Il Ritorno d’Ulisse

summary

act one

The Greeks have triumphed in the Trojan War. A concerned Penelope has long been awaiting the return of her husband Ulysses. Neptune complains to Jupiter that Ulysses has been saved by divine intervention. Washed ashore onto the island of Ithaca, when he wakes Ulysses gradually realizes that he is home at last. 

Back at the palace, Melantho, Penelope’s maid, fruitlessly endeavours to persuade her mistress to leave the dead in peace and to love the living. But Penelope has made up her mind not to entertain the advances of the many suitors who take advantage of the absence of her husband to court her. Disguised as a beggar, Ulysses arrives at the home of the old shepherd, Eumaeus, whom he warns of Ulysses’ return. 

act two

Telemachus, Ulysses’ son, returns from his search for news of his father. In the old shepherd’s hut, he meets Ulysses who reveals his true identity to him. Father and son fall into each other’s arms. Ulysses sends Telemachus to Penelope, but asks him to keep the secret of his disguise. During an intimate discussion at the royal palace with her lover, Eurymachus, Melantho complains that her mistress resists the advances of all her admirers.

Minerva outlines to Ulysses her plan to remove Penelope’s admirers. The goddess will have Penelope put them to a test, whereby she will marry the man who can string Ulysses' bow. Eumaeus, the shepherd, hurries to his hut and tells his guest that the suitors pale even on hearing Ulysses' name. Ulysses sets off with the shepherd for the palace, where the four suitors are again wrangling over Penelope’s hand. Inspired by Minerva, Penelope explains that they are to undergo a test. The four men fail miserably. Ulysses then rushes in, effortlessly strings the bow and shoots his rivals dead.

act three

Neither the old shepherd nor Telemachus manage to persuade Penelope that the beggar who bent the bow was Ulysses. Eventually Juno decides that Ulysses has suffered long enough and she implores Jupiter to intervene. The supreme god concedes and the chorus praises his clemency. When Ulysses appears before his wife in his true form, she fears that this new apparition is witchcraft. Ulysses describes from memory the Diana motif Penelope embroidered on the bedspread of their nuptial bed. This fact, known only to her husband, convinces Penelope of his identity. Husband and wife confirm their love for each other in an ecstatic duet.

