 
investigate how socially accepted female virtue was narrated by male authors. 

The project will focus primarily on medieval formulations of the virago within Germanic and 
Norse literary culture. Key corpora include the Nibelungenlied, featuring two central characters: 
Kriemhild, who embodies the transgression of feminine norms through the active pursuit of revenge 
as a political project, and Brunhild, emblematic of warrior strength and honor. Two central Icelandic 
sagas—the Saga of Erik the Red and the Saga of the Greenlanders—will also be examined. Within these 
works, three emblematic female figures will be studied: Freydís, a paradigmatic warrior virago; 
Thorbjörg, a spiritual guide embodying a liminal form of ritual authority; and Gudrid, whose spiritual 
transformation presents interesting affinities with the model of hagiographic saints. 

A specific section will focus on medieval hagiography, beginning with the figure of Mary of 
Egypt and extending to other exemplary female prototypes, in order to demonstrate how female 
hagiography frequently features the adoption of virile traits by its protagonists. Collaboration is 
envisaged with an internationally active researcher on this topic. 

The study of Gregory of Tours’ Historia Francorum and Liutprand of Cremona’s Antapodosis 
will be expanded to include Carolingian sources, in order to identify examples of the virago prototype 
and to trace its evolution within the medieval period itself. Comparing Carolingian cases with early 
medieval sources will highlight continuities and transformations in the representation of female 
agency, deviance, and power. 

Furthermore, comparative analysis will include contemporary Balkan traditions, focusing on 
sworn virgins as a model of female agency and social legitimation. Anthropological research on these 
distinct Balkan cultures will extend the study to present-day contexts, integrating contemporary 
manifestations of female virilization into the historical trajectory traced from the term’s archaic 
etymology through classical and medieval sources. 

The study of Norse literature, in constant dialogue with classical and medieval 
historiographical and hagiographical models, will allow a critical reflection on the concept of female 
virilization: is it merely assimilation to the masculine model, or does it represent an alternative form 
of agency emerging outside the patriarchal paradigm? 

The project maintains a comparative approach while preserving philological attention to 
relevant texts. The theoretical framework combines gender studies, cultural anthropology, and 
symbolic rhetoric. Paratextual and symbolic elements—common in Old High German and Norse 
texts—that implicitly indicate the protagonists’ deviation from social norms will be carefully 
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examined. 
The ultimate goal is to describe transgressive female figures in classical and medieval culture 

and to understand the rhetoric and intentionality of their literary construction, situating them within 
a broader reflection on gender, power, and identity. 
 
 
References 

Editions 
Arnaldi-Chiesa, G.-P. (ed.), Liutprando di Cremona. Antapodosis, intro. G. Arnaldi, ed. P. Chiesa, Milan 
2015 

Caprini, R. (ed.), Le saghe dei Groenlandesi e di Erik il Rosso, Parma 1995 

Cary, E. (ed.), Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Roman Antiquities, vol. 1, Cambridge 2018 

Cary, E. (ed.), Dionysius of Halicarnassus. Roman Antiquities, vol. 3, Cambridge 2018 

Cary, E. (ed.), Dio Cassius. Roman History, vol. 8, Cambridge 2017 

Cary, E. (ed.), Dio Cassius. Roman History, vol. 9, Cambridge 2018 

Durry, M. (ed.), Laudatio Turiae: Éloge funèbre d’une matrone romaine. Texte établi, traduit et commenté, Paris 
1950 

Flach, D. (ed.), Die sogenannte Laudatio Turiae. Einleitung, Text, Übersetzung und Kommentar (Texte zur 
Forschung, Bd. 58), Darmstadt 1991 

Foster, B. O. (ed.), Livy. History of Rome, vol. 1, Cambridge 2021 

Frazer, J. G. (ed.), Ovid. Fasti, Cambridge 2020 

Gravier, M. (ed.), La Saga d’Eric le Rouge. Le Récit des Groenlandais, Paris 1955; English. transl. by M. 
Magnusson and H. Palsson, The Vinland Sagas: The Norse Discovery of America, Harmondsworth 1983 

Hatto, A. T. (ed.), The Nibelungenlied, Harmondsworth 1965 

Jackson, J. (ed.), Tacitus. Annals, vol. 1, Cambridge 2020 

Magie, D. (ed.), Historia Augusta. The Lives of the Later Caesars, Cambridge 2018 

Mancinelli, L. (ed.), Canzone dei Nibelunghi, Turin 1990 

Melmoth, W. (ed.), Pliny the Younger. Letters, vol. 1, Cambridge 2019 

Migne, J. P. (ed.), San Sofronio. Vita Mariae Egyptiacae, in Patrologia Graeca, vol. XXXIII, cols. 598–618 

Migne, J. P. (ed.), Paolo Diacono. Vita Mariae Egyptiacae, in Patrologia Latina, vol. LXXXVII, cols. 17–44 

Miller, W. (ed.), Cicero. De Officiis, Cambridge 2014 

Morgan, M. H. (ed.), Seneca the Younger. Consolation to Marcia, Cambridge 2016 

Oldoni, M., Gregorio di Tours. La storia dei Franchi, vol. 1 (Books I–V), ital. transl. and ed. by M. Oldoni, 
Milan 1981 

Oldoni, M., Gregorio di Tours. La storia dei Franchi, vol. 2 (Books VI–X), ital. transl. and ed. by M. Oldoni, 



Dipartimento Culture e Società - Sede Amministrativa, viale delle Scienze Ed. 15, piano IV – 90128 Palermo 
Tel: 091.23899403 / 302 - Fax: 091.23860651 - email: dipartimento.culturesocieta@unipa.it 

sito web: http://portale.unipa.it/dipartimenti/culturesocieta 
C.F.: 80023730825 - P.IVA: 00605880822 

 

 
5 

Milan 1981 

Perrin, B. (ed.), Plutarch. Plutarch’s Lives, vol. 5, Cambridge 2019 

Shackleton Bailey, D. R. (ed.), Valerius Maximus. Memorable Deeds and Sayings, vol. 1, Cambridge 2017 

Shipley, F. W. (ed.), Velleius Paterculus. Compendium of Roman History, Cambridge 2016 

Stoll, A. (ed.), La chanson des Nibelungen, Paris 2005 

Whittaker, C. R. (ed.), Herodian. History of the Roman Empire, 3rd and 4th centuries AD, Cambridge 2015 

Wistrand, E. (ed.), The so-called Laudatio Turiae. Introduction, Text, Translation, Commentary, Göteborg 
1976 

 

Studies 

Adler, E., Boudica’s Speeches in Tacitus and Dio, in «The Classical World» 1.2 (2008), 173- 195 

Auerbach, E., Lingua letteraria e pubblico nella tarda antichità latina e nel medioevo, Milan 1974 

Benario, H. W., Boudica Warrior Queen, in «The Classical Outlook» 84.2 (2007), 70-73 

Bennett, J. M., History Matters: Patriarchy and the Challenge of Feminism, Philadelphia 2006 

Bertolazzi, R., Women in the Severan Dynasty, in G. Bean (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Women and 
Monarchy in the Ancient Mediterranean World, London 2021 

Bertolazzi, R., The Depiction of Livia and Julia Domna by Cassius Dio: Some Observations, Acta Antiqua 
Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, 55 (2015), 413–432 

Bisanti, A., Frontiera geografica e frontiere mentali nella Saga di Eirik il Rosso, in A. Casamento (ed.), Imagine 
there’s no borders. Miti identitari, percorsi di viaggi, sguardi sull’altro dall’Antichità al Medioevo, Palermo 
2022, 223–251 

Bisanti, A., L’Antapodosis di Liutprando di Cremona. A proposito di una recente edizione, in «Medieval Sophia» 
5 (2009), 119-140 

Bisanti, A., La figura di Zosima, padre ‘autorevole’, nella leggenda di Maria Egiziaca, in Auctor et Auctoritas in 
Latinis Medii Aevi Litteris. Proceedings of the VIth Congress of the International Medieval Latin Komitee 
(Benevento–Naples, November 9–13, 2010), eds. E. D’Angelo and J. M. Ziolkowski, Florence 2014, 69–83 

Bisanti, A., Una nuova edizione dell’Antapodosis di Liutprando di Cremona, in «Bollettino di Studi latini» 46.2 
(2016), 608-634 

Bloch, R., Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love, Chicago 1987 

Buc, P., Italian Hussies and German Matrons. Liutprand of Cremon on Dynastic Legitimacy, n «FMS» 29 (1995), 
207-225 

Bulst, C. M., The Revolt of Queen Boudicca in A.D. 60, in «Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte» 10.4 (1961), 496-
509  

Butler, J., Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New York 1990  

Caprini, R., Leif “il fortunato”, in «Studi Nordici» 10 (2003), 115–129 

Chiesa Isnardi, G., Il trascendimento dell’umano nelle valchirie e nelle streghe, in E. Zolla (ed.), Il superuomo e 



Dipartimento Culture e Società - Sede Amministrativa, viale delle Scienze Ed. 15, piano IV – 90128 Palermo 
Tel: 091.23899403 / 302 - Fax: 091.23860651 - email: dipartimento.culturesocieta@unipa.it 

sito web: http://portale.unipa.it/dipartimenti/culturesocieta 
C.F.: 80023730825 - P.IVA: 00605880822 

 

 
6 

i suoi simboli nelle letterature moderne, vol. 4, Florence 1976, 11–46 

Colonna, E., Figure femminili in Liutprando da Cremona, in «Quaderni Medievali» 14 (1982), 29-60 

Corrigan, K., Virgo to Virago: Medea in the Silver Age, Newcastle upon Tyne 2013 

De Mico, N., La lucida follia di Fredegunde, regina specchio del suo tempo (Dalle “Historiae” di Gregorio di Tours), 
in «Rivista di Cultura Classica e Medioevale» 54.1 (2012), 133- 162  

Di Giorgi, M., Maria Egiziaca fra Oriente e Occidente, in «Schede Medievali» 38 (2000), 155-197 Fantham, E., 
Women in the Classical World, Oxford 1995 

Ferrero, G., Le donne dei Cesari, Milan 1925 

Grell, C., Deux reines face au tribunal de l’histoire. Les proces de Brunehaut e di Frèdégonde, in Y.-M. Bercé (ed.), 
Les procès politiques (XIV–XVII siècle), Rome 2007, 553–575 

Hemelrijk, E. A., Masculinity and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae, in «Classical Quarterly», 54.1 (2004), 185–
197 

La Rocca, M. C., Liutprando da Cremona e il paradigma femminile di dissoluzione dei Carolingi, in Agire da 
donna. Modelli e pratiche di rappresentazione nell’alto medioevo europeo (secoli VI–X), Proceedings of 
the International Conference (Padua, February 18–19, 2005), ed. M. C. La Rocca, 2006, 291–307 

Lazzari, T., La rappresentazione dei legami di parentela e il ruolo delle donne nell’alta aristocrazia del regno italico 
(secc. IX–X): l’esempio di Berta di Toscana, in Agire da donna. Modelli e pratiche di rappresentazione nell’alto 
medioevo europeo (secoli VI–X), Proceedings of the International Conference (Padua, February 18–19, 
2005), ed. M. C. La Rocca, 2006, 129–149 

Levick, R., Julia Domna: Syrian Empress, London 2007 

Maltby, R., A Lexicon of Ancient Latin Etymologies, Leeds 1991 

Manzoli, D., Il tema della madre nella poesia di Venanzio Fortunato, in «SPOLIA» (2015), 120-166  

McNamara- S. Wample, J. A., The Power of Woman trought the Family in Medieval Europe: 500-1100 in 
«Feminist Studies» 2.3-4 (1973), 126-141  

Nelson, J. L., Queens as Jezebels: The Careers of Brunhild and Bathild in Merovingian History, in «Studies in 
Chruch History Subsidia» 1 (1978), 31-77  

Overbeck, J. C., Tacitus and Dio on Boudicca’s Rebellion, in «The American Journal of Philology» 90.2 (1969), 
129-145  

Pokorny, J., Indogermanisches etymologisches Wörterbuch, Heidelberg 1959-1969 

Quinn, J., Women in Old Norse Poetry and Sagas, in R. McTurk (ed.), A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic 
Literature and Culture, Oxford 2005, 518–535 

Riposati, B., Profili di donne nella storia di Tacito, in «Vita e Pensiero ˗ Pubblicazioni dell’Università Cattolica 
del Sacro Cuore» 45.1/2 (1971), 25-45  

Roberts, M., The Revolt of Boudicca (Tacitus, Annals 14. 29-39) and the Assertion of Libertas in Neronian Rome, 
in «The American Journal of Philology» 109.1 (1988), 118-132  

Roller, M. B., Exemplarity in Roman Culture: The Cases of Horatius Cocles and Cloelia, in «Classical Philology» 



Dipartimento Culture e Società - Sede Amministrativa, viale delle Scienze Ed. 15, piano IV – 90128 Palermo 
Tel: 091.23899403 / 302 - Fax: 091.23860651 - email: dipartimento.culturesocieta@unipa.it 

sito web: http://portale.unipa.it/dipartimenti/culturesocieta 
C.F.: 80023730825 - P.IVA: 00605880822 

 

 
7 

99 (2004), 1–56  

Roller, M. B., Models from the Past in Roman Culture: A World of Exempla, Cambridge 2018  

Santoro L’Hoir, F., Tacitus and Women’s Usurpation of Power, in «The Classical World» 88.1 (1994), 5-25  

Scott, J. W., Gender and the Politics of History, New York 1988 

Silvagni, U., L’impero e le donne dei Cesari, Turin 1927 

Staubach, N., Historia oder Satira? Zur literarischen Stellung der Antapodosis Liutprands von Cremona, in 
«Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch», 31–35 (1989–1990), 461–487 

Thesaurus Linguae Latinae (TLL). Berlin 1900– [consulted 2025] 

Tutrone, F., Healing Grief. A Commentary on Seneca’s Consolatio ad Marciam, Berlin/Boston 2023 

Urso, C., Brunechilde “prudens consilio et blanda colloquio” (A proposito della regina d’Austrasia in Gregorio di 
Tours), in «Quaderni Catanesi di Studi Classici e Medievali» 15 (1986), 98-112  

Vinay, G., La ‘commedia’ di Liutprando, in Id., Alto Medioevo latino. Conversazioni e no, Naples 1978, 391–
442 

Ward, B., Donne nel deserto, Comunità di Bose 1996 

Wilcox, A., Exemplary Grief: Gender and Virtue in Seneca’s Consolations to Women, in «Helios» 33.1 (2006), pp. 
73–100  

Zorzi, B., The making of a Harlot: Bibbia e genere nella «Vita di Santa Maria Egiziaca», in «Annali di studi 
religiosi» 9 (2008), 291-306 

 


