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If I were to write the story of my life it would shock the world', Caterina Sforza, 1463-1509.As
action packed as as a Game of Thrones novel, the complete life of one of Italy's most fearless
women.Between her birth in 1463 as the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Milan, and her
death in 1509 as a member of the powerful Medici family, the life of Caterina Sforza crossed the
firmament of Renaissance Italy like a shooting star.She was painted by Botticelli, feted by Pope
Sixtus IV, slandered by Macchiavelli and celebrated as a warrior who led her own troops
fearlessly into battle. While defending her fortress city-state of Forli, she was prepared to
sacrifice her children rather than surrender – yet she was eventually defeated, imprisoned and
raped by a Borgia.Caterina Sforza bore 8 children, buried 3 husbands, and wrote a recipe book
that has since been through more than 100 editions. Her youngest child became, like his mother,
a brilliant soldier and a national hero. But not even the determined Caterina could have planned
that her son's direct descendants would include the kings of France and of England... Or that
she herself would be reborn 600 years later as the kick-ass lead character in the multimillion-
selling videogame Assassin's Creed.

"Austin is one of the first to identify and put down on paper a tangible, in-depth account of a new
field that has quickly emerged within the design genre. For years, even professionals in the
industry have had trouble giving it a title. Not only does Austin give it a name, but he also
captures the essence of the field in a way that both young designers and professionals can
appreciate. With words and pictures, he shares the process and explains in detail the knowledge
base required for the field. He even questions industry leaders to qualify his process, making it a
perfect balance of the academic and professional worlds."- Erin Sarofsky, Executive Creative
Director, SarofskyAbout the AuthorAustin Shaw is a full-time Professor of motion media design
at the Savannah College of Art and Design. He has also taught at the School of Visual Arts in
New York City. For the past 12 years, Austin has worked as a motion designer for clients
including Target, Ferrari, Fedex, McGraw Hill, Ralph Lauren, and VH1, and as a Creative
Director, Designer, and Animator for companies such as Superfad, Digital Kitchen, Brand New
School, and Curious Pictures.
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ENCOUNTER with Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici took place during a sort of personal exile.
After twenty-odd years of city life, I had moved to the countryside of Emilia-Romagna in northern
Italy with my three children, to complete my graduate degree in art history. After a lifetime in
Boston, Chicago, New York, and the university town of Bologna, I had settled in the plains of
Imola. Although warm and welcoming to families, this quiet little town, with its dearth of
museums, theaters, and ethnic restaurants, left me feeling as if the world had left me
behind.Caterina Sforza became my first friend there. The daughter of the duke of Milan, the
denizen of a glittering papal court in Renaissance Rome, she too had been transplanted to the
countryside, where she ruled as countess of Imola and Forlì for eleven years. The Imolesi, proud
of their local heroine, named streets after her, organized conferences in her honor, and
recounted her story at every opportunity. For rural lore, it was remarkably dramatic: a young
woman who had to fend off her husband’s assassins, the French army, and even the infamous
Cesare Borgia.During an afternoon visit to the Civic Museum of Bologna I first encountered an
artifact directly related to Caterina: a small steel breastplate, modeled to fit a petite woman,
stood alone among the hulking armor of Renaissance warriors. In this battle gear, a diminutive
beauty had squared off against the most dangerous men of her age—how had such a heroine
gone unnoticed? Why did no films, websites, or Halloween costumes pay tribute to her?
Generations had sung of Achilles and Darius and Alexander, so where was the glorious ballad of
Caterina? My studies thus far had focused on fifteenth-century art, a male-dominated world;



Caterina’s extraordinary life gave me a fresh perspective on the Renaissance.Fate then brought
me to Rome, where I assumed that my discoveries concerning Caterina would come to an end.
But over the course of many hours spent in the Vatican Museums, I saw her image again and
again, proudly striding amid courtiers in group portraits, present at all the most important
moments of Rome’s fifteenth-century rebirth.As I delved into her life, it became clear that
Caterina’s story was not straightforward. She was a figure of controversy. Local authors from
Emilia-Romagna tended to wax romantic about her adventures while glossing over her more
problematic episodes; other historians dismissed her as a tyrant, propelled by greed for power
and an insatiable sexual appetite.Tracing back from recent studies and biographies to older
records, I arrived at the two principal contemporary sources for the more lurid legends of
Caterina, the Venetian diarist Marino Sanuto and the Florentine politician Niccolò Machiavelli.
Reading Sanuto was like perusing a celebrity gossip blog; tales of sex and scandal flow, page
after page, in what is clearly not the most reliable source. Machiavelli, never particularly
respectful of women, wrote especially insidiously about her. As a young man he had had direct
dealings with Caterina and had not come out the better. His assessment seemed more than a
little tinged with vindictiveness.Caterina’s life as it played out in Imola and Forlì was recorded by
two local chroniclers, Leone Cobelli and Andrea Bernardi, eyewitnesses to many events in which
she played a part. This proximity in time and place does not, however, make them reliable
witnesses in every way. Each had his own reasons for emphasizing certain points and obscuring
others.The racy legend and historical record were masterfully distilled by Count Pier Desiderio
Pasolini in his three-volume biography of Caterina, published in 1893. His meticulous
assemblage of documents assisted my own research tremendously. Two problems overshadow
his work, however: first, writing in post-unification Italy after the hostile takeover of papal Rome,
Pasolini’s vision of the papal court was colored with late-nineteenth-century anticlerical
sentiment, which obscured Caterina’s relationship with her first husband’s uncle Pope Sixtus IV;
and second, Pasolini’s fawning admiration for Caterina actually draws attention away from the
documented accomplishments and failings of this exceptional woman.Reconstructing this story
anew has been very rewarding. The journey has taken me to the archives of Milan, Rome, and
Florence, with the texts of Bernardi and Cobelli as well as many other accounts as my ever-
present travel companions. Dozens of Caterina’s letters are extant, several excerpted here for
the first time in English. Also, the past few years have witnessed a tidal wave of scholarship that
has changed how we understand Renaissance clothing, furnishings, and everyday life;
researching the “set design” for certain episodes in Caterina’s life has helped me place her firmly
in her own world and thereby analyze some of her actions with greater acuity. As an art historian,
it was particularly gratifying to find her portrait among the panels of the Sistine Chapel, rendered
by none other than Sandro Botticelli.Indeed, Caterina’s life brought her into contact with the
greatest artists of her age. Her uncle, the duke of Milan, employed Leonardo da Vinci for
seventeen years, and Caterina met him. A modern theorist has even proposed her as the model
for the Mona Lisa! She posed for one of Leonardo’s finest disciples, Lorenzo di Credi, and she



was present in Florence as Michelangelo’s sculpture David was hauled into place. I would like to
think that readers of this book will enjoy, as I did, pausing to consider the impression these
masterpieces might have made on Caterina and her contemporaries.Although Caterina Sforza
died half a millennium ago, she was a remarkably modern woman. As a bearer of many qualities
and virtues that we admire today, Caterina is an ideal guide to the Renaissance world, especially
for women. On the one hand, she was a renowned beauty who cared a great deal about fashion
and her appearance, and on the other she functioned as a tough-minded CEO, who in addition
could handle a weapon. Caterina lived the modern balance of loving mother and successful
career woman in tougher times than ours, with both dramatic successes and failures.But most of
all she was a woman who made mistakes. Colossal, horrific, public ones. She dedicated the
same passion and energy to her noble undertakings and her wicked ones. Perhaps Caterina’s
greatest ability was her determination to get up after a disastrous fall. She never gave up, not
even when her worst enemy was herself. For Caterina, the show had to go on.THE FOUR-YEAR
PROJECT of writing this book owes thanks to the heroic efforts of many friends and
collaborators. George Weigel, who first suggested the book project, introduced me to Cathy
Hemming, my agent, who was instrumental in shaping the proposal for this story. John Cabot
University gave me a grant that enabled me to visit archives and study materials essential to this
work, while Michael Wright and Duquesne University granted me the flexibility to devote long
stretches of time to it. Gregory DiPippo helped me wade through the Latin text of numerous
documents. David and Ann Wilkins offered precious advice and art history wisdom, and Thomas
Williams was invaluable in shaping the storytelling. Alan Droste and Rajia Kahlil read the
manuscript and contributed insightful commentary.Without Andrea Schulz and Thomas
Bouman, this manuscript would never have seen the light of day; I am particularly grateful for
their expertise, patience, and kindness. Their lessons in taking library data and turning it into a
living story will always be remembered when I work in the classroom and at the keyboard.Like
many of the works produced during the Renaissance era, my twenty-first-century project was
very much a family undertaking. My gratitude to my mother and father knows no bounds; they
read every line and generously lent their wisdom and experience as I developed this manuscript;
my sisters, Sarah and Katie, offered encouragement and advice. My greatest debt of gratitude,
however, is to my children—Claire, Giulia, and Joshua—who were unflaggingly supportive and
loving despite their mother’s frequent distractions.Prologue: Christmas CannonsAS THE GREAT
Jubilee Year of 1500 approached, a mood of unusual festivity prevailed in Europe. At the stroke
of midnight on Christmas Eve, amid great pomp and solemnity, Pope Alexander VI Borgia had
thrown open the Holy Door he had specially installed in Saint Peter’s Basilica to mark the
occasion. From the Atlantic Ocean to the Danube River, kings, clergy, and peasants were all
celebrating the birth of Christ the Savior. Bells rang out in each town and feasts were laid on
every table. In the ancient jubilee tradition of forgiveness of debts, thousands of pilgrims
commenced the trek to Rome seeking a plenary indulgence, a chance to wipe clean the slate of
the soul and begin again.But on Christmas morning, 1499, the tiny Italian village of Forlì awoke



not to the merry peal of church bells, but to pounding artillery and cursing soldiers. A force of
fifteen thousand, composed of Italian, Swiss, and French soldiers, had gathered at the base of
the fortress of Ravaldino, overlooking the town of Forlì, and were hammering away at its
defensive walls. The bulk of the troops were on loan from the king of France, Louis XII.
Commanding those seasoned troops was Cesare Borgia, the most feared warrior in Italy.
Cesare’s personal bravery and cruelty were as widely known as his powerful connections—he
was duke of Valentinois in southern France and the illegitimate son of Pope Alexander VI. Even
as the pope was offering salvation to everyone in Christendom, his second-born son was bent
on eradicating the ruler of Forlì. If any of his soldiers found this situation ironic or morally
troubling, they doubtless kept their perplexity to themselves, for the Borgia commander was
known to treat disloyal friends as ruthlessly as he did his enemies.The soldiers knew that their
mission had been approved by the pope himself, who had deposed all the rulers in the northern
Italian region of Romagna by decreeing them guilty of tyranny as well as derelict in paying their
tributes to Rome. The delinquent states were given to Cesare, who lost no time in collecting his
new possessions. Many of the towns had capitulated without a fight, some even hailing Cesare
as their liberator. But there had been resistance in Imola, about twelve miles from Forlì, where
the fortress keeper, Dionigio Naldi, had held out for almost a month, claiming the town for its
rightful lord, Ottaviano Riario. Few stood by him and he was defeated on December 11. After
eight days of celebrating that victory, Cesare’s army arrived at Forlì. In this tiny town, hardly more
than a village, they expected a few perfunctory hours of negotiations before they ousted the
present ruler and took control.At first, all seemed to go according to plan for Cesare. The
inhabitants opened the gates, welcoming the troops into the city. Several noblemen even offered
hospitality to the captains of the various regiments. Above the town, however, loomed the
seemingly impenetrable fortress of Ravaldino, reminding the army that Forlì would never be
theirs while the defenders occupied the fort. No easy capitulation was forthcoming from behind
those high stone walls. A week after their confident entry, the huge force representing the
combined power of the papacy and the king of France was still arrayed at the foot of the fortress,
held at bay by a paltry band of nine hundred.Day and night, the ruler of Forlì patrolled the
fortress ramparts, eyes alert for weak spots or changes in the invading enemy’s formation. The
defending soldiers leapt at every order, unquestioningly loyal to a commander every bit as
determined as Cesare. No wonder he was offering an extravagant reward to whoever could
capture or kill the indefatigable general, Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici, the countess of Forlì.
Five thousand ducats was a tempting sum. To many, no doubt, it was an amount worth
murdering for. Yet no soldiers at Forlì had taken the bait, driven as they were not only by loyalty to
their commander but by an ingrained sense of chivalry.In the preceding days, the attacking
soldiers had caught occasional glimpses of Caterina on the ramparts of her fortress. At five feet,
four inches, she was noticeably shorter than the men fighting by her side, though she stood at a
respectable height for Italian women of her day. Her figure, beneath a steel cuirass engraved
with the image of Saint Catherine of Alexandria, was remarkably slim, despite the fact that she



had borne eight children. When her long, light brown hair occasionally escaped its restraints and
flowed around her face and neck, she looked even younger than her thirty-eight years. As she
walked with sure, determined steps around her fortress, her enemies strained to see the woman
who had challenged the College of Cardinals, single-handedly put down a revolt after the
murder of her husband, seduced and married the handsomest member of the Medici clan, and
was now locking horns with the formidable Cesare Borgia.The bleakness of Caterina’s
Christmas morning was relieved only by the knowledge that her children were safely ensconced
with their Medici relatives in Florence. She knew that while she defended their birthright, their
day would begin with worship in that city’s beautiful churches; perhaps their anxious spirits
would be lifted for a while by the glorious music of the choirs. Later they would feast in grand
halls by blazing fires, while their mother shared a frugal meal in the guardhouse with the cadre of
faithful followers who remained in Ravaldino.There, Christmas morning had begun with the
traditional Mass at dawn. After leaving the chill of the stone fortress chapel, the countess set
about ensuring double rations for her men, listening to their personal stories, writing letters of
commendation for bravery, and otherwise alleviating the dismal mood. For a time, silence in the
enemy camp suggested that those soldiers too might be observing this holiest of days, but soon
a barrage of cannon fire shattered the calm.Cesare’s father, Pope Alexander VI, had made great
plans for the Jubilee Year. The construction of new buildings and the offering of special prayers
were intended to draw the whole Christian world to Rome to make a fresh start. Caterina had
been planning to go to Rome as well, for she too had reasons to seek forgiveness. For five years
she had waited, with much on her conscience, knowing that the jubilee offered a singular
opportunity to erase terrible spiritual scars. Now the pope’s own son had become the greatest
obstacle in Caterina’s path. She could give up her lands and her children’s inheritance, allow
Cesare to become the prince of Romagna, and move in with her Medici relatives. That would
secure her life and her freedom. Or she could defend town and title, risking death or
imprisonment. Although many other rulers of Romagna had ceded their towns and taken the
paltry papal compensation for their noble titles and their lands, Caterina had no intention of
stepping aside quietly so that Cesare’s father could award him her state as a twenty-fifth-
birthday gift. He would have to win it from her the same way her family had won their lands—with
blood and steel.Now the usurping army was quartered in her town, looting her palace and the
homes of her followers. The townspeople who had given up the town to the invaders, preferring
to place their fate at the mercy of the Borgias rather than join the seemingly hopeless cause of
the Riarios, had received little clemency. The soldiers sacked their homes and raided the
convents, looking for young women of Forlì to provide them with “entertainment.” On Christmas
Day, the occupiers were drinking wine stolen from the cellars of the Forlivesi and wearing the
warm wool clothing belonging to their “hosts,” while even the elderly and sick were left to shiver
in the winter cold. Caterina, who knew from experience that the weakest were always the first
victims of war, had begged her people to stand with her. Now she stood helplessly above the
town, watching its devastation.Caterina’s mind revolted at the thought of Cesare and his



entourage devouring her people’s food and celebrating the capture of her lands. No stranger to
the daring bluff, she formed a plan. Perhaps she could not rid Forlì of Cesare for Christmas, but
she could render his holiday as unpleasant as hers. She ordered her men to find the flag of the
powerful Republic of Venice and to raise the Venetian lion high above the ramparts of Ravaldino.
Venice was the wild card in the politics of Renaissance Italy. A fierce defender of its lands, with
an extensive fleet and skilled sailors at its disposal, the Most Serene Republic had many known
political bedfellows. What worried every state on the peninsula was the unknown number of its
secret allies. Had Caterina put her state under the protection of Venice? Was the Venetian army
already marching toward Forlì?Caterina didn’t have to wait long to see her plan bear fruit: the
mere sight of the golden lion of Venice galvanized the enemy. From the ramparts Caterina could
see the soldiers on watch running to the palace where Cesare and his cousin were lodged.
Cesare, upon seeing the scarlet and gold standard, called an emergency council to evaluate the
possibility of a hitherto unknown alliance between Venice and Forlì, which could extend the
Venetian sphere of influence farther inland from the Adriatic and closer to the border of the
Florentine Republic. Cesare knew that Caterina had previously sought assistance from Florence
and been refused. Had she avenged the rebuff by offering Venice a gateway into Tuscan lands?
Riders left the city at a gallop to seek confirmation of the disturbing news, while scouts were
placed on vigil to look for approaching troops. Festivities were interrupted as soldiers
reorganized the camp for a potential attack from outside Forlì. There was no more time to raid
homes and abduct women as the men nervously prepared for battle.Caterina knew it would take
just a few short hours to verify that no Venetian army was en route to Forlì, but she returned to
her room in the keep, content in the knowledge that she had secured a little Christmas peace for
the people of Forlì. Once again she had acted with ingenuity and boldness, qualities that made
her an object of fascination throughout Italy. Admirers saw her as an inspired warrior along the
lines of Joan of Arc, whereas malicious tongues compared her to the lascivious manipulator
Cleopatra; all the people, whatever their opinion of her, wondered where such an extraordinary
woman had come from. The outrageous gambles, astute strategies, and iron determination of
Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici had drawn Europe’s attention to the siege of Forlì.1The
Education of an Ebook LibraryCATERINA WAS BORN in Milan in 1463, the illegitimate daughter
of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, heir to the Duchy of Milan, and the beautiful Lucrezia Landriani, who,
for Galeazzo’s convenience, had been married off to a compliant palace courtier. In almost any
other realm in Europe, illegitimacy was a stigma that effectively prevented a person from
attaining a respectable social standing, but in Italy, bastard children were the norm—especially
in the ruling house of Milan. Custom held that natural children would be raised in the house of
the father, side by side with the rightful heirs, and thus Caterina grew up in the ducal household.
She carried her Sforza surname with such pride that even after three marriages she would still
retain it.The Sforza family had risen from peasantry to nobility by sword and skirmish. Muzio
Attendolo, the founder of the Sforza line and Caterina’s great-grandfather, had run away from his
family farm in the 1390s to fight as a mercenary soldier, a condottiere. Fourteenth-century Italy



was a mosaic of separate principalities characterized by complex military alliances and shifting
borders. From the kingdom of Sicily to the free Republic of Venice, young warriors looking for
fame and fortune were well accommodated with battles to fight. Muzio Attendolo’s courageous
exploits on the battlefield had earned him the nickname “Sforza,” meaning “strength.” After
fighting for the papacy, the Republic of Florence, and the kingdom of Naples, he settled into
regular service with the duke of Milan, Filippo Maria Visconti. The Viscontis, who had been
vested with the dukedom of Milan in 1395 by the Holy Roman Emperor Wenceslaus, had turned
Milan into a wealthy state and one of the most politically significant territories in Italy. Muzio’s
illegitimate son Francesco carried on the new family name, Sforza, and its mercenary enterprise,
earning increasing fame through his valor in Italy’s ceaseless wars and military disputes.
Francesco Sforza married the illegitimate daughter of Filippo Maria Visconti, Bianca Maria, and
when Duke Filippo died without a male heir in 1447, Sforza was poised to claim the
duchy.Francesco’s plan was foiled by the Milanese nobility, who on the day of Filippo’s death
declared the city a republic, destroyed the Visconti castle of Porta Giovia, and occupied all the
public buildings. The newly formed republic soon faced formidable enemies including Venice,
which exploited the weakened city by plucking away its territories. The embattled republic had
no choice but to hire the Sforza army to repel these foreign foes, and in a swift campaign,
Francesco recaptured the subject cities. In 1448, Francesco signed a treaty with Venice and
then turned to retake his own city. After a couple of months of siege, Milan finally capitulated and
opened its gates to Francesco, the de facto duke of Milan, confirming one of the many shrewd
statements of the political theorist Niccolò Machiavelli: even a tenuous hereditary claim to a
throne is an advantage in regaining power.The Holy Roman Emperor never officially recognized
Francesco and Bianca Maria, but they ruled Milan as grandly as any duke and duchess the city
had ever known. Boasting one of the largest urban populations in fifteenth-century Europe—
about 200,000 inhabitants—the city enjoyed the products of its fertile farmlands as well as
thriving commerce, particularly in the production of silk and armor.Under Francesco Sforza,
Milan set up one of the first printing presses in Europe and became world famous for its
sophisticated technical advances in myriad industries.1 Nonetheless, a constant undercurrent of
violence rippled beneath this busy surface. The first architectural project of the Sforza rule was
the rebuilding of the defensive castle of Porta Giovia, which would later be renamed Castello
Sforzesco. Francesco devoted particular attention to reinforcing the battlements facing the city,
reflecting his belief that the greater danger to the Sforza family lurked within, not outside, the city
walls. Despite internal tensions, Milan flourished. Francesco built the innovative and highly
effective Maggiore hospital and the magnificent Certosa di Pavia, a monastery at the customary
burial site of the Visconti dukes.Francesco’s son Galeazzo Maria continued the tradition of
emphasizing municipal development along with military prowess during his ten-year reign.
Assuming the leadership of Milan upon Francesco’s death in 1466, he enacted Milan’s most
lavish displays of luxury and extravagance. He was superbly instructed in the arts befitting a
prince, but Galeazzo Maria’s streak of self-indulgence would earn him many enemies within his



own boundaries. Caterina was three when her father, Galeazzo, became duke of Milan, and
along with her father’s court she took up residence in the renovated castle of Porta Giovia.
Surrounded by every luxury produced by nature and man, she received a first-rate education
alongside the duke’s four legitimate children. Little difference was drawn between male and
female offspring. The children spent long hours with their tutor, Francesco Filefo, a humanist and
poet of the court. Filefo had authored Sforzinda, an epic poem inspired by Homer’s Iliad,
memorializing the grand deeds of Francesco Sforza’s conquest of Milan. Under his tutelage, the
Sforza children learned to read Latin, particularly the works of Virgil, Cicero, and Seneca. The
vast ducal library contained over one thousand books, some exquisitely illuminated with
brilliantly colored scenes and fine tendrils of gold leaf highlighting the borders; others were
transcribed in the innovative, easy-to-read Florentine script. To complement their study of the
classics, the young Sforzas read the stories of the saints. From the legend of her namesake,
Catherine of Alexandria, Caterina learned that faith can make a young girl wiser than fifty
philosophers. The family’s immense book collection was also liberally sprinkled with French
chivalric romances of the type that Cervantes would satirize a century later in Don Quixote. For
Caterina and other young aristocrats, however, they were useful manuals, initiating them into the
duties and ideals of their station through captivating tales of noble deeds and adventures.Like
many noblewomen of the Renaissance, young Caterina spent many an hour immersed in
Boccaccio’s popular De Mulieribus Claris (Illustrious Women). The first collection of women’s
biographies written in the West, Illustrious Women recounted with earthy detail 104 stories of the
most famous female figures of all time, from Eve in the Garden of Eden to Joanna, queen of
Jerusalem and Sicily. Joanna had been a contemporary of Boccaccio, and she had not only
hired Caterina’s great-grandfather Muzio Attendolo as her personal bodyguard but was also
rumored to have been his lover. Within those vellum pages Caterina found the glorious histories
of the virtuous Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, and the decadent Semiramis, queen of the Assyrians
—to whom Caterina would later be likened by detractors. The stories were worldly and sexually
explicit, often touting grand deeds rather than strict morals. Little did Caterina suspect that by the
time she was thirty-three years old, she herself would be named as an illustrious woman in
Jacopo Filippo Foresti’s similar collection, De Plurimis Claris Selectisque Mulieribus.The
muscles of the Sforza scions were as well trained as their minds. The children passed hour upon
hour learning to bear and wield arms in the tradition of their warrior family. Duke Galeazzo Maria
Sforza, a passionate and frequent hunter, acquired the best weapons and the finest horses,
dogs, falcons, and hunters for the family’s huge park at Pavia. Hunting was an age-old tradition
in the training of young knights and princes. King Alfonso of Castile in the fourteenth century had
sung its praises: “A knight should always engage in anything to do with arms and chivalry and, if
he cannot do so in war then he should do so in activities that resemble war. And the chase is
most similar to war.”2 The hunt required alert minds, toned bodies, and the occasional forgoing
of sleep, food, and other creature comforts. Most important, it taught children at an early age to
overcome fear.Unlike the nobility of most other European courts, the Sforzas emphasized



training the female children alongside the males in the use of weapons, riding, and the chase.
Thus Caterina gained an unusual advantage over her peers: her education developed both the
intellect and the fundamentals of military leadership. Isabella of Castile, Caterina’s contemporary
in Spain, would also learn to hunt and ride, but she would be little schooled in the arts and letters
because her indoor hours would be spent in the chapel. Closer to home, Isabella d’Este, the
daughter of the illustrious duke of Ferrara, would hone her literary skills and develop an art
connoisseur’s eye, but she would be kept from activities that required the physical exertion that
is essential to the hunt. These young women, who would all serve as marital bargaining chips in
the contest for political power in Europe, received an upbringing that fit the character of their
court of origin. As condottieri, the Sforzas had fought their way to the throne and considered
strength and discipline to be their greatest assets. Hunting instilled in their women the ability to
master their emotions, which would serve them well as they left home at a youthful age to
venture to strange lands with new husbands. It also taught children to take swift and decisive
action tempered with patience. Caterina frequently set out alongside her stepmother and
grandmother, both formidable hunters, to the well-stocked Pavia hunting grounds. Carrying a
child-size hunting knife with fine gold chasing or a falcon sporting a tooled-leather hood
decorated with gilt, Caterina chased stag, boar, hare, and even ostrich alongside her male
kin.Most of Caterina’s early life was spent at the Sforza castle in Pavia and the Milanese fortress
of Porta Giovia. The high stone walls that surrounded her from infancy offered a sense of
protection and security. War, and all the devastation that came with it, was a constant in
Renaissance Italy. Caterina’s world was a microcosm of peace and privilege, and for the
moment the powerful ramparts shielded her from poverty, unrest, and danger.Fifteenth-century
Milan was already an international center for luxury clothes and high-tech armor. Agents
throughout the world flocked to the Via dei Spadari, “Street of the Swordsmiths.” Early in the
morning they would line up outside the large palace marked MY, the symbol of the Missaglia
family, the most famous armorers in Europe.3 Tommaso Missaglia’s development of
asymmetrical plates, allowing warriors greater freedom of movement, had revolutionized fighting.
From France to Naples, kings sported the distinctive rounded armor bearing the MY logo. The
design of this state-of-the-art equipment took into account recent improvements in firearms as
well as in defense; special auxiliary plates at the back of the helmet and the center of the
breastplate offered greater protection from projectiles. To fill the massive orders, Milanese
manufacturers set up primitive assembly lines to mass-produce the suits. Watching her brothers
being fitted for Missaglia armor, Caterina would learn to appreciate a well-made cuirass.Even
more opulent than the specialized armor was Milan’s fashionable clothing. The city’s long
association with France inspired its designers to create more elaborate, intricately constructed
costumes than anything previously seen in Italy. Milan’s primacy in silk production kept Milanese
men and women shimmering in brilliant-hued robes. The nobles wore form-fitting garments
covered by long overdresses called pallande. Sporting lengthy trains and voluminous sleeves,
each robe was made from more than eighteen feet of cloth; the most extravagant incorporated



gold brocade. The gowns were embroidered with jewels or pearls and also boasted a distinctive
trim called “dagging,” specially cut and twisted strips of cloth. This finery would later prompt
Leonardo da Vinci to write, “I remember having seen them in my childhood, grown men and
young boys going about with every single edge of their clothing dagged, from head to toe and
down the right and left sides. At the time it seemed such a wonderful invention that they even
dagged the dags.”4Although over the course of her life, many people would admire Caterina for
her beauty and style, none would ever doubt the mettle beneath the elegance. Throughout her
childhood, Caterina had been surrounded by strong-willed women. During her first years at
court, she was raised by her grandmother, Bianca Maria Visconti, aunt of the king of France,
Louis XI. Bianca, a beloved leader of her city, co-ruled with her son for the first few years of his
reign, until Galeazzo Maria felt himself dwarfed by his mother, complaining that she treated him
“as if he were a boy of little intelligence.” Upon his marriage in 1468 to Bona of Savoy, he sent
Bianca Maria to her dowry city of Cremona, where she died shortly after. The people of Milan
mourned Bianca, praising her warm, caring treatment of her subjects as well as her courage in
fighting by her husband’s side in battle. After the death of her grandmother, Caterina was
welcomed by Galeazzo Maria’s new wife, who treated the five-year-old girl as her own daughter.
Sister to the queen of France, Bona was renowned as a beauty. The Milanese ambassador who
had negotiated the match with Galeazzo promised that the duke would be “much pleased with
so beautiful a lady,”5 and when the court painter Bonifacio Bembo returned from France bearing
a portrait of Bona to be shown to her intended, a smitten Galeazzo kept the work, claiming that
he could not bear to part with it. Bona was a marvelous horsewoman and enthusiastically
accompanied her husband on hunts. But beneath the beautiful and fun-loving demeanor of this
fashionable lady there lay political savvy and a will of steel.Caterina’s first foray outside the
confines of her family and court came in 1471, when her father embarked on a series of state
visits to the neighboring territories. Galeazzo had been officially elected ruler of Milan in 1469,
the same year that Lorenzo de’ Medici assumed the rule of Florence. Ostensibly to fulfill a vow
that he had made with his wife to visit the Church of Santissima Annunziata in Florence,
Galeazzo began planning the most elaborate cavalcade in living memory for a tour through the
cities of Mantua, Ferrara, and Florence, intending to impress his peers, allies, and rivals.Eight-
year-old Caterina and her siblings were outfitted with new clothes, more elaborate than anything
they had ever worn. In March 1471 the family set out in a flamboyant show of wealth that left
onlookers marveling. Fourteen carriages decorated in gold and silver and drawn by horses
draped in cloth-of-gold accompanied the ladies. The family escort comprised two thousand
cavalrymen and five hundred infantrymen wearing silk costumes in the Sforza colors, red and
white. To enliven the journey, the duke brought a thousand dogs and innumerable hawks and
falcons as well as dwarfs, jesters, and musicians.The ducal family spent the first few days in
Mantua as guests of the Gonzaga court. Ludovico Gonzaga, marquis of Mantua, had much in
common with Galeazzo Maria. His family had also risen from the status of condottiere to rule the
wealthy and fertile lands of Mantua. The Gonzagas loved hunting, and Mantua bred the best



hunting dogs and horses in Europe. The duke also found an outlet for his bawdy humor with the
marquis. But for all the roughness, the Gonzaga court also embraced elegant refinement. Its
choir was the finest in Italy, surpassing the pope’s own singers. Assembled from all over the
world, these musicians sang traditional liturgical music but also composed lively songs for the
court’s illustrious guests. Within the gloomy stone ramparts of the Gonzaga fortress lay chamber
after chamber adorned with marvelous paintings, including those recently executed by the
ingenious court painter Andrea Mantegna. It was here that Caterina was first exposed to the
power of art. Galeazzo Maria spent hours studying the nearly complete Camera Picta, a room
whose murals depicted the Gonzaga clan receiving guests and relatives. Grand architectural
structures framed many of the scenes, proclaiming Mantua’s urban renewal; others were set in
lavish landscapes to underscore the fertile lands and generous spirit of the ruling house. The
ceiling was a masterful demonstration of Mantegna’s skill in trompe l’oeil: the medallions
depicting the great caesars of Rome seemed to be carved of marble instead of painted. The
vault was crowned with a painted aperture through which one seemed to view the sky. An
illusionist dome, intended to resemble the Roman Pantheon, alluded to a connection between
the Gonzaga court and imperial Rome. In Mantua, under Gonzaga dominion for over 150 years,
art celebrated the success of kingship, not republican rule.What the Sforza family saw in Mantua
showed them that Italians valued more than displays of opulence, and nowhere was this more
true than in the Republic of Florence, where Caterina and her family were greeted by Lorenzo
de’ Medici and welcomed into his home on the Via Larga. Although the Medicis were not
officially the rulers of Florence, they were the de facto leaders of the powerful city-state.
Florence, unlike Milan or Mantua, had succeeded in winning its independence during the wars
between the papacy and Holy Roman Empire in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Together
with Siena, Pisa, and Bologna, Florence was one of a handful of little Italian city-states with a
fledgling form of representational government. Milan had twice attempted to throw off its feudal
shackles (most recently before the reign of Galeazzo’s father), but its proximity to France, the
oldest monarchy in Europe, and its weak grounding in the principles of humanism seemed to
destine all bids for freedom to failure.Lorenzo de’ Medici was neither prince nor duke, yet his
people called him “the Magnificent” in recognition of his leadership and his generosity. He did
not live in a castle, protected by high walls and moats, but in a palace similar to those of other
wealthy Florentine families. Its exterior did not boast state-of-the-art battlements or other
defenses. Instead, hand-tooled stones were arranged in decorative, orderly patterns, and large
windows illuminated the interior, bathing the rooms with light.The house contained a library even
richer than that of the Sforzas, and the Medicis took great interest in its contents. Lorenzo kept
among his household an academy of scholars who discussed the works of the ancient authors,
particularly Plato, and who wrote copiously themselves. Lorenzo often spent time with them,
composing poems. Less exuberant than his handsome younger brother Giuliano, Lorenzo the
Magnificent was nonetheless never considered a weakling. Still very young, Caterina was
captivated by this ruler, who fought his enemies valiantly, discussed Plato knowledgeably, and



wrote poetry passionately. Her love for Florence and particularly the Medici family would long
remain with her.The Medicis were grateful for the friendship of the Sforzas. Less than one
hundred years earlier, under the Viscontis, Milan had been Florence’s bitterest enemy. As soon
as Francesco Sforza assumed the rule of Milan, Cosimo the Elder, grandfather of Lorenzo, had
offered his friendship and considerable banking power, opening a Medici bank in Milan and
transforming adversary into ally. Lorenzo was a gracious host and staged various entertainments
for his noble guests, even commissioning one of his favorite artists, Piero del Pollaiuolo, to paint
Galeazzo’s portrait. Nonetheless, the austerity of the Florentines must have surprised the Sforza
entourage. The Republic of Florence had adopted strict sumptuary laws, which prohibited
luxuries in dress and accessories for both men and women. The pearl embroidery, horned
headdresses, and lengthy trains typical in Milan were strictly forbidden in Florence. Although
Tuscany produced the finest dyed luxury cloths in Europe, its citizens wore simple attire, more
often made of wool than silk or gold brocade. Though the women of Florence chafed under
these rules, they were nevertheless scandalized by the extravagance of the Milanesi. Some
even considered the company from Milan to be a negative influence on the city’s youth.
Machiavelli would later lament that if Duke Galeazzo had found the city with a tendency toward
“courtly finery and customs contrary to any well-ordered society, he left it even more so.”6The
wealth of Florence was displayed in its streets. The mighty cupola of the cathedral of Florence,
Brunelleschi’s astonishing architectural feat, dominated the city. The guild building of
Orsanmichele, a few steps from the cathedral, was a proud showcase of sculpture
commissioned by the Florentines. Donatello’s Saint Mark was carved with a gravitas alien to the
gothic-style sculptures of Milan, and Saint John the Baptist by Ghiberti was the first bronze life-
size sculpture to be cast in a single piece since antiquity. Newly unveiled and the pride of the city
were Ghiberti’s doors to the Baptistery of Florence, with ten gilt-bronze panels in relief, which an
admiring Michelangelo would later dub “the gates of Paradise.”The greatest Florentine riches,
however, lay in the ingenuity and the creativity of its free citizens. The Florentines tried to outdo
one another in inventiveness and novelty, not lavish display. For example, the Sforza family
arrived in time for the Feast of the Annunciation. This holiday, celebrated on March 25, recalls
the day the angel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary that she would bear a child, the Son of God, and it
marked the first day of the New Year in Florence. Their Medici hosts took the duke and his family
to see miracle plays at the churches of Florence, including the most beloved production of the
year, the “Ascension of Christ” at the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine. This breathtaking
spectacle included arrays of flying angels played by local children, who descended from the
skies to welcome Jesus as he rose on clouds into Paradise. Engineers had built machines to lift
and move people, props, and scenery. The Florentines likewise excelled in games, from boxing
to tennis, but always favored strategy over force. Even in jousts, they prided themselves on
overcoming brute strength through intellectual superiority.The Sforzas, expecting to overwhelm
their Tuscan neighbors with their obvious military might and dazzling demonstration of wealth,
found themselves gently rebuked by these practical, hardworking people. What the Milanesi had



perceived as glamorous the Florentines derided as gaudy. And although not a single person in
Florence—not even Lorenzo the Magnificent—vaguely approached Galeazzo Maria in rank and
stature, it seemed that the people of this proud republic, ennobled by their intellectual
achievements, were looking down on him and his entourage. The Milanese party returned home,
sober but enlightened.2Childhood’s EndAS CATERINA’S TRAVELS came to a close, her
childhood too was drawing to an end. The wide-eyed ten-year-old was about to become a pawn
in political maneuvers that lay beyond her ken.At the end of October, shortly after his return to
Milan, Duke Galeazzo Maria fell deathly ill with smallpox, plunging the ducal household into
panic. The fatalism with which the duke viewed his illness alarmed his dependents, and an
emergency alert spread throughout the court. No situation was trickier than the death of a
sovereign while his heirs were still too young to rule. Galeazzo himself, who was an adult at the
time of his father’s death, had been first ambushed and then besieged as he tried to reach Milan
—despite having disguised himself as a Frenchman’s servant in a vain effort to avoid detection.
Raised amid court intrigue in France, Caterina’s stepmother, Bona, knew well what was at stake.
Paradoxically, widowhood could be a woman’s path to power in the Renaissance, through
regency for an underage heir. While women could not gain the rule of a city by inheritance, with
enough support a widow with a very young son could assume the position of regent until he
came of age. Because this was a frequent occurrence, especially in turbulent states, a wise
woman learned the art of statecraft early. Like riding an unruly animal, controlling a realm,
whether large or small, was a difficult and complicated challenge, especially for a woman.
Threats external and internal abounded. Widows were commonly obliged to remarry in the
interests of peacekeeping. Noble mothers of infant sons often had to fight off usurping relatives
or foreign claimants to protect their filial inheritance. The demise of many a young widow and
child heir had followed hard upon the death of a ruler. The risks were particularly high in Milan,
where popular uprisings were still a part of living memory, and several adult brothers of
Galeazzo were hungry for the ducal throne.As powerless doctors hovered over her father’s
bedside and a steady stream of notaries, couriers, and confessors flowed in and out of the
castle, young Caterina learned much about the transfer of power. Bona took action immediately
to protect the dukedom for her son, Gian Galeazzo, an infant of just two years. She wrote to her
brother-in-law, Louis IX, king of France, requesting that the powerful monarch support her child’s
claim. For more immediate military support, in case it proved necessary, she contacted the
Gonzaga family of Mantua, allies with a strong army a few hours’ march away.The tense
atmosphere in the castle dissipated, however, when to everyone’s surprise Galeazzo Maria
regained his strength. His recovery from a brush with death seemed to infuse him with renewed
vigor, for he proceeded to set Milan on a course of transformation that would enable it to
compete with the great courts of Italy. Art, architecture, and especially music flourished over the
following years. Milan’s crude warrior princes acquired a patina of Renaissance humanism.
Caterina herself reaped many benefits from these stimulating developments: she learned to
compose and recite Latin verse and to appreciate fine art. She also saw how a realm could be



enriched through intelligent, far-sighted building programs. Galeazzo fostered a printing industry,
and in short order Milan emerged as an energetic rival to intellectual Florence. Galeazzo Maria
had been deeply impressed with the Gonzaga castle in Mantua, which demonstrated that a well-
fortified defensive structure could also make a magnificent residence. The duke had been
especially taken with Andrea Mantegna’s monumental Camera Picta, the lavishly painted
chamber that Galeazzo dubbed “the most beautiful room in the world.” The four walls presented
the family, friends, and allies of the Gonzagas in colorful procession against a richly detailed
landscape. One aspect of that work, however, was highly displeasing to Galeazzo Maria: his own
portrait had been left out of the array of political notables.In 1472, the duke commenced work on
his own cycle of decorative paintings in the Porta Giovia castle. One-upping the single chamber
of the Gonzaga palace, Galeazzo’s program would cover two halls. For this ambitious
undertaking, he commandeered the services of the best Lombard painters, Bonifacio Bembo
and Vincenzo Foppa. The project was never completed, perhaps because the duke fretted
excessively over its planning, demanding endless modifications as his family grew and his
political affiliations changed.The great hall was to boast a hunting scene featuring the duke, his
brothers, and court intimates, including a spoof of the poor riding skills of one of the duke’s
favorites, a certain Alessio Piccinino from Albania, who was depicted in an embarrassing
position after “a stag has thrown him from his horse and he is raising his legs to the sky in as
attractive a manner as possible.”1 The purpose of the decoration was to underscore the rightful
succession from Visconti to Sforza rule. In an unusual yet poignant touch, the two-year-old heir,
Gian Galeazzo Sforza, was represented holding the hand of his father. Galeazzo Maria also
intended to use the fresco cycle as a retort to the perceived insult from the Gonzagas. The
marquis of Mantua—of the Gonzaga family—would be included, but he was placed next to the
marquis of Monserrat, a tiny, insignificant state.Galeazzo also planned an even grander project
during this period, an equestrian monument to his father, Francesco Sforza. If the Gonzagas
could adapt the Pantheon to their Camera Picta, the Sforzas could commission a statue to rival
that of Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome, the sole surviving bronze equestrian monument from
antiquity. This ambitious commission would eventually draw Leonardo da Vinci to Milan in
1482.Closer to Galeazzo Maria’s heart than any statue or painting, however, was the dream of
amassing the grandest choir in Europe, for music delighted him more than any other art. To this
end, the duke sent agents to many different Italian states, often upsetting diplomatic relations as
he hired away the best singers and other musicians. An especially awkward situation arose
when Galeazzo lured several performers away from King Ferdinand of Naples shortly after they
had negotiated a long-awaited and precarious alliance. Peace was maintained, but King
Ferdinand was left cum la bocca molto amara—“with a very bitter taste in his mouth.” The duke’s
extraordinary choir soon achieved the preeminence Galeazzo had sought. The forty musicians,
from both Italy and abroad, transformed Milan into the most exciting city in Europe for choral
music.ALONGSIDE THESE CULTURAL endeavors, intended to lend magnificence to his rule,
Galeazzo Maria also embarked upon several political maneuvers that would irrevocably shape



the course of Caterina’s life. In Romagna, a region bordering Milanese territory, the little fiefdom
of Imola had been in a state of political unrest due to revolts against the ruling family of Taddeo
Manfredi. A constantly shifting pawn on the political landscape, Imola had been ruled by both
Milan and the pope, as part of the Papal States; both Venice and Florence were eager to acquire
it. Imola had fertile soil for growing wheat as well as other crops and held a strategic position
between northern and southern Italy. It was well placed on the roads to the Adriatic coast, the
launching point for the rich commercial trade with the East.Using the unstable Manfredi rule as a
pretext, Galeazzo Maria took Imola by force in 1471, adding it to his own territories. Many
neighboring rulers were enraged by this bold and undiplomatic maneuver, none more so than
Lorenzo the Magnificent. To placate the powerful Florentine, the duke promised to sell him the
town, but as subsequent events revealed, Galeazzo had other ideas in mind.Another upheaval
occurred that same year, with the death of Pope Paul II Barbo. After the funeral ceremonies for
the Venetian pope, the College of Cardinals entered into conclave and on August 9 elected
Francesco della Rovere from Savona as Pope Sixtus IV. The new pope was well aware that the
principal promoter of his election had been the duke of Milan, and Sixtus IV wasted no time in
making overtures to his new friend and ally, with a view to cementing their relationship. The
currents set in motion by the ascension of a della Rovere to the papacy and the conquest of
Imola by Galeazzo would soon converge on the young Caterina.The Milanese Christmas
celebration in 1472 was the most lavish Caterina had ever witnessed. An array of noble guests
attended court festivities that were hailed as the finest in Christendom. The preparations began
as early as October, as guest lists were drawn up and lodgings found for visiting heads of state.
Along with everyone at court, Caterina was given a splendid new wardrobe. Hundreds of yards
of red and black velvet were procured and trimmed with silver and gold brocade. A widespread
search was undertaken for material the “color of lion skin” to dress the thirty-two singers of the
choir. Stores were laid up for the two hundred people expected at the ducal celebration.At last
the much-anticipated holiday arrived. At sunset on December 24, Caterina and her three
brothers and sisters gathered in a large hall of the castle while a kind of yule log known as the
ciocco, a piece of pinewood adorned with juniper and laurel, was burned in the fireplace amid
much merriment. Intimates of the family at this private celebration included Ludovico Gonzaga,
marquis of Mantua; Pino Ordelaffi, lord of Forlì Giovanni Bentivoglio of Bologna; and a new guest
to the court, Girolamo Riario, a dissolute nephew of Pope Sixtus IV who had recently been made
the count of Bosco.As Caterina sang along with her family, enjoying the spicy fragrance of the
smoldering ciocco like everyone else, she may have been dreaming of a new year of health and
happiness. Her father and Girolamo Riario, however, were interested in another portent of the
yule log: prosperity. Thirty-year-old Girolamo Riario was the son of the pope’s sister Bianca and
a shoemaker; several contemporaries sneered at his lineage. Having received a cursory
education, Girolamo had been pursuing a lowly career as a customs official in Savona when his
uncle was elected pope. This turn of events had brought about his promotion to captain of the
papal armies. Machiavelli would later refer to Girolamo as springing from a “very base and vile



condition,”2 an opinion shared by many in the Milanese court.Melozzo da Forlì’s idealized
portrait of Girolamo in the Vatican Museums shows a trim, handsome man with large gray eyes
and golden-brown hair falling in fashionable tresses above his shoulders. This popular hairstyle
among Renaissance men framed the face with fair curls, like a luminous halo. Although he was
portrayed with regular, even noble features, contemporaries described him quite differently. His
detractors saw him as fat, with a heavy peasantlike appearance, pale skin, and a sickly
disposition. Neither innately bright nor well read, Girolamo clearly owed his title and position to
his illustrious uncle.Duke Galeazzo celebrated the Feast of the Nativity with great pomp for
reasons that were not entirely driven by personal piety. Cloaked in a long robe of crimson
damask, the duke dutifully attended three Christmas Masses with his family and court. But he
was also exploiting the holiday gathering to consolidate his rule, mend feuds, ennoble faithful
retainers, and grant pardons.Galeazzo was also planning a marriage. His hope during the
Christmas season of 1472 was to unite the papal family to the Duchy of Milan, thus enlisting
papal support to reinforce the legitimacy of Sforza rule. The question of legitimate rule had been
a thorn in his side from the beginning of his reign. While the Milanese population accepted him
as their de facto ruler, the Holy Roman Emperor refused to recognize him as the duke of Milan
and had even avoided passing through Milanese territory during his last visit to Italy. Over the
preceding three centuries, numerous claimants had fought their way onto the thrones of many
Italian territories, but the larger, more powerful states often did not deign to recognize their
authority. During the long years of war between the Guelphs (papal factions) and Ghibellines
(supporters of the Holy Roman Empire), the Holy Roman Emperor, as successor to
Charlemagne, claimed feudal rights over the northern Italian territories, particularly Milan.
Therefore only Emperor Frederick III could officially confer the sovereign title of duke on
Galeazzo, but he appeared to have no intention of doing so. Sforza agents at the emperor’s court
were authorized to pay virtually any price to obtain the title, but the emperor preferred to keep
the Sforzas on a tight leash. Pope Sixtus, on the other hand, was interested in securing the
protection of the strongest state in Italy, for he himself was of humble origins and lacked a
powerful family to back him. Accordingly, Girolamo’s visit was part of a plan to formally establish
the betrothal of a member of the Sforza clan to the pope’s nephew. The girl selected was eleven-
year-old Costanza Fogliani, daughter of Duke Galeazzo’s uncle Corrado Fogliani and Gabriella
Gonzaga, the natural daughter of Ludovico Gonzaga of Mantua.By the time the holiday
festivities were underway, however, the engagement plans had soured. While Gabriella originally
had agreed to the written terms of her daughter’s marriage contract, the prospective groom
arrived in Milan with one additional, and unacceptable, demand—to have sexual relations with
the future bride upon formalizing the engagement.Gabriella Gonzaga flatly refused to allow the
debauched Riario—of inferior rank, to boot—to deflower her daughter, insisting that he await the
legal of age of consummation, fourteen. Infuriated at this roadblock, Galeazzo railed and
threatened, but the mother held out staunchly.On January 6, 1473, the marquis of Mantua wrote
to propose a compromise that would be satisfactory to his daughter Gabriella and (he hoped)



the count of Bosco. To consider the marriage legally and bindingly consummated, Gabriella
would allow her child to be “put to bed” with Riario, with herself and several noblewomen
present, as well as any other witnesses the groom might choose to include.3 This ceremony
alone would be considered equivalent to consummation, though no actual carnal intercourse
would take place. Girolamo refused and threatened to leave Milan. Galeazzo, watching his plans
unravel, needed to placate Girolamo immediately.As Caterina sat at her father’s table, enjoying
the lavish holiday fare, she would have heard melodious singing and the clatter of dishes, but not
the hurried and desperate negotiations in which her fate was being settled by her father, the
marquis of Mantua, and the count of Bosco. Finally, Galeazzo offered to substitute his own ten-
year-old Caterina as bride in Costanza’s stead. Girolamo accepted and on January 17, 1473,
the wedding contract was stipulated in a tiny ceremony, with only the duke, the duchess, and the
court doctor present.In the Renaissance world of arranged marriages, there were no romantic
proposals on bended knee—only notaries and contracts. The process consisted of three stages.
The first was the negotiation between the parents of both parties regarding dowry and any
arrangement of alliances or transfer of lands. The second was the betrothal ceremony, at which
the bride and groom would be presented to each other, often for the first time. Before a series of
witnesses, a notary asked if they wished to be married, and the couple responded “Volo,” “I do.”
The contract would be signed and the agreement sealed with a ring and a kiss. If the new
husband and wife were of age, meaning about fourteen, the marriage could then be
consummated, but this was not usually done until the third stage, the actual transfer of the bride
to her new husband’s house. Consummation, or carnal intercourse, was the point of no return in
a Renaissance marriage. After having been “possessed” by her husband, the young woman
could no longer back out of the marriage without grave scandal accruing to herself and to her
family. Reaching this last stage could take up to a year for most families; with nobles, it could
take much longer.4Caterina’s voice was never heard or solicited during this period, nor would
she have expected anyone to ask her opinion. Like all noble girls of her age in this era, she
expected to be married in a year or two and to be producing children soon after. Although the
sudden marriage and premature intercourse would indeed have been traumatic for ten-year-old
Caterina, she had been raised to do her part to maintain the family fortunes. A lucky child like
Costanza might have a determined parent with enough connections to impose her will, but in
Caterina’s household, her father’s word was law. Children in the Sforza clan would have
understood that they existed to be bartered for the greater good of the Sforza name and Sforza
claims. Raised in a worldly court, where mistresses were the norm and bawdy humor preempted
erudite conversation, Caterina probably knew what awaited her on the wedding night.5 Although
her first sexual experience was probably painful and unpleasant, Caterina got over her
psychological and physical wounds quickly. She never wavered in her affection for her father,
even after his death, and later in life she would be known as a woman who enjoyed sex to an
“unseemly” degree.That Caterina’s father was satisfied with the arrangement is well documented
in the proud missives he sent to Pope Sixtus IV, recounting the successful outcome of the



negotiations, as well as in the retaliatory letters the duke sent to Gabriella Gonzaga. Pondering
her last-minute refusal, the duke professed himself mystified. “To tell the truth, Lady Gabriella
seems strange and wild to us,” he wrote to his ambassador in Rome on the day of Caterina’s
wedding. “We have been considerate of her because she is a woman and, this being the nature
of women, we don’t want to argue with them.”6A week later, the duke reported that “Count
Girolamo leaves this morning from here to return to his Holiness the Pope and to His Eminent
brother. We welcomed him gladly and affectionately while he was here, because we liked him a
great deal. And he slept with his wife another time and he is very happy and content. Please
relate this to His above-mentioned Holiness and His Eminent brother, adding that we accepted
him wholeheartedly not just as a son-in-law, but as a son, and thus we want to keep and
consider him.”7The hasty consummation did not please the pope, however, who was obliged to
issue a papal bull within a matter of weeks to clear up the irregularities in the marriage. The
document, signed on February 26, 1473, declared the last-minute switch in bride valid and
absolved all parties involved in the illegal intercourse.8 And so Caterina, the child who had
watched the yule log crackle on Christmas, was a wife by the time the ashes had cooled.Once
the two families were united through marriage, it was time to get down to business. Caterina
brought with her a hefty dowry of ten thousand ducats, while Girolamo presented expensive gifts
of jewels, dresses embroidered with pearls, and silk and brocade capes, meant for whichever
wife he obtained.9 But the real objective was Imola. On September 12, 1473, Girolamo’s brother
Cardinal Pietro Riario arrived in Milan to close the deal. Though two years younger than
Girolamo, Pietro was the smarter of the two and served the pope as his most trustworthy
delegate. Handsome, witty, and well educated, he had been appointed cardinal at the age of
twenty-six and oversaw international affairs for his uncle.Rumors of Pietro’s far-from-ascetic
tastes reached Milan long before he did, and the duke went out of his way to welcome the
cardinal in grand style. Dozens of trumpets greeted the churchman and his retinue of 220
(Girolamo had, by contrast, traveled with an entourage of 60). Rooms were enlarged and
repainted, and the vaulted ceiling of one reception room was lined with expensive red velvet.
Sumptuous parties followed upon lavish hunts, and the honored guest did not shy away from
these worldly entertainments. Smiling, charming, and notoriously successful with women, Pietro
Riario delighted the Sforza court, especially his new sister-in-law Caterina. Upon his arrival,
Caterina recited verses of welcome in Latin, and the cardinal flattered her profusely, admiring
both her beauty and her education. But as easily distracted by games, feasts, and local beauties
as he may have been, Pietro never forgot why he was there. By October 23, Pietro Riario had
completed the purchase of Imola from Milan for the steep price of forty thousand ducats.
Although the pope reeled from sticker shock, he soon recovered and set about procuring loans
from Florentine banks. As part of the deal, he nominated Girolamo—“for his noble blood, wealth
of merits, and distinctive valor”—as count of Imola, a title to be passed on to his heirs.With the
negotiations concluded and the festivities over, Pietro Riario left Milan, only to die three short
months later at the age of twenty-seven. Contemporary chronicles relate that the “whole world



wept” at the passing of this worldly and luxury-loving cardinal, and that the pope especially was
heartbroken. Girolamo wasted no time laying claim to his brother’s vast fortune as well as his
high position at the papal court. Meanwhile, Caterina, the eleven-year-old countess of Imola,
waited quietly in Milan for word from her husband.3The Countess-in-WaitingWITH THE
LEGALITIES of the marriage settled and familial alliances consolidated, the oddly matched
couple parted company for three years. Caterina was left to her father’s care in Milan, to continue
her studies until she turned fourteen, when she would join her husband in Rome. Girolamo, for
his part, was not pining for his child bride. Not one letter was exchanged between the spouses
between the hasty ceremony of winter 1473 and Caterina’s departure for Rome in 1476.
Girolamo, in fact, was consoling himself with several mistresses during those years and had
produced an illegitimate son, Scipione.Caterina, meanwhile, was pursuing more innocent
pastimes, alternating between schoolroom lessons and long hunting expeditions. She learned to
play palla, a precursor to tennis, which had become the rage among the Milanese aristocracy.
The duke was so enamored of the game that he outfitted his castle in Milan with its own indoor
palla court, where the family could play, rain or shine. Caterina competed with her siblings,
hitting the ball back and forth with her round racquet. The Sforza family practiced and promoted
the sport to encourage good coordination, agility, and use of strategy. As months turned to
years, Caterina grew from a pretty little girl into a slim, refined young woman, favored with fair
hair, graceful limbs, and elegant features.Girolamo, meanwhile, was consolidating his authority
in Rome, playing old family rivalries against each other. He gathered titles from his papal uncle
but demonstrated little sense of the customary reciprocal relations of protection and loyalty
between ruler and ruled. When he was named count of Imola, Girolamo didn’t even bother to
visit his latest acquisition—the possession ceremony took place by proxy. The sharp tongues of
the rebellious Trastevere area of Rome began to call him the “Archpope,” a sign that dislike for
the arrogant upstart was growing every day.While Caterina’s husband was making enemies in
Rome, her father, Galeazzo, was alienating some of his own long-standing allies. The duke of
Milan had thrown his military support behind the duke of Bourgogne, known as Charles the Bold,
the mortal enemy of King Louis XI of France. This rash decision to turn against King Louis, his
own cousin and brother-in-law, soon proved a mistake and Galeazzo swiftly returned his
allegiance to France. At the same time, the marriage of Alfonso of Aragon, duke of Calabria, to
Galeazzo’s sister Ippolita Sforza had sealed an alliance between Milan and King Ferdinand of
Naples, the father of the groom. Yet when Ferdinand confidently called on the duke to aid him in
claiming the island of Cyprus for his son, he discovered, to his surprise, that the duke intended
to support his rival, Venice. Galeazzo’s decision was practical—he did not want to risk hostilities
with the maritime republic that bordered his state—but the Neapolitan king, already furious with
Galeazzo for pilfering his best singers, caustically rebuked his former ally. To be a good ruler, he
warned, “it’s not enough to declare ‘I’m the duke of Milan, young, prosperous, rich, with a thriving
state and strong soldiers.’ The reputation and the dignity of a lord rest on his good government.”1
The duke shrugged off this wise counsel.On the domestic front, the duke’s ardor for civic



improvement in Milan was cooling. The program of frescoes for the Porta Giovia castle was
abandoned, the plan for the equestrian statue became a mere memory, and no new projects
were undertaken. The economic toll of civic improvement was beginning to strain the ducal
finances. His faithful secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, dealt with day-to-day business loyally
and efficiently but, subservient to the duke, proposed no initiatives for saving or making
money.In the spring of 1474, fresh hopes for the establishment of a republic were aroused
among the Milanesi when word spread that the duke had summoned the Council of Nine
Hundred, a group of representatives elected throughout the duchy, to a special session. Except
to swear loyalty to Galeazzo as duke in 1469, the council had not been convened for twenty-five
years. The people of Milan interpreted the news as a sign that the duke had decided to adopt a
more representational form of government, perhaps similar to that of their Savoyard neighbors.
On April 13, the sense of anticipation was palpable as the councilors assembled in the Court of
Arengo, the duke’s official Milanese palace.The representatives were bitterly disappointed. They
were separated into sections, so no deputy from the outlying areas could speak with those from
the city. They were not invited to discuss legislation, although two of the duke’s brothers were
present, should any deputy choose to make a private petition. Instead, they were handed a
series of ducal decrees to be ratified without modification. The duke’s real intentions were soon
apparent. Most of these decrees were financial in nature and imposed, not in name but in fact,
the most onerous and loathed tax of all, the inquinto—a fifth part added to existing taxes on the
most basic staples: meat, bread, and wine.2The duke needed money to support his extravagant
court and lifestyle. Always a self-indulgent man, Galeazzo made less and less effort to hide his
excesses from his people and his family. He loved fine clothes and armor and had endless
outfits made up for himself and his courtiers from the most costly materials. His hunts in the
gardens of Pavia, specially stocked for each event, were also ruinously expensive. One year, the
duke spent forty thousand ducats, the cost of the town of Imola, on jewels alone.3The Venetian
ducat was the principal currency of the Renaissance era. Six to seven lire made up a ducat;
each lira was composed of twenty soldi. A fifteenth-century laborer considered himself fortunate
if he earned one ducat a year. As the citizens of Milan struggled to pay this heavy tax on their
daily necessities out of such meager earnings, they came to resent Galeazzo’s profligate
spending.Besides inciting indignation and envy with his display of sumptuous possessions,
certain of the duke’s personal excesses were becoming more audacious. He had once boasted
that his greatest sin was lust and that he possessed it “in full perfection, for I have employed it in
all the fashions and forms that one can do.”4 Wives, daughters, and sisters of other men were
not safe from the duke’s advances, and part of his private purse dealt with “personal
affairs” (certi nostri segreti)—payoffs to mistresses and dishonored girls.In 1474, however, the
thirty-year-old duke developed an all-consuming infatuation with Lucia Marliani, a noble
nineteen-year-old deemed the “most beautiful woman in Milan.” Lucia became Galeazzo’s new
mistress with the complicity of her husband, Ambrogio Raverti, a Milanese merchant who knew
a good business opportunity when he saw it. Raverti received four thousand ducats in hush



money from the duke and another four thousand to dower Lucia’s sisters; Lucia herself was
awarded a yearly allowance plus an expensive residence. The besotted duke made just one
contractual stipulation: Lucia must not “intermingle herself with her husband in carnal bond
without our special permission, nor to have it with any other man except our person.”5At first the
duke tried to keep this affair secret. But as he made extravagant outlays for his mistress, such as
twelve thousand ducats for a single brooch, word was bound to get out. By 1475, Lucia had
been made a countess, and consequently the duke’s donations to her were legally protected
against any future attempt at recoupment that the duke’s wife or his successor might make.As
Galeazzo’s behavior became increasingly despotic and depraved, dissatisfaction mounted in
the public square and hostility grew abroad, casting a shadow over the ducal household. The
atmosphere of Christmastide 1476 was very different from the festive events preceding
Caterina’s marriage.To make matters worse, that December the plague had erupted in
neighboring Pavia, which meant quarantine for the city, panic in all the neighboring towns, and a
shortened list of Christmas guests. Far from dampening Galeazzo’s holiday spirit, the reduced
numbers relieved him. Not without reason, he was beginning to suspect plots against his life. In
November, he sent two of his own brothers, Ludovico (called “the Moor”) and Sforza Maria, to
France for the entire Christmas season, owing to the disagreeable fact that the duke could not
be sure that they were still loyal to him. Bona of Savoy was tormented by nightmares. And the
citizens of Milan were remarking on ominous portents—mysterious comets, hovering ravens,
and ghostly flames enveloping the duke’s chambers.Caterina, now old enough to sense the
uneasy atmosphere around her, would have wondered why her uncles were not present for the
burning of the ciocco. Perhaps she was struck by the contrast between her father’s relentless
mirth and the grave and worried expressions of his courtiers. On Christmas Day, a jovial
Galeazzo Maria attended his usual three Masses and enjoyed a long hunt. His foreign enemies
were far away, intimates of dubious loyalty were at a safe distance, and the little coterie that
remained was composed of faithful retainers. Convinced he had suppressed any enthusiasm for
revolt in Milan, he rejoiced in the good fortunes of the house of Sforza.As the Milanesi
celebrated the Lord’s birth, however, three citizens were busily plotting their lord’s demise.
Behind the walls of the monastery of Saint Ambrogio, Andrea Lampugnano, Carlo Visconti, and
Girolamo Olgiati were beseeching the patron saint of Milan to help them rid the city of its
tyrannical ruler and restore freedom. At least that was the prayer of nineteen-year-old Olgiati, the
youngest of the conspirators. A poet and gentleman of the court, he owed his superb classical
education in part to the ducal library. Having read of Brutus, Cassius, and the tyrannicide of
Julius Caesar, he dreamed of republican liberty, eventually hatching the plot against the duke.
Lampugnano, another courtier, would not have objected had such high motives been ascribed to
him as well, but the true reasons for his involvement were rather more pedestrian. Having
invested and lost substantial sums in unfortunate real estate deals, he hoped that the civil unrest
following the duke’s death would wipe clean his numerous debts. As for Carlo Visconti, the duke
would have been shocked to see him among the conspirators. Visconti was the ducal chancellor,



had been a trusted member of the duke’s Council of Justice since 1474, and handled the
delicate negotiations and correspondence with the Holy Roman Emperor when Galeazzo tried
to gain recognition as the duke of Milan. Galeazzo would have been even more taken aback to
hear of Carlo’s motive: he was bent on avenging his sister, who had been seduced by Galeazzo.
In a milieu where many husbands were happy to sell their wives to curry a little ducal favor, few
would have thought that an outraged brother would become the instrument of the duke’s
end.December 26, the Feast of Saint Stephen, was a cold, gray day in Milan. Icy winds from the
Alps had brought enough snow to blanket the roads, and the duke was reconsidering his plan to
hear Mass in the Church of Saint Stephen. Anxiously Bona begged him to remain in the castle,
but the choir had already been sent ahead, and Galeazzo decided to maintain his yearly
tradition of honoring the first Christian martyr. In his favorite room of the castle—decorated with
golden sunbursts surrounding a dove against a red ground and Bona’s motto, À BON DROIT,
inscribed in gold—Galeazzo’s children gathered to see their father off. His armorer brought the
steel breastplate that he usually wore under his clothes for protection, but the duke, fearing that
the metal would ruin the line of his new ermine-trimmed silk robe, decided to go without it. He
embraced his two eldest sons and mounted his horse, riding off with his usual entourage of
twenty courtiers.At the church, Galeazzo dismounted and entered the ancient marble portal.
Throngs of subjects surrounded their ruler, offering him good wishes. The lackeys, in livery of
bright red and white, cleared a path as Galeazzo made his way down the nave, returning the
greetings of the Milanesi. Then Andrea Lampugnano, assuming the subservient pose of a
petitioner, approached the duke. Galeazzo, accustomed to frequent requests from Lampugnano,
raised a preemptory hand as the conspirator knelt, sweeping his cap off his head. What the duke
took to be a pleading gesture was in reality the secret signal to the assassins. Lampugnano
struck first, plunging his knife into the duke’s chest, and in a matter of moments the assassins
rained fourteen blows on their victim. Thirty-two-year-old Galeazzo Maria fell, with barely enough
time to gasp “I am dead.” He expired on the cold floor of the basilica, his new scarlet suit stained
with the deeper crimson of his own blood.The conspirators had assumed that the people of
Milan would rejoice at the assassination and rally to them in the expectation of greater freedom.
They had miscalculated. Several horrified Milanesi moved forward to avenge their duke. Olgiati
and Visconti escaped, but Lampugnano was found hiding among the skirts of the women and
was killed instantly. The vengeful crowd dragged his corpse through the streets until it was
mangled beyond recognition. Visconti was turned in by his own family, and Olgiati was
apprehended almost immediately. Both men were publicly quartered, but Olgiati’s stoicism
earned him the admiration of the onlookers. His last words were Mors acerba, fama perpetua
—”Death is bitter, but fame is eternal.”6 When the news reached the palace, there was no time
for grieving. Everyone in Caterina’s world sprang into action. Fearing a popular uprising in the
wake of the duke’s death, Galeazzo’s trusted secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, raised all the
drawbridges of the Porta Giovia castle, rendering the building secure. He then announced that
six-year-old Gian Galeazzo was the new duke of Milan. Bona and Cicco both suspected that the



duke’s brothers, in league with the king of France, had a hand in the murder, but to avoid
precipitating a coup d’état they chose not to publicly implicate them and instead declared that
the assassins had acted alone, under the spell of ancient Roman ideology. This served to
reassure their Florentine allies that the state was stable.Bona then declared herself regent for
her young son. Gathering the men-at-arms, she put them under the command of Robert
Sanseverino, who had served the duchy for thirty-seven years. To placate the people of Milan,
the duchess abolished the odious inquinto as well as several other taxes on basic necessities.
Caterina witnessed Bona’s transformation from quiet, patient wife and mother, enjoying leisurely
days in her cottage on the castle grounds, to a dynamic and competent head of state, managing
her responsibilities to the populace and dealing with rival claimants and external threats. The
metamorphosis of Bona must have been a great lesson to the young countess, who knew that
one day she might well find herself in a similar position.Archived amid businesslike
correspondence establishing her son’s rule and issuing decrees, an extant letter from Bona of
Savoy to Pope Sixtus IV provides an interesting glimpse into the private fears and thoughts of
the newly widowed duchess. Frightened that her despotic, unfaithful husband Galeazzo had
died suddenly and in a state of sin, she asked the pope if there was any way of obtaining
absolution for him after death. Aware of Saint Francis’s harsh dictum—“Woe to those who die in
mortal sin!”—Bona was trying to save her husband’s soul. Bona confessed for him, declaring
that Galeazzo was “versed in warfare, both lawful and unlawful; in pillage, robbery, and
devastation of the country” as well as “in carnal vices; in notorious and scandalous simony and
in various and innumerable other crimes.” Yet despite the duke’s overwhelming sins, the duchess
desired to free “that unhappy soul from the pains of Purgatory” because, as she wrote, “after
God” she “loved [him] above all else.”7Sixtus IV was more than willing to use his papal authority
to absolve the duke and even went so far as to declare that with Galeazzo’s death, “peace itself
died in Italy.” Bona, in return, repaid the sums her husband had extorted and donated a
conspicuous amount of money to the papal fund for the defense of Christendom against the
Turks.Nor did Bona forget Caterina. In the first weeks of 1476, a month after Galeazzo’s death,
she wrote to Girolamo, confirming all the marital arrangements and declaring Caterina, now
thirteen, old enough to join her husband in Rome. Her haste was probably dictated by concern
for Caterina’s safety in case a coup was attempted in Milan and as a preemptive move before
the pope or Girolamo chose to repudiate the bride, now that her powerful father was dead.
Cardinal Mellini, papal legate of Sixtus IV, traveled from Rome to celebrate the wedding, the last
step in finalizing the marriage. Bona and all the court were present at the ceremony in Milan,
which was simple and without pomp because the state was in mourning. In a bizarre turn of
events, the one person who didn’t appear was the bridegroom, Girolamo, for reasons that
remain unclear. The count claimed that urgent business in Rome kept him from attending his
own wedding; its nature remains unknown. Perhaps the sickly Girolamo was too ill to face the
journey. At any rate, his behavior stood in sharp contrast to that of the eager and amorous suitor
of 1473.The simplicity of Caterina’s wedding by proxy paralleled that of Galeazzo’s burial. After



the morning of December 26, when her father rode to his death at Saint Stephen’s, Caterina
never saw him again. As the assassins were hunted and captured, the duke’s corpse lay
unattended on the basilica floor. During the night, Bona had sent three hundred ducats’ worth of
jewels and a new robe to clothe her husband’s body. After this small concession to Galeazzo’s
love of finery, the earthly remains of the duke of Milan were unceremoniously dumped into his
father’s sarcophagus in the cathedral; not even an inscription of his own name was added. The
magnificent choir, which had delighted him so much in life, did not sing at his funeral, for no
public Mass was offered, in fear that it might stir up rebellion. None of the pageantry so dear to
Galeazzo graced his farewell to life, and Caterina’s goodbye to her childhood home was equally
unremarkable.Christmastide, once the most blissful time of year for young Caterina, had now
been twice tainted: by her premature deflowering and by her father’s murder. In later years, when
Caterina would have to fight for her life instead of celebrate around the ciocco, she would be
more than ready.4The Triumphal Parade to Rome“TODAY I ARRIVED safe and sound in Parma,
but nonetheless inconsolable.”1 Writing to her sister Chiara, on April 27, 1477, Caterina
admitted that she keenly felt the separation from her family. Only three days into her journey to
join her husband in Rome, Caterina’s thoughts turned often and fondly to her stepmother, Bona,
to whom she owed “all the honors paid her from land to land.” On the same day, Caterina also
wrote to Bona directly, using more formal tones as befitting her new rank but expressing the
same message: the thirteen-year-old girl was holding up well but was already homesick.Anyone
who witnessed the lavish parade winding its way through Lombardy would never have guessed
that the elegant young countess with the extravagant escort was feeling such lonely nostalgia.
Count Girolamo had added his own retainers to Caterina’s Milanese entourage of 40 relatives
and servants, swelling their numbers to 150 or more. The glamorous retinue included the
archbishop of Cesena and his escort of 13, the governor of Imola with 12 men, plus local nobles,
musicians, and ladies in waiting. Caterina’s procession coursed like a bright ribbon through the
low-lying green plains of Lombardy. The scarlet and white flags emblazoned with the Sforza
viper were followed by the silver and black livery of Cesena and the reds and blues of Imola; the
vermilion rose of the Riario family blossomed among them. Before the era of mass media, such
processions reinforced a family’s status, announced political events, and provided
entertainment. Village women gawked at the latest fashions, men discussed the suits of armor,
and children scampered to find some souvenir of the passage of a contemporary celebrity. In the
spring of 1477, the sound of trumpets echoing through the countryside announced the arrival of
the new countess of Imola, bride of the pope’s favorite nephew and sister to Gian Galeazzo
Sforza, the new duke of Milan.A day later, another member joined the party: Gian Luigi Bossi,
counselor to the duke of Milan. Bossi, carrying specific instructions from Bona of Savoy, was to
accompany the party all the way to Rome. His special task was to watch over Caterina, ensuring
that the young countess “conduct herself well and honorably and that she not become ill either
from riding or the heat.”2 Bona’s dual concerns reflected her twin roles: a head of state dealing
with a delicate political situation and a loving stepmother whose daughter was traveling far from



home for the first time.Bona had done everything she could to prepare the way for Caterina,
writing ahead to each town, alerting its people to offer a proper welcome to their noble guest.
Only in the little town of Reggio was there no one to greet the cavalcade, but that was only
because the group had arrived earlier than expected. On that evening, the aristocratic retinue
stayed in relatively humble accommodations, which Caterina, unruffled, described as “a
pleasant inn.” In Modena and Piacenza, however, local nobles opened their homes and hearts to
Caterina. Not only was she “affectionately and enthusiastically” received in Bologna, but she
also stayed as a guest in the palace of the ruling family, the Bentivoglios. Caterina politely
expressed much delight in being so honored, but in letters to her sister, she modestly
acknowledged that the pomp and glory could not be ascribed to her own merits, but to “the
grace of Her Ladyship, my mother.” Like many an adolescent, Caterina was more energized than
fatigued by her busy social calendar of visits, feasts, and parties, enabling Bossi to write to the
duchess that he had found Caterina “healthy, beautiful, and well-mannered.”3 Her childhood
amid the elaborate rituals of her father’s court had prepared her well for long hours of banquets,
speeches, and spectacles: not once did anyone catch the young countess looking impatient or
weary.The homage she received in towns along the route paled by comparison with Caterina’s
reception in her new dominion. On May 1, she left Bologna to travel the twenty miles to Imola.
She arrived in the late afternoon to find the entire city turned out to greet her. As Caterina
gushed in her letter to Chiara, “The people of Imola don’t usually celebrate much, but it seemed
that even the very stones were delighted by my arrival.”4The curious onlookers were not
disappointed by the first appearance of the young countess. Teenager though she was, Caterina
knew how to walk the red carpet. She requested a pause in the journey as soon as the town
came into view in order to bathe, change her clothes, and groom herself elegantly. She rode into
Imola not dusty and travel worn, but splendidly attired, a young woman with a regal bearing. The
Milanese sense of style was ingrained in Caterina, and high fashion delighted her.Countess
Caterina Riario wore the most magnificent of her wedding gifts from her husband: a gold
brocade dress embroidered with almost a thousand tiny pearls. Several strands of pearls of
varying sizes encircled her long fair neck, while from her straight, slim shoulders hung a heavy
cape of black silk trimmed with gems. There were nevertheless some incongruities in her
appearance. Her heavy veil and jeweled hair net, appropriate for a matron, seemed
cumbersome framing such a youthful face.The elders of Imola greeted her at the gate and
presented her with the keys to the city. This gesture was followed by a ceremony during which
odes and orations honored the new rulers. The most spectacular blooms of May had been
gathered and woven into garlands to line Caterina’s path along the straight main street. The
heady scent of lilies and roses mingled with the sweet trilling voices of the Imolese children, who
ran alongside the countess, serenading her. In the central square, a grand pavilion had been
erected for the occasion and here Caterina took her place on a podium, which was swathed in
luxurious green velvet, and met the nobles of the city.Girolamo’s sister Violante Riario Ricci, the
wife of the governor of Imola, was there to welcome Caterina and introduce her to the other



noblewomen. In a short time they were all happily acquainted. After the formalities and
presentations were concluded, the banquets began. The main hall of the governor’s palace had
been specially decorated for the occasion, and even the Milanesi, world famous for their silks
and brocades, were stunned by the dazzling panels of turquoise cloth lining the ceiling and the
exquisite tapestries adorning the walls. One section of the room was taken up by a broad cabinet
groaning under the weight of the gold and silver dinnerware arrayed on its shelves.Five hundred
years ago, Emilia-Romagna was already the food capital of Italy, and its denizens put great stock
in meals and feasts. The Imolesi brought Caterina foodstuffs as gifts: golden wheat from the
fertile plains of Romagna, fragrant sausages and cured meats made from the well-fed pigs of the
region, and numerous delectable cheeses, some aged to sharp perfection and others still fresh
and soft. Caterina invited her many well-wishers to remain for dinner and the party went on far
later than expected; candelabras were brought into the dining chamber to keep the festivities
going until late at night.For several days, Caterina’s life was a constant celebration. Morning
Mass in the chapel was followed by picnics in the countryside, visits to the marketplace, and of
course, many meals, which were wonderful not only for “the variety and the delicacy of the foods
but also for the abundance.” Caterina was installed in quarters appropriate to her state. Her suite
of rooms was lavishly appointed with white damask silk panels highlighted with gold embroidery.
Dozens of soft cushions covered the velvet chairs, and a crimson coverlet lay upon her
bed.Outside, however, the town of Imola appeared starkly rustic. Gian Luigi Bossi, Caterina’s
protector, reported that Imola was small and the houses poor looking, although he admired the
fortress (recently rebuilt by Galeazzo Maria), which was strong and well fortified. While he had
much to comment on concerning the customs of Imola, especially the dancing, he understood
that his mission was not to observe the food, fashions, or footwork of the townspeople, but rather
to assess the political stability of the city and its usefulness to Milan. He also had orders from
Bona to inform the elders of Imola of the Sforza position on the question of Taddeo Manfredi.He
had been the lord of Imola until 1471, when it became apparent to all interested parties that he
was losing his grip on the reins of power. With Taddeo enmeshed in quarrels with the branch of
the Manfredi family in Faenza and threatened by his own immediate relatives, Imola had been
ripe for the plucking. Venice and Florence were already extending exploratory tentacles into the
city when Galeazzo Maria abruptly intervened. The Sforzas had ousted the Manfredi family
gently: first, they invited Taddeo to Milan; then, after wining and dining him, they offered him a
hefty pension if he would give up the city. In 1477, though Taddeo was safely ensconced within
Milanese territory with his son, he was ever present in the minds of troublemakers in Imola. After
the assassination of Caterina’s father, word began circulating that there were plans to restore the
Manfredi rule there. These rumors had reached Bona, who dispatched a message via Bossi to
the leading families of Imola, stating that Count Girolamo Riario had the full support and trust of
the duke of Milan. She warned any supporters of Manfredi that they would find themselves with
more enemies than they bargained for if they made a move on Imola. At the same time, Bona
assured the townspeople that she fervently wished them prosperous years of “peace and quiet”



with their new lords.Caterina’s letters from her voyage reveal a dutiful daughter who knew that
her childhood years were over and that she must now embark on adult life. Snippets of youthful
emotion flash in her excitement over her popularity or in her wistful greeting to an old nursemaid,
but she was trained to temper sentiment with obedience. Nonetheless, faint stirrings of an
intuitive and impulsive nature do emerge. Despite all the splendor and amusements surrounding
her, Caterina knew something was wrong. The countess had no count, the bride no groom.
Girolamo had not been heard from. He had not met her in Milan nor was he here to share the
honors with her in Imola. Caterina eagerly awaited the moment when she would be summoned
to Rome to begin married life, but each day came and went with no news. On May 4, a rumor
spread through Imola that Count Girolamo was coming to escort his bride personally to Rome.
Caterina’s impatience to continue her journey was noted by Gian Luigi Bossi, who wrote to the
duchess of Milan that Caterina was “so desirous to find herself in the presence of his Holiness
and to see her Count Girolamo that it seems to me her principal care and concern.”5 Although
Caterina had supposed she would spend only a short time in Imola, she found herself delayed
yet another ten days.Bona of Savoy knew why. Letters from the Milanese ambassador at the
papal court had apprised her of an attempt on Girolamo’s life. The pope’s favorite had already
displayed a gift for making enemies, one of whom was his own cousin Giuliano della Rovere,
cardinal of the Church of Saint Peter in Chains and another nephew to Sixtus IV. In Rome, two
men had been captured and imprisoned for plotting to murder the count. They confessed that
they had been approached by a bishop, the patriarch of Venice, in the name of Cardinal Giuliano
and offered a large reward for the assassination of Girolamo. Interrogated further, however, they
admitted that they had never received any such orders directly from the cardinal’s lips. Anxious
for Girolamo’s well-being and alarmed by the rampant treachery within the very walls of the
Vatican palace, the pope thought it best that the count avoid travel for a while. As an added
precaution, Sixtus replaced Girolamo’s personal bodyguard with the trusted Giovanni Battista da
Montesecco, prized for his discretion.The pontiff likewise deemed Rome unsafe for the young
Caterina and offered the anxious young bride a number of plausible excuses for the wait. In one
letter to the countess, he expressed concern for her health and offered an alternative means by
which the young couple could be reunited. “The extreme heat which has arrived early this year
and the natural bad air [malaria] in Rome,. . . and the suspicion of plague” made it unwise to
bring the “beloved” Caterina to Rome. As she had grown up in the “good air” of Milan, she would
not be used to hot Roman summers. The pope feared that her voyage to Rome would end in
people saying that he “had brought her here to kill her,” and he suggested that she remain in
Imola until the cooler season began in September. The wily pontiff also appealed to the
countess’s love of glamour and pageantry, pointing out that because it was so soon after her
father’s death, he would not be able to put on a lavish reception for her at this time, out of
respect for the memory of the fallen duke. To relieve Caterina’s worries about her husband’s
absence, the pope offered to send Girolamo to Imola at the beginning of June.6The pontiff’s
missive expressed a view of marriage more romantic than that of Girolamo. He too had sent a



letter—not to Caterina, but to Bona and the child duke Gian Galeazzo—two days after Caterina’s
arrival in Imola. He too cited the poor health conditions of Rome as the reason to delay
Caterina’s journey, but he made only the most perfunctory allusions to his love for his wife and
his recognition of her merits.But Caterina never saw either letter. Before they could arrive, she
took the initiative and left Imola for the twelve-day journey to Rome. Each night, the huge
entourage was feted as it stopped along the route, until May 24, when she finally arrived at
Castel Novo fourteen miles from the city.The news of the imminent arrival of the countess
galvanized the papal court. Courtiers were summoned, gifts were prepared, and grand halls
decorated to pay homage to the union of the Sforza and Riario lines. The next morning, Caterina
embarked on the last leg of the journey into Rome. At seven miles from the city gates, the
Milanesi were met by a large party of horsemen arrayed in black silk and velvet, despite the hot
May sun. As the elegant coterie grew nearer, the standard of the Riario rose came into view.
After four years, the bride and groom would finally set eyes on each other once more. Onlookers
were delighted to see that when the count and countess descended from their horses, they
“took each other by the hand and kissed and embraced.”7 Caterina must have seemed much
changed to Girolamo, who had last seen her as the ten-year-old hastily packaged for his bed in
1473.Girolamo, now thirty-four, was aging fast. Ill health, a self-indulgent lifestyle, and several
sleepless nights due to the conspiracies against his life made the count seem even more sallow.
But Caterina evinced only delight at being reunited with her husband as they moved out of the
blazing sunshine into a grove of shady trees, where Girolamo presented his Roman escort to the
Milanese envoys. Numerous soldiers accompanied Girolamo, but Caterina, unaware of the plots
against her husband, would have taken their presence as an indication of his powerful position
rather than protection against assassins.After traveling a few miles farther, the princely
cavalcade stopped for a lunch arranged by the Riario clan, and after the hottest hours of the day
had passed, they continued toward Rome. More and more city notables appeared to greet the
papal favorite and his wife as they approached. The prefect, or mayor, of Rome, Leonardo
Riario, another papal nephew, met them at the three-mile point. Shortly thereafter, when they
crossed the last bridge, the Ponte Molle, to enter the city, they were joined by members of the
papal court. The coterie of dignitaries grew, numbering among them cardinals and
ambassadors, and the enormous train made its way up the Monte Mario, a high hill just north of
Rome, boasting a spectacular view of the city. There they stopped at the villa of the cardinal of
Urbino. After a sumptuous dinner, Girolamo took Caterina to her chambers and presented her
with a magnificent pearl necklace. Pearls were the most prized jewels of the Renaissance. The
matching spheres of unblemished white were symbols of perfection and purity. The finest oyster
beds lay in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, both dominated by hostile Turkish fleets, which made
obtaining the “Queen of Gems” extremely difficult. Girolamo’s gift was probably meant as a token
of apology for his long and silent absence. He did not, however, spend the night with his wife. He
had been expressly ordered by the pope to return to the papal apartments that same evening.
This time he was under instructions from his uncle to wait until the union had been formally



blessed.The next morning the sun rose on Pentecost Sunday, one of the most glorious holidays
of the year. While the Romans were donning their best clothes and adornments to celebrate the
coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the church, Caterina was readying herself to see the
Eternal City for the first time. Her slender frame was enveloped in a mantle of gold brocade and
dark silk, which opened to reveal a voluminous crimson skirt. Her sleeves picked up the motif of
the brocade, and sapphires, emeralds, and rubies from distant India, cut into myriad shapes and
sizes, hung from her neck and bedecked her graceful fingers. These trappings were so heavy
that they slowed her pace. In truth, the gem-encrusted costume was designed less for flattering
the female form than for displaying the combined wealth of the Sforza and Riario families.At the
Roman gates, an astounding sight awaited her. Six thousand horsemen appeared from all sides
and fell in with Caterina as she made her way to Saint Peter’s Basilica. She was shown to a
place of honor there as the pope entered in procession with the College of Cardinals to
celebrate the solemn Mass of Pentecost, which lasted a full three hours. Afterward, Cardinal
Giuliano della Rovere, back in papal favor, and Count Girolamo conducted Caterina, Gian Luigi
Bossi, and the dignitaries of her escort to Sixtus. Meeting the Vicar of Christ for the first time,
Caterina did as she had been taught to do: she knelt before him and kissed the toe of his red
velvet slipper. The other dignitaries followed suit, and Gian Luigi Bossi launched into a long,
elegant, well-prepared speech bearing the greetings of the duke of Milan and extolling the
virtues and modesty of Caterina. He spoke passionately and eloquently. The delighted pope
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ENCOUNTER with Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici took place during a sort of personal exile.
After twenty-odd years of city life, I had moved to the countryside of Emilia-Romagna in northern
Italy with my three children, to complete my graduate degree in art history. After a lifetime in
Boston, Chicago, New York, and the university town of Bologna, I had settled in the plains of
Imola. Although warm and welcoming to families, this quiet little town, with its dearth of
museums, theaters, and ethnic restaurants, left me feeling as if the world had left me
behind.Caterina Sforza became my first friend there. The daughter of the duke of Milan, the
denizen of a glittering papal court in Renaissance Rome, she too had been transplanted to the
countryside, where she ruled as countess of Imola and Forlì for eleven years. The Imolesi, proud
of their local heroine, named streets after her, organized conferences in her honor, and
recounted her story at every opportunity. For rural lore, it was remarkably dramatic: a young
woman who had to fend off her husband’s assassins, the French army, and even the infamous
Cesare Borgia.During an afternoon visit to the Civic Museum of Bologna I first encountered an
artifact directly related to Caterina: a small steel breastplate, modeled to fit a petite woman,
stood alone among the hulking armor of Renaissance warriors. In this battle gear, a diminutive
beauty had squared off against the most dangerous men of her age—how had such a heroine
gone unnoticed? Why did no films, websites, or Halloween costumes pay tribute to her?
Generations had sung of Achilles and Darius and Alexander, so where was the glorious ballad of
Caterina? My studies thus far had focused on fifteenth-century art, a male-dominated world;
Caterina’s extraordinary life gave me a fresh perspective on the Renaissance.Fate then brought
me to Rome, where I assumed that my discoveries concerning Caterina would come to an end.
But over the course of many hours spent in the Vatican Museums, I saw her image again and
again, proudly striding amid courtiers in group portraits, present at all the most important



moments of Rome’s fifteenth-century rebirth.As I delved into her life, it became clear that
Caterina’s story was not straightforward. She was a figure of controversy. Local authors from
Emilia-Romagna tended to wax romantic about her adventures while glossing over her more
problematic episodes; other historians dismissed her as a tyrant, propelled by greed for power
and an insatiable sexual appetite.Tracing back from recent studies and biographies to older
records, I arrived at the two principal contemporary sources for the more lurid legends of
Caterina, the Venetian diarist Marino Sanuto and the Florentine politician Niccolò Machiavelli.
Reading Sanuto was like perusing a celebrity gossip blog; tales of sex and scandal flow, page
after page, in what is clearly not the most reliable source. Machiavelli, never particularly
respectful of women, wrote especially insidiously about her. As a young man he had had direct
dealings with Caterina and had not come out the better. His assessment seemed more than a
little tinged with vindictiveness.Caterina’s life as it played out in Imola and Forlì was recorded by
two local chroniclers, Leone Cobelli and Andrea Bernardi, eyewitnesses to many events in which
she played a part. This proximity in time and place does not, however, make them reliable
witnesses in every way. Each had his own reasons for emphasizing certain points and obscuring
others.The racy legend and historical record were masterfully distilled by Count Pier Desiderio
Pasolini in his three-volume biography of Caterina, published in 1893. His meticulous
assemblage of documents assisted my own research tremendously. Two problems overshadow
his work, however: first, writing in post-unification Italy after the hostile takeover of papal Rome,
Pasolini’s vision of the papal court was colored with late-nineteenth-century anticlerical
sentiment, which obscured Caterina’s relationship with her first husband’s uncle Pope Sixtus IV;
and second, Pasolini’s fawning admiration for Caterina actually draws attention away from the
documented accomplishments and failings of this exceptional woman.Reconstructing this story
anew has been very rewarding. The journey has taken me to the archives of Milan, Rome, and
Florence, with the texts of Bernardi and Cobelli as well as many other accounts as my ever-
present travel companions. Dozens of Caterina’s letters are extant, several excerpted here for
the first time in English. Also, the past few years have witnessed a tidal wave of scholarship that
has changed how we understand Renaissance clothing, furnishings, and everyday life;
researching the “set design” for certain episodes in Caterina’s life has helped me place her firmly
in her own world and thereby analyze some of her actions with greater acuity. As an art historian,
it was particularly gratifying to find her portrait among the panels of the Sistine Chapel, rendered
by none other than Sandro Botticelli.Indeed, Caterina’s life brought her into contact with the
greatest artists of her age. Her uncle, the duke of Milan, employed Leonardo da Vinci for
seventeen years, and Caterina met him. A modern theorist has even proposed her as the model
for the Mona Lisa! She posed for one of Leonardo’s finest disciples, Lorenzo di Credi, and she
was present in Florence as Michelangelo’s sculpture David was hauled into place. I would like to
think that readers of this book will enjoy, as I did, pausing to consider the impression these
masterpieces might have made on Caterina and her contemporaries.Although Caterina Sforza
died half a millennium ago, she was a remarkably modern woman. As a bearer of many qualities



and virtues that we admire today, Caterina is an ideal guide to the Renaissance world, especially
for women. On the one hand, she was a renowned beauty who cared a great deal about fashion
and her appearance, and on the other she functioned as a tough-minded CEO, who in addition
could handle a weapon. Caterina lived the modern balance of loving mother and successful
career woman in tougher times than ours, with both dramatic successes and failures.But most of
all she was a woman who made mistakes. Colossal, horrific, public ones. She dedicated the
same passion and energy to her noble undertakings and her wicked ones. Perhaps Caterina’s
greatest ability was her determination to get up after a disastrous fall. She never gave up, not
even when her worst enemy was herself. For Caterina, the show had to go on.THE FOUR-YEAR
PROJECT of writing this book owes thanks to the heroic efforts of many friends and
collaborators. George Weigel, who first suggested the book project, introduced me to Cathy
Hemming, my agent, who was instrumental in shaping the proposal for this story. John Cabot
University gave me a grant that enabled me to visit archives and study materials essential to this
work, while Michael Wright and Duquesne University granted me the flexibility to devote long
stretches of time to it. Gregory DiPippo helped me wade through the Latin text of numerous
documents. David and Ann Wilkins offered precious advice and art history wisdom, and Thomas
Williams was invaluable in shaping the storytelling. Alan Droste and Rajia Kahlil read the
manuscript and contributed insightful commentary.Without Andrea Schulz and Thomas
Bouman, this manuscript would never have seen the light of day; I am particularly grateful for
their expertise, patience, and kindness. Their lessons in taking library data and turning it into a
living story will always be remembered when I work in the classroom and at the keyboard.Like
many of the works produced during the Renaissance era, my twenty-first-century project was
very much a family undertaking. My gratitude to my mother and father knows no bounds; they
read every line and generously lent their wisdom and experience as I developed this manuscript;
my sisters, Sarah and Katie, offered encouragement and advice. My greatest debt of gratitude,
however, is to my children—Claire, Giulia, and Joshua—who were unflaggingly supportive and
loving despite their mother’s frequent distractions.Author’s NoteMY FIRST ENCOUNTER with
Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici took place during a sort of personal exile. After twenty-odd
years of city life, I had moved to the countryside of Emilia-Romagna in northern Italy with my
three children, to complete my graduate degree in art history. After a lifetime in Boston, Chicago,
New York, and the university town of Bologna, I had settled in the plains of Imola. Although warm
and welcoming to families, this quiet little town, with its dearth of museums, theaters, and ethnic
restaurants, left me feeling as if the world had left me behind.Caterina Sforza became my first
friend there. The daughter of the duke of Milan, the denizen of a glittering papal court in
Renaissance Rome, she too had been transplanted to the countryside, where she ruled as
countess of Imola and Forlì for eleven years. The Imolesi, proud of their local heroine, named
streets after her, organized conferences in her honor, and recounted her story at every
opportunity. For rural lore, it was remarkably dramatic: a young woman who had to fend off her
husband’s assassins, the French army, and even the infamous Cesare Borgia.During an



afternoon visit to the Civic Museum of Bologna I first encountered an artifact directly related to
Caterina: a small steel breastplate, modeled to fit a petite woman, stood alone among the
hulking armor of Renaissance warriors. In this battle gear, a diminutive beauty had squared off
against the most dangerous men of her age—how had such a heroine gone unnoticed? Why did
no films, websites, or Halloween costumes pay tribute to her? Generations had sung of Achilles
and Darius and Alexander, so where was the glorious ballad of Caterina? My studies thus far
had focused on fifteenth-century art, a male-dominated world; Caterina’s extraordinary life gave
me a fresh perspective on the Renaissance.Fate then brought me to Rome, where I assumed
that my discoveries concerning Caterina would come to an end. But over the course of many
hours spent in the Vatican Museums, I saw her image again and again, proudly striding amid
courtiers in group portraits, present at all the most important moments of Rome’s fifteenth-
century rebirth.As I delved into her life, it became clear that Caterina’s story was not
straightforward. She was a figure of controversy. Local authors from Emilia-Romagna tended to
wax romantic about her adventures while glossing over her more problematic episodes; other
historians dismissed her as a tyrant, propelled by greed for power and an insatiable sexual
appetite.Tracing back from recent studies and biographies to older records, I arrived at the two
principal contemporary sources for the more lurid legends of Caterina, the Venetian diarist
Marino Sanuto and the Florentine politician Niccolò Machiavelli. Reading Sanuto was like
perusing a celebrity gossip blog; tales of sex and scandal flow, page after page, in what is clearly
not the most reliable source. Machiavelli, never particularly respectful of women, wrote
especially insidiously about her. As a young man he had had direct dealings with Caterina and
had not come out the better. His assessment seemed more than a little tinged with
vindictiveness.Caterina’s life as it played out in Imola and Forlì was recorded by two local
chroniclers, Leone Cobelli and Andrea Bernardi, eyewitnesses to many events in which she
played a part. This proximity in time and place does not, however, make them reliable witnesses
in every way. Each had his own reasons for emphasizing certain points and obscuring
others.The racy legend and historical record were masterfully distilled by Count Pier Desiderio
Pasolini in his three-volume biography of Caterina, published in 1893. His meticulous
assemblage of documents assisted my own research tremendously. Two problems overshadow
his work, however: first, writing in post-unification Italy after the hostile takeover of papal Rome,
Pasolini’s vision of the papal court was colored with late-nineteenth-century anticlerical
sentiment, which obscured Caterina’s relationship with her first husband’s uncle Pope Sixtus IV;
and second, Pasolini’s fawning admiration for Caterina actually draws attention away from the
documented accomplishments and failings of this exceptional woman.Reconstructing this story
anew has been very rewarding. The journey has taken me to the archives of Milan, Rome, and
Florence, with the texts of Bernardi and Cobelli as well as many other accounts as my ever-
present travel companions. Dozens of Caterina’s letters are extant, several excerpted here for
the first time in English. Also, the past few years have witnessed a tidal wave of scholarship that
has changed how we understand Renaissance clothing, furnishings, and everyday life;



researching the “set design” for certain episodes in Caterina’s life has helped me place her firmly
in her own world and thereby analyze some of her actions with greater acuity. As an art historian,
it was particularly gratifying to find her portrait among the panels of the Sistine Chapel, rendered
by none other than Sandro Botticelli.Indeed, Caterina’s life brought her into contact with the
greatest artists of her age. Her uncle, the duke of Milan, employed Leonardo da Vinci for
seventeen years, and Caterina met him. A modern theorist has even proposed her as the model
for the Mona Lisa! She posed for one of Leonardo’s finest disciples, Lorenzo di Credi, and she
was present in Florence as Michelangelo’s sculpture David was hauled into place. I would like to
think that readers of this book will enjoy, as I did, pausing to consider the impression these
masterpieces might have made on Caterina and her contemporaries.Although Caterina Sforza
died half a millennium ago, she was a remarkably modern woman. As a bearer of many qualities
and virtues that we admire today, Caterina is an ideal guide to the Renaissance world, especially
for women. On the one hand, she was a renowned beauty who cared a great deal about fashion
and her appearance, and on the other she functioned as a tough-minded CEO, who in addition
could handle a weapon. Caterina lived the modern balance of loving mother and successful
career woman in tougher times than ours, with both dramatic successes and failures.But most of
all she was a woman who made mistakes. Colossal, horrific, public ones. She dedicated the
same passion and energy to her noble undertakings and her wicked ones. Perhaps Caterina’s
greatest ability was her determination to get up after a disastrous fall. She never gave up, not
even when her worst enemy was herself. For Caterina, the show had to go on.THE FOUR-YEAR
PROJECT of writing this book owes thanks to the heroic efforts of many friends and
collaborators. George Weigel, who first suggested the book project, introduced me to Cathy
Hemming, my agent, who was instrumental in shaping the proposal for this story. John Cabot
University gave me a grant that enabled me to visit archives and study materials essential to this
work, while Michael Wright and Duquesne University granted me the flexibility to devote long
stretches of time to it. Gregory DiPippo helped me wade through the Latin text of numerous
documents. David and Ann Wilkins offered precious advice and art history wisdom, and Thomas
Williams was invaluable in shaping the storytelling. Alan Droste and Rajia Kahlil read the
manuscript and contributed insightful commentary.Without Andrea Schulz and Thomas
Bouman, this manuscript would never have seen the light of day; I am particularly grateful for
their expertise, patience, and kindness. Their lessons in taking library data and turning it into a
living story will always be remembered when I work in the classroom and at the keyboard.Like
many of the works produced during the Renaissance era, my twenty-first-century project was
very much a family undertaking. My gratitude to my mother and father knows no bounds; they
read every line and generously lent their wisdom and experience as I developed this manuscript;
my sisters, Sarah and Katie, offered encouragement and advice. My greatest debt of gratitude,
however, is to my children—Claire, Giulia, and Joshua—who were unflaggingly supportive and
loving despite their mother’s frequent distractions.Prologue: Christmas CannonsAS THE GREAT
Jubilee Year of 1500 approached, a mood of unusual festivity prevailed in Europe. At the stroke



of midnight on Christmas Eve, amid great pomp and solemnity, Pope Alexander VI Borgia had
thrown open the Holy Door he had specially installed in Saint Peter’s Basilica to mark the
occasion. From the Atlantic Ocean to the Danube River, kings, clergy, and peasants were all
celebrating the birth of Christ the Savior. Bells rang out in each town and feasts were laid on
every table. In the ancient jubilee tradition of forgiveness of debts, thousands of pilgrims
commenced the trek to Rome seeking a plenary indulgence, a chance to wipe clean the slate of
the soul and begin again.But on Christmas morning, 1499, the tiny Italian village of Forlì awoke
not to the merry peal of church bells, but to pounding artillery and cursing soldiers. A force of
fifteen thousand, composed of Italian, Swiss, and French soldiers, had gathered at the base of
the fortress of Ravaldino, overlooking the town of Forlì, and were hammering away at its
defensive walls. The bulk of the troops were on loan from the king of France, Louis XII.
Commanding those seasoned troops was Cesare Borgia, the most feared warrior in Italy.
Cesare’s personal bravery and cruelty were as widely known as his powerful connections—he
was duke of Valentinois in southern France and the illegitimate son of Pope Alexander VI. Even
as the pope was offering salvation to everyone in Christendom, his second-born son was bent
on eradicating the ruler of Forlì. If any of his soldiers found this situation ironic or morally
troubling, they doubtless kept their perplexity to themselves, for the Borgia commander was
known to treat disloyal friends as ruthlessly as he did his enemies.The soldiers knew that their
mission had been approved by the pope himself, who had deposed all the rulers in the northern
Italian region of Romagna by decreeing them guilty of tyranny as well as derelict in paying their
tributes to Rome. The delinquent states were given to Cesare, who lost no time in collecting his
new possessions. Many of the towns had capitulated without a fight, some even hailing Cesare
as their liberator. But there had been resistance in Imola, about twelve miles from Forlì, where
the fortress keeper, Dionigio Naldi, had held out for almost a month, claiming the town for its
rightful lord, Ottaviano Riario. Few stood by him and he was defeated on December 11. After
eight days of celebrating that victory, Cesare’s army arrived at Forlì. In this tiny town, hardly more
than a village, they expected a few perfunctory hours of negotiations before they ousted the
present ruler and took control.At first, all seemed to go according to plan for Cesare. The
inhabitants opened the gates, welcoming the troops into the city. Several noblemen even offered
hospitality to the captains of the various regiments. Above the town, however, loomed the
seemingly impenetrable fortress of Ravaldino, reminding the army that Forlì would never be
theirs while the defenders occupied the fort. No easy capitulation was forthcoming from behind
those high stone walls. A week after their confident entry, the huge force representing the
combined power of the papacy and the king of France was still arrayed at the foot of the fortress,
held at bay by a paltry band of nine hundred.Day and night, the ruler of Forlì patrolled the
fortress ramparts, eyes alert for weak spots or changes in the invading enemy’s formation. The
defending soldiers leapt at every order, unquestioningly loyal to a commander every bit as
determined as Cesare. No wonder he was offering an extravagant reward to whoever could
capture or kill the indefatigable general, Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici, the countess of Forlì.



Five thousand ducats was a tempting sum. To many, no doubt, it was an amount worth
murdering for. Yet no soldiers at Forlì had taken the bait, driven as they were not only by loyalty to
their commander but by an ingrained sense of chivalry.In the preceding days, the attacking
soldiers had caught occasional glimpses of Caterina on the ramparts of her fortress. At five feet,
four inches, she was noticeably shorter than the men fighting by her side, though she stood at a
respectable height for Italian women of her day. Her figure, beneath a steel cuirass engraved
with the image of Saint Catherine of Alexandria, was remarkably slim, despite the fact that she
had borne eight children. When her long, light brown hair occasionally escaped its restraints and
flowed around her face and neck, she looked even younger than her thirty-eight years. As she
walked with sure, determined steps around her fortress, her enemies strained to see the woman
who had challenged the College of Cardinals, single-handedly put down a revolt after the
murder of her husband, seduced and married the handsomest member of the Medici clan, and
was now locking horns with the formidable Cesare Borgia.The bleakness of Caterina’s
Christmas morning was relieved only by the knowledge that her children were safely ensconced
with their Medici relatives in Florence. She knew that while she defended their birthright, their
day would begin with worship in that city’s beautiful churches; perhaps their anxious spirits
would be lifted for a while by the glorious music of the choirs. Later they would feast in grand
halls by blazing fires, while their mother shared a frugal meal in the guardhouse with the cadre of
faithful followers who remained in Ravaldino.There, Christmas morning had begun with the
traditional Mass at dawn. After leaving the chill of the stone fortress chapel, the countess set
about ensuring double rations for her men, listening to their personal stories, writing letters of
commendation for bravery, and otherwise alleviating the dismal mood. For a time, silence in the
enemy camp suggested that those soldiers too might be observing this holiest of days, but soon
a barrage of cannon fire shattered the calm.Cesare’s father, Pope Alexander VI, had made great
plans for the Jubilee Year. The construction of new buildings and the offering of special prayers
were intended to draw the whole Christian world to Rome to make a fresh start. Caterina had
been planning to go to Rome as well, for she too had reasons to seek forgiveness. For five years
she had waited, with much on her conscience, knowing that the jubilee offered a singular
opportunity to erase terrible spiritual scars. Now the pope’s own son had become the greatest
obstacle in Caterina’s path. She could give up her lands and her children’s inheritance, allow
Cesare to become the prince of Romagna, and move in with her Medici relatives. That would
secure her life and her freedom. Or she could defend town and title, risking death or
imprisonment. Although many other rulers of Romagna had ceded their towns and taken the
paltry papal compensation for their noble titles and their lands, Caterina had no intention of
stepping aside quietly so that Cesare’s father could award him her state as a twenty-fifth-
birthday gift. He would have to win it from her the same way her family had won their lands—with
blood and steel.Now the usurping army was quartered in her town, looting her palace and the
homes of her followers. The townspeople who had given up the town to the invaders, preferring
to place their fate at the mercy of the Borgias rather than join the seemingly hopeless cause of



the Riarios, had received little clemency. The soldiers sacked their homes and raided the
convents, looking for young women of Forlì to provide them with “entertainment.” On Christmas
Day, the occupiers were drinking wine stolen from the cellars of the Forlivesi and wearing the
warm wool clothing belonging to their “hosts,” while even the elderly and sick were left to shiver
in the winter cold. Caterina, who knew from experience that the weakest were always the first
victims of war, had begged her people to stand with her. Now she stood helplessly above the
town, watching its devastation.Caterina’s mind revolted at the thought of Cesare and his
entourage devouring her people’s food and celebrating the capture of her lands. No stranger to
the daring bluff, she formed a plan. Perhaps she could not rid Forlì of Cesare for Christmas, but
she could render his holiday as unpleasant as hers. She ordered her men to find the flag of the
powerful Republic of Venice and to raise the Venetian lion high above the ramparts of Ravaldino.
Venice was the wild card in the politics of Renaissance Italy. A fierce defender of its lands, with
an extensive fleet and skilled sailors at its disposal, the Most Serene Republic had many known
political bedfellows. What worried every state on the peninsula was the unknown number of its
secret allies. Had Caterina put her state under the protection of Venice? Was the Venetian army
already marching toward Forlì?Caterina didn’t have to wait long to see her plan bear fruit: the
mere sight of the golden lion of Venice galvanized the enemy. From the ramparts Caterina could
see the soldiers on watch running to the palace where Cesare and his cousin were lodged.
Cesare, upon seeing the scarlet and gold standard, called an emergency council to evaluate the
possibility of a hitherto unknown alliance between Venice and Forlì, which could extend the
Venetian sphere of influence farther inland from the Adriatic and closer to the border of the
Florentine Republic. Cesare knew that Caterina had previously sought assistance from Florence
and been refused. Had she avenged the rebuff by offering Venice a gateway into Tuscan lands?
Riders left the city at a gallop to seek confirmation of the disturbing news, while scouts were
placed on vigil to look for approaching troops. Festivities were interrupted as soldiers
reorganized the camp for a potential attack from outside Forlì. There was no more time to raid
homes and abduct women as the men nervously prepared for battle.Caterina knew it would take
just a few short hours to verify that no Venetian army was en route to Forlì, but she returned to
her room in the keep, content in the knowledge that she had secured a little Christmas peace for
the people of Forlì. Once again she had acted with ingenuity and boldness, qualities that made
her an object of fascination throughout Italy. Admirers saw her as an inspired warrior along the
lines of Joan of Arc, whereas malicious tongues compared her to the lascivious manipulator
Cleopatra; all the people, whatever their opinion of her, wondered where such an extraordinary
woman had come from. The outrageous gambles, astute strategies, and iron determination of
Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici had drawn Europe’s attention to the siege of Forlì.Prologue:
Christmas CannonsAS THE GREAT Jubilee Year of 1500 approached, a mood of unusual
festivity prevailed in Europe. At the stroke of midnight on Christmas Eve, amid great pomp and
solemnity, Pope Alexander VI Borgia had thrown open the Holy Door he had specially installed
in Saint Peter’s Basilica to mark the occasion. From the Atlantic Ocean to the Danube River,



kings, clergy, and peasants were all celebrating the birth of Christ the Savior. Bells rang out in
each town and feasts were laid on every table. In the ancient jubilee tradition of forgiveness of
debts, thousands of pilgrims commenced the trek to Rome seeking a plenary indulgence, a
chance to wipe clean the slate of the soul and begin again.But on Christmas morning, 1499, the
tiny Italian village of Forlì awoke not to the merry peal of church bells, but to pounding artillery
and cursing soldiers. A force of fifteen thousand, composed of Italian, Swiss, and French
soldiers, had gathered at the base of the fortress of Ravaldino, overlooking the town of Forlì, and
were hammering away at its defensive walls. The bulk of the troops were on loan from the king of
France, Louis XII. Commanding those seasoned troops was Cesare Borgia, the most feared
warrior in Italy. Cesare’s personal bravery and cruelty were as widely known as his powerful
connections—he was duke of Valentinois in southern France and the illegitimate son of Pope
Alexander VI. Even as the pope was offering salvation to everyone in Christendom, his second-
born son was bent on eradicating the ruler of Forlì. If any of his soldiers found this situation ironic
or morally troubling, they doubtless kept their perplexity to themselves, for the Borgia
commander was known to treat disloyal friends as ruthlessly as he did his enemies.The soldiers
knew that their mission had been approved by the pope himself, who had deposed all the rulers
in the northern Italian region of Romagna by decreeing them guilty of tyranny as well as derelict
in paying their tributes to Rome. The delinquent states were given to Cesare, who lost no time in
collecting his new possessions. Many of the towns had capitulated without a fight, some even
hailing Cesare as their liberator. But there had been resistance in Imola, about twelve miles from
Forlì, where the fortress keeper, Dionigio Naldi, had held out for almost a month, claiming the
town for its rightful lord, Ottaviano Riario. Few stood by him and he was defeated on December
11. After eight days of celebrating that victory, Cesare’s army arrived at Forlì. In this tiny town,
hardly more than a village, they expected a few perfunctory hours of negotiations before they
ousted the present ruler and took control.At first, all seemed to go according to plan for Cesare.
The inhabitants opened the gates, welcoming the troops into the city. Several noblemen even
offered hospitality to the captains of the various regiments. Above the town, however, loomed the
seemingly impenetrable fortress of Ravaldino, reminding the army that Forlì would never be
theirs while the defenders occupied the fort. No easy capitulation was forthcoming from behind
those high stone walls. A week after their confident entry, the huge force representing the
combined power of the papacy and the king of France was still arrayed at the foot of the fortress,
held at bay by a paltry band of nine hundred.Day and night, the ruler of Forlì patrolled the
fortress ramparts, eyes alert for weak spots or changes in the invading enemy’s formation. The
defending soldiers leapt at every order, unquestioningly loyal to a commander every bit as
determined as Cesare. No wonder he was offering an extravagant reward to whoever could
capture or kill the indefatigable general, Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici, the countess of Forlì.
Five thousand ducats was a tempting sum. To many, no doubt, it was an amount worth
murdering for. Yet no soldiers at Forlì had taken the bait, driven as they were not only by loyalty to
their commander but by an ingrained sense of chivalry.In the preceding days, the attacking



soldiers had caught occasional glimpses of Caterina on the ramparts of her fortress. At five feet,
four inches, she was noticeably shorter than the men fighting by her side, though she stood at a
respectable height for Italian women of her day. Her figure, beneath a steel cuirass engraved
with the image of Saint Catherine of Alexandria, was remarkably slim, despite the fact that she
had borne eight children. When her long, light brown hair occasionally escaped its restraints and
flowed around her face and neck, she looked even younger than her thirty-eight years. As she
walked with sure, determined steps around her fortress, her enemies strained to see the woman
who had challenged the College of Cardinals, single-handedly put down a revolt after the
murder of her husband, seduced and married the handsomest member of the Medici clan, and
was now locking horns with the formidable Cesare Borgia.The bleakness of Caterina’s
Christmas morning was relieved only by the knowledge that her children were safely ensconced
with their Medici relatives in Florence. She knew that while she defended their birthright, their
day would begin with worship in that city’s beautiful churches; perhaps their anxious spirits
would be lifted for a while by the glorious music of the choirs. Later they would feast in grand
halls by blazing fires, while their mother shared a frugal meal in the guardhouse with the cadre of
faithful followers who remained in Ravaldino.There, Christmas morning had begun with the
traditional Mass at dawn. After leaving the chill of the stone fortress chapel, the countess set
about ensuring double rations for her men, listening to their personal stories, writing letters of
commendation for bravery, and otherwise alleviating the dismal mood. For a time, silence in the
enemy camp suggested that those soldiers too might be observing this holiest of days, but soon
a barrage of cannon fire shattered the calm.Cesare’s father, Pope Alexander VI, had made great
plans for the Jubilee Year. The construction of new buildings and the offering of special prayers
were intended to draw the whole Christian world to Rome to make a fresh start. Caterina had
been planning to go to Rome as well, for she too had reasons to seek forgiveness. For five years
she had waited, with much on her conscience, knowing that the jubilee offered a singular
opportunity to erase terrible spiritual scars. Now the pope’s own son had become the greatest
obstacle in Caterina’s path. She could give up her lands and her children’s inheritance, allow
Cesare to become the prince of Romagna, and move in with her Medici relatives. That would
secure her life and her freedom. Or she could defend town and title, risking death or
imprisonment. Although many other rulers of Romagna had ceded their towns and taken the
paltry papal compensation for their noble titles and their lands, Caterina had no intention of
stepping aside quietly so that Cesare’s father could award him her state as a twenty-fifth-
birthday gift. He would have to win it from her the same way her family had won their lands—with
blood and steel.Now the usurping army was quartered in her town, looting her palace and the
homes of her followers. The townspeople who had given up the town to the invaders, preferring
to place their fate at the mercy of the Borgias rather than join the seemingly hopeless cause of
the Riarios, had received little clemency. The soldiers sacked their homes and raided the
convents, looking for young women of Forlì to provide them with “entertainment.” On Christmas
Day, the occupiers were drinking wine stolen from the cellars of the Forlivesi and wearing the



warm wool clothing belonging to their “hosts,” while even the elderly and sick were left to shiver
in the winter cold. Caterina, who knew from experience that the weakest were always the first
victims of war, had begged her people to stand with her. Now she stood helplessly above the
town, watching its devastation.Caterina’s mind revolted at the thought of Cesare and his
entourage devouring her people’s food and celebrating the capture of her lands. No stranger to
the daring bluff, she formed a plan. Perhaps she could not rid Forlì of Cesare for Christmas, but
she could render his holiday as unpleasant as hers. She ordered her men to find the flag of the
powerful Republic of Venice and to raise the Venetian lion high above the ramparts of Ravaldino.
Venice was the wild card in the politics of Renaissance Italy. A fierce defender of its lands, with
an extensive fleet and skilled sailors at its disposal, the Most Serene Republic had many known
political bedfellows. What worried every state on the peninsula was the unknown number of its
secret allies. Had Caterina put her state under the protection of Venice? Was the Venetian army
already marching toward Forlì?Caterina didn’t have to wait long to see her plan bear fruit: the
mere sight of the golden lion of Venice galvanized the enemy. From the ramparts Caterina could
see the soldiers on watch running to the palace where Cesare and his cousin were lodged.
Cesare, upon seeing the scarlet and gold standard, called an emergency council to evaluate the
possibility of a hitherto unknown alliance between Venice and Forlì, which could extend the
Venetian sphere of influence farther inland from the Adriatic and closer to the border of the
Florentine Republic. Cesare knew that Caterina had previously sought assistance from Florence
and been refused. Had she avenged the rebuff by offering Venice a gateway into Tuscan lands?
Riders left the city at a gallop to seek confirmation of the disturbing news, while scouts were
placed on vigil to look for approaching troops. Festivities were interrupted as soldiers
reorganized the camp for a potential attack from outside Forlì. There was no more time to raid
homes and abduct women as the men nervously prepared for battle.Caterina knew it would take
just a few short hours to verify that no Venetian army was en route to Forlì, but she returned to
her room in the keep, content in the knowledge that she had secured a little Christmas peace for
the people of Forlì. Once again she had acted with ingenuity and boldness, qualities that made
her an object of fascination throughout Italy. Admirers saw her as an inspired warrior along the
lines of Joan of Arc, whereas malicious tongues compared her to the lascivious manipulator
Cleopatra; all the people, whatever their opinion of her, wondered where such an extraordinary
woman had come from. The outrageous gambles, astute strategies, and iron determination of
Caterina Riario Sforza de’ Medici had drawn Europe’s attention to the siege of Forlì.1The
Education of an Ebook LibraryCATERINA WAS BORN in Milan in 1463, the illegitimate daughter
of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, heir to the Duchy of Milan, and the beautiful Lucrezia Landriani, who,
for Galeazzo’s convenience, had been married off to a compliant palace courtier. In almost any
other realm in Europe, illegitimacy was a stigma that effectively prevented a person from
attaining a respectable social standing, but in Italy, bastard children were the norm—especially
in the ruling house of Milan. Custom held that natural children would be raised in the house of
the father, side by side with the rightful heirs, and thus Caterina grew up in the ducal household.



She carried her Sforza surname with such pride that even after three marriages she would still
retain it.The Sforza family had risen from peasantry to nobility by sword and skirmish. Muzio
Attendolo, the founder of the Sforza line and Caterina’s great-grandfather, had run away from his
family farm in the 1390s to fight as a mercenary soldier, a condottiere. Fourteenth-century Italy
was a mosaic of separate principalities characterized by complex military alliances and shifting
borders. From the kingdom of Sicily to the free Republic of Venice, young warriors looking for
fame and fortune were well accommodated with battles to fight. Muzio Attendolo’s courageous
exploits on the battlefield had earned him the nickname “Sforza,” meaning “strength.” After
fighting for the papacy, the Republic of Florence, and the kingdom of Naples, he settled into
regular service with the duke of Milan, Filippo Maria Visconti. The Viscontis, who had been
vested with the dukedom of Milan in 1395 by the Holy Roman Emperor Wenceslaus, had turned
Milan into a wealthy state and one of the most politically significant territories in Italy. Muzio’s
illegitimate son Francesco carried on the new family name, Sforza, and its mercenary enterprise,
earning increasing fame through his valor in Italy’s ceaseless wars and military disputes.
Francesco Sforza married the illegitimate daughter of Filippo Maria Visconti, Bianca Maria, and
when Duke Filippo died without a male heir in 1447, Sforza was poised to claim the
duchy.Francesco’s plan was foiled by the Milanese nobility, who on the day of Filippo’s death
declared the city a republic, destroyed the Visconti castle of Porta Giovia, and occupied all the
public buildings. The newly formed republic soon faced formidable enemies including Venice,
which exploited the weakened city by plucking away its territories. The embattled republic had
no choice but to hire the Sforza army to repel these foreign foes, and in a swift campaign,
Francesco recaptured the subject cities. In 1448, Francesco signed a treaty with Venice and
then turned to retake his own city. After a couple of months of siege, Milan finally capitulated and
opened its gates to Francesco, the de facto duke of Milan, confirming one of the many shrewd
statements of the political theorist Niccolò Machiavelli: even a tenuous hereditary claim to a
throne is an advantage in regaining power.The Holy Roman Emperor never officially recognized
Francesco and Bianca Maria, but they ruled Milan as grandly as any duke and duchess the city
had ever known. Boasting one of the largest urban populations in fifteenth-century Europe—
about 200,000 inhabitants—the city enjoyed the products of its fertile farmlands as well as
thriving commerce, particularly in the production of silk and armor.Under Francesco Sforza,
Milan set up one of the first printing presses in Europe and became world famous for its
sophisticated technical advances in myriad industries.1 Nonetheless, a constant undercurrent of
violence rippled beneath this busy surface. The first architectural project of the Sforza rule was
the rebuilding of the defensive castle of Porta Giovia, which would later be renamed Castello
Sforzesco. Francesco devoted particular attention to reinforcing the battlements facing the city,
reflecting his belief that the greater danger to the Sforza family lurked within, not outside, the city
walls. Despite internal tensions, Milan flourished. Francesco built the innovative and highly
effective Maggiore hospital and the magnificent Certosa di Pavia, a monastery at the customary
burial site of the Visconti dukes.Francesco’s son Galeazzo Maria continued the tradition of



emphasizing municipal development along with military prowess during his ten-year reign.
Assuming the leadership of Milan upon Francesco’s death in 1466, he enacted Milan’s most
lavish displays of luxury and extravagance. He was superbly instructed in the arts befitting a
prince, but Galeazzo Maria’s streak of self-indulgence would earn him many enemies within his
own boundaries. Caterina was three when her father, Galeazzo, became duke of Milan, and
along with her father’s court she took up residence in the renovated castle of Porta Giovia.
Surrounded by every luxury produced by nature and man, she received a first-rate education
alongside the duke’s four legitimate children. Little difference was drawn between male and
female offspring. The children spent long hours with their tutor, Francesco Filefo, a humanist and
poet of the court. Filefo had authored Sforzinda, an epic poem inspired by Homer’s Iliad,
memorializing the grand deeds of Francesco Sforza’s conquest of Milan. Under his tutelage, the
Sforza children learned to read Latin, particularly the works of Virgil, Cicero, and Seneca. The
vast ducal library contained over one thousand books, some exquisitely illuminated with
brilliantly colored scenes and fine tendrils of gold leaf highlighting the borders; others were
transcribed in the innovative, easy-to-read Florentine script. To complement their study of the
classics, the young Sforzas read the stories of the saints. From the legend of her namesake,
Catherine of Alexandria, Caterina learned that faith can make a young girl wiser than fifty
philosophers. The family’s immense book collection was also liberally sprinkled with French
chivalric romances of the type that Cervantes would satirize a century later in Don Quixote. For
Caterina and other young aristocrats, however, they were useful manuals, initiating them into the
duties and ideals of their station through captivating tales of noble deeds and adventures.Like
many noblewomen of the Renaissance, young Caterina spent many an hour immersed in
Boccaccio’s popular De Mulieribus Claris (Illustrious Women). The first collection of women’s
biographies written in the West, Illustrious Women recounted with earthy detail 104 stories of the
most famous female figures of all time, from Eve in the Garden of Eden to Joanna, queen of
Jerusalem and Sicily. Joanna had been a contemporary of Boccaccio, and she had not only
hired Caterina’s great-grandfather Muzio Attendolo as her personal bodyguard but was also
rumored to have been his lover. Within those vellum pages Caterina found the glorious histories
of the virtuous Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, and the decadent Semiramis, queen of the Assyrians
—to whom Caterina would later be likened by detractors. The stories were worldly and sexually
explicit, often touting grand deeds rather than strict morals. Little did Caterina suspect that by the
time she was thirty-three years old, she herself would be named as an illustrious woman in
Jacopo Filippo Foresti’s similar collection, De Plurimis Claris Selectisque Mulieribus.The
muscles of the Sforza scions were as well trained as their minds. The children passed hour upon
hour learning to bear and wield arms in the tradition of their warrior family. Duke Galeazzo Maria
Sforza, a passionate and frequent hunter, acquired the best weapons and the finest horses,
dogs, falcons, and hunters for the family’s huge park at Pavia. Hunting was an age-old tradition
in the training of young knights and princes. King Alfonso of Castile in the fourteenth century had
sung its praises: “A knight should always engage in anything to do with arms and chivalry and, if



he cannot do so in war then he should do so in activities that resemble war. And the chase is
most similar to war.”2 The hunt required alert minds, toned bodies, and the occasional forgoing
of sleep, food, and other creature comforts. Most important, it taught children at an early age to
overcome fear.Unlike the nobility of most other European courts, the Sforzas emphasized
training the female children alongside the males in the use of weapons, riding, and the chase.
Thus Caterina gained an unusual advantage over her peers: her education developed both the
intellect and the fundamentals of military leadership. Isabella of Castile, Caterina’s contemporary
in Spain, would also learn to hunt and ride, but she would be little schooled in the arts and letters
because her indoor hours would be spent in the chapel. Closer to home, Isabella d’Este, the
daughter of the illustrious duke of Ferrara, would hone her literary skills and develop an art
connoisseur’s eye, but she would be kept from activities that required the physical exertion that
is essential to the hunt. These young women, who would all serve as marital bargaining chips in
the contest for political power in Europe, received an upbringing that fit the character of their
court of origin. As condottieri, the Sforzas had fought their way to the throne and considered
strength and discipline to be their greatest assets. Hunting instilled in their women the ability to
master their emotions, which would serve them well as they left home at a youthful age to
venture to strange lands with new husbands. It also taught children to take swift and decisive
action tempered with patience. Caterina frequently set out alongside her stepmother and
grandmother, both formidable hunters, to the well-stocked Pavia hunting grounds. Carrying a
child-size hunting knife with fine gold chasing or a falcon sporting a tooled-leather hood
decorated with gilt, Caterina chased stag, boar, hare, and even ostrich alongside her male
kin.Most of Caterina’s early life was spent at the Sforza castle in Pavia and the Milanese fortress
of Porta Giovia. The high stone walls that surrounded her from infancy offered a sense of
protection and security. War, and all the devastation that came with it, was a constant in
Renaissance Italy. Caterina’s world was a microcosm of peace and privilege, and for the
moment the powerful ramparts shielded her from poverty, unrest, and danger.Fifteenth-century
Milan was already an international center for luxury clothes and high-tech armor. Agents
throughout the world flocked to the Via dei Spadari, “Street of the Swordsmiths.” Early in the
morning they would line up outside the large palace marked MY, the symbol of the Missaglia
family, the most famous armorers in Europe.3 Tommaso Missaglia’s development of
asymmetrical plates, allowing warriors greater freedom of movement, had revolutionized fighting.
From France to Naples, kings sported the distinctive rounded armor bearing the MY logo. The
design of this state-of-the-art equipment took into account recent improvements in firearms as
well as in defense; special auxiliary plates at the back of the helmet and the center of the
breastplate offered greater protection from projectiles. To fill the massive orders, Milanese
manufacturers set up primitive assembly lines to mass-produce the suits. Watching her brothers
being fitted for Missaglia armor, Caterina would learn to appreciate a well-made cuirass.Even
more opulent than the specialized armor was Milan’s fashionable clothing. The city’s long
association with France inspired its designers to create more elaborate, intricately constructed



costumes than anything previously seen in Italy. Milan’s primacy in silk production kept Milanese
men and women shimmering in brilliant-hued robes. The nobles wore form-fitting garments
covered by long overdresses called pallande. Sporting lengthy trains and voluminous sleeves,
each robe was made from more than eighteen feet of cloth; the most extravagant incorporated
gold brocade. The gowns were embroidered with jewels or pearls and also boasted a distinctive
trim called “dagging,” specially cut and twisted strips of cloth. This finery would later prompt
Leonardo da Vinci to write, “I remember having seen them in my childhood, grown men and
young boys going about with every single edge of their clothing dagged, from head to toe and
down the right and left sides. At the time it seemed such a wonderful invention that they even
dagged the dags.”4Although over the course of her life, many people would admire Caterina for
her beauty and style, none would ever doubt the mettle beneath the elegance. Throughout her
childhood, Caterina had been surrounded by strong-willed women. During her first years at
court, she was raised by her grandmother, Bianca Maria Visconti, aunt of the king of France,
Louis XI. Bianca, a beloved leader of her city, co-ruled with her son for the first few years of his
reign, until Galeazzo Maria felt himself dwarfed by his mother, complaining that she treated him
“as if he were a boy of little intelligence.” Upon his marriage in 1468 to Bona of Savoy, he sent
Bianca Maria to her dowry city of Cremona, where she died shortly after. The people of Milan
mourned Bianca, praising her warm, caring treatment of her subjects as well as her courage in
fighting by her husband’s side in battle. After the death of her grandmother, Caterina was
welcomed by Galeazzo Maria’s new wife, who treated the five-year-old girl as her own daughter.
Sister to the queen of France, Bona was renowned as a beauty. The Milanese ambassador who
had negotiated the match with Galeazzo promised that the duke would be “much pleased with
so beautiful a lady,”5 and when the court painter Bonifacio Bembo returned from France bearing
a portrait of Bona to be shown to her intended, a smitten Galeazzo kept the work, claiming that
he could not bear to part with it. Bona was a marvelous horsewoman and enthusiastically
accompanied her husband on hunts. But beneath the beautiful and fun-loving demeanor of this
fashionable lady there lay political savvy and a will of steel.Caterina’s first foray outside the
confines of her family and court came in 1471, when her father embarked on a series of state
visits to the neighboring territories. Galeazzo had been officially elected ruler of Milan in 1469,
the same year that Lorenzo de’ Medici assumed the rule of Florence. Ostensibly to fulfill a vow
that he had made with his wife to visit the Church of Santissima Annunziata in Florence,
Galeazzo began planning the most elaborate cavalcade in living memory for a tour through the
cities of Mantua, Ferrara, and Florence, intending to impress his peers, allies, and rivals.Eight-
year-old Caterina and her siblings were outfitted with new clothes, more elaborate than anything
they had ever worn. In March 1471 the family set out in a flamboyant show of wealth that left
onlookers marveling. Fourteen carriages decorated in gold and silver and drawn by horses
draped in cloth-of-gold accompanied the ladies. The family escort comprised two thousand
cavalrymen and five hundred infantrymen wearing silk costumes in the Sforza colors, red and
white. To enliven the journey, the duke brought a thousand dogs and innumerable hawks and



falcons as well as dwarfs, jesters, and musicians.The ducal family spent the first few days in
Mantua as guests of the Gonzaga court. Ludovico Gonzaga, marquis of Mantua, had much in
common with Galeazzo Maria. His family had also risen from the status of condottiere to rule the
wealthy and fertile lands of Mantua. The Gonzagas loved hunting, and Mantua bred the best
hunting dogs and horses in Europe. The duke also found an outlet for his bawdy humor with the
marquis. But for all the roughness, the Gonzaga court also embraced elegant refinement. Its
choir was the finest in Italy, surpassing the pope’s own singers. Assembled from all over the
world, these musicians sang traditional liturgical music but also composed lively songs for the
court’s illustrious guests. Within the gloomy stone ramparts of the Gonzaga fortress lay chamber
after chamber adorned with marvelous paintings, including those recently executed by the
ingenious court painter Andrea Mantegna. It was here that Caterina was first exposed to the
power of art. Galeazzo Maria spent hours studying the nearly complete Camera Picta, a room
whose murals depicted the Gonzaga clan receiving guests and relatives. Grand architectural
structures framed many of the scenes, proclaiming Mantua’s urban renewal; others were set in
lavish landscapes to underscore the fertile lands and generous spirit of the ruling house. The
ceiling was a masterful demonstration of Mantegna’s skill in trompe l’oeil: the medallions
depicting the great caesars of Rome seemed to be carved of marble instead of painted. The
vault was crowned with a painted aperture through which one seemed to view the sky. An
illusionist dome, intended to resemble the Roman Pantheon, alluded to a connection between
the Gonzaga court and imperial Rome. In Mantua, under Gonzaga dominion for over 150 years,
art celebrated the success of kingship, not republican rule.What the Sforza family saw in Mantua
showed them that Italians valued more than displays of opulence, and nowhere was this more
true than in the Republic of Florence, where Caterina and her family were greeted by Lorenzo
de’ Medici and welcomed into his home on the Via Larga. Although the Medicis were not
officially the rulers of Florence, they were the de facto leaders of the powerful city-state.
Florence, unlike Milan or Mantua, had succeeded in winning its independence during the wars
between the papacy and Holy Roman Empire in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Together
with Siena, Pisa, and Bologna, Florence was one of a handful of little Italian city-states with a
fledgling form of representational government. Milan had twice attempted to throw off its feudal
shackles (most recently before the reign of Galeazzo’s father), but its proximity to France, the
oldest monarchy in Europe, and its weak grounding in the principles of humanism seemed to
destine all bids for freedom to failure.Lorenzo de’ Medici was neither prince nor duke, yet his
people called him “the Magnificent” in recognition of his leadership and his generosity. He did
not live in a castle, protected by high walls and moats, but in a palace similar to those of other
wealthy Florentine families. Its exterior did not boast state-of-the-art battlements or other
defenses. Instead, hand-tooled stones were arranged in decorative, orderly patterns, and large
windows illuminated the interior, bathing the rooms with light.The house contained a library even
richer than that of the Sforzas, and the Medicis took great interest in its contents. Lorenzo kept
among his household an academy of scholars who discussed the works of the ancient authors,



particularly Plato, and who wrote copiously themselves. Lorenzo often spent time with them,
composing poems. Less exuberant than his handsome younger brother Giuliano, Lorenzo the
Magnificent was nonetheless never considered a weakling. Still very young, Caterina was
captivated by this ruler, who fought his enemies valiantly, discussed Plato knowledgeably, and
wrote poetry passionately. Her love for Florence and particularly the Medici family would long
remain with her.The Medicis were grateful for the friendship of the Sforzas. Less than one
hundred years earlier, under the Viscontis, Milan had been Florence’s bitterest enemy. As soon
as Francesco Sforza assumed the rule of Milan, Cosimo the Elder, grandfather of Lorenzo, had
offered his friendship and considerable banking power, opening a Medici bank in Milan and
transforming adversary into ally. Lorenzo was a gracious host and staged various entertainments
for his noble guests, even commissioning one of his favorite artists, Piero del Pollaiuolo, to paint
Galeazzo’s portrait. Nonetheless, the austerity of the Florentines must have surprised the Sforza
entourage. The Republic of Florence had adopted strict sumptuary laws, which prohibited
luxuries in dress and accessories for both men and women. The pearl embroidery, horned
headdresses, and lengthy trains typical in Milan were strictly forbidden in Florence. Although
Tuscany produced the finest dyed luxury cloths in Europe, its citizens wore simple attire, more
often made of wool than silk or gold brocade. Though the women of Florence chafed under
these rules, they were nevertheless scandalized by the extravagance of the Milanesi. Some
even considered the company from Milan to be a negative influence on the city’s youth.
Machiavelli would later lament that if Duke Galeazzo had found the city with a tendency toward
“courtly finery and customs contrary to any well-ordered society, he left it even more so.”6The
wealth of Florence was displayed in its streets. The mighty cupola of the cathedral of Florence,
Brunelleschi’s astonishing architectural feat, dominated the city. The guild building of
Orsanmichele, a few steps from the cathedral, was a proud showcase of sculpture
commissioned by the Florentines. Donatello’s Saint Mark was carved with a gravitas alien to the
gothic-style sculptures of Milan, and Saint John the Baptist by Ghiberti was the first bronze life-
size sculpture to be cast in a single piece since antiquity. Newly unveiled and the pride of the city
were Ghiberti’s doors to the Baptistery of Florence, with ten gilt-bronze panels in relief, which an
admiring Michelangelo would later dub “the gates of Paradise.”The greatest Florentine riches,
however, lay in the ingenuity and the creativity of its free citizens. The Florentines tried to outdo
one another in inventiveness and novelty, not lavish display. For example, the Sforza family
arrived in time for the Feast of the Annunciation. This holiday, celebrated on March 25, recalls
the day the angel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary that she would bear a child, the Son of God, and it
marked the first day of the New Year in Florence. Their Medici hosts took the duke and his family
to see miracle plays at the churches of Florence, including the most beloved production of the
year, the “Ascension of Christ” at the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine. This breathtaking
spectacle included arrays of flying angels played by local children, who descended from the
skies to welcome Jesus as he rose on clouds into Paradise. Engineers had built machines to lift
and move people, props, and scenery. The Florentines likewise excelled in games, from boxing



to tennis, but always favored strategy over force. Even in jousts, they prided themselves on
overcoming brute strength through intellectual superiority.The Sforzas, expecting to overwhelm
their Tuscan neighbors with their obvious military might and dazzling demonstration of wealth,
found themselves gently rebuked by these practical, hardworking people. What the Milanesi had
perceived as glamorous the Florentines derided as gaudy. And although not a single person in
Florence—not even Lorenzo the Magnificent—vaguely approached Galeazzo Maria in rank and
stature, it seemed that the people of this proud republic, ennobled by their intellectual
achievements, were looking down on him and his entourage. The Milanese party returned home,
sober but enlightened.1The Education of an Ebook LibraryCATERINA WAS BORN in Milan in
1463, the illegitimate daughter of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, heir to the Duchy of Milan, and the
beautiful Lucrezia Landriani, who, for Galeazzo’s convenience, had been married off to a
compliant palace courtier. In almost any other realm in Europe, illegitimacy was a stigma that
effectively prevented a person from attaining a respectable social standing, but in Italy, bastard
children were the norm—especially in the ruling house of Milan. Custom held that natural
children would be raised in the house of the father, side by side with the rightful heirs, and thus
Caterina grew up in the ducal household. She carried her Sforza surname with such pride that
even after three marriages she would still retain it.The Sforza family had risen from peasantry to
nobility by sword and skirmish. Muzio Attendolo, the founder of the Sforza line and Caterina’s
great-grandfather, had run away from his family farm in the 1390s to fight as a mercenary soldier,
a condottiere. Fourteenth-century Italy was a mosaic of separate principalities characterized by
complex military alliances and shifting borders. From the kingdom of Sicily to the free Republic
of Venice, young warriors looking for fame and fortune were well accommodated with battles to
fight. Muzio Attendolo’s courageous exploits on the battlefield had earned him the nickname
“Sforza,” meaning “strength.” After fighting for the papacy, the Republic of Florence, and the
kingdom of Naples, he settled into regular service with the duke of Milan, Filippo Maria Visconti.
The Viscontis, who had been vested with the dukedom of Milan in 1395 by the Holy Roman
Emperor Wenceslaus, had turned Milan into a wealthy state and one of the most politically
significant territories in Italy. Muzio’s illegitimate son Francesco carried on the new family name,
Sforza, and its mercenary enterprise, earning increasing fame through his valor in Italy’s
ceaseless wars and military disputes. Francesco Sforza married the illegitimate daughter of
Filippo Maria Visconti, Bianca Maria, and when Duke Filippo died without a male heir in 1447,
Sforza was poised to claim the duchy.Francesco’s plan was foiled by the Milanese nobility, who
on the day of Filippo’s death declared the city a republic, destroyed the Visconti castle of Porta
Giovia, and occupied all the public buildings. The newly formed republic soon faced formidable
enemies including Venice, which exploited the weakened city by plucking away its territories.
The embattled republic had no choice but to hire the Sforza army to repel these foreign foes, and
in a swift campaign, Francesco recaptured the subject cities. In 1448, Francesco signed a treaty
with Venice and then turned to retake his own city. After a couple of months of siege, Milan finally
capitulated and opened its gates to Francesco, the de facto duke of Milan, confirming one of the



many shrewd statements of the political theorist Niccolò Machiavelli: even a tenuous hereditary
claim to a throne is an advantage in regaining power.The Holy Roman Emperor never officially
recognized Francesco and Bianca Maria, but they ruled Milan as grandly as any duke and
duchess the city had ever known. Boasting one of the largest urban populations in fifteenth-
century Europe—about 200,000 inhabitants—the city enjoyed the products of its fertile
farmlands as well as thriving commerce, particularly in the production of silk and armor.Under
Francesco Sforza, Milan set up one of the first printing presses in Europe and became world
famous for its sophisticated technical advances in myriad industries.1 Nonetheless, a constant
undercurrent of violence rippled beneath this busy surface. The first architectural project of the
Sforza rule was the rebuilding of the defensive castle of Porta Giovia, which would later be
renamed Castello Sforzesco. Francesco devoted particular attention to reinforcing the
battlements facing the city, reflecting his belief that the greater danger to the Sforza family lurked
within, not outside, the city walls. Despite internal tensions, Milan flourished. Francesco built the
innovative and highly effective Maggiore hospital and the magnificent Certosa di Pavia, a
monastery at the customary burial site of the Visconti dukes.Francesco’s son Galeazzo Maria
continued the tradition of emphasizing municipal development along with military prowess
during his ten-year reign. Assuming the leadership of Milan upon Francesco’s death in 1466, he
enacted Milan’s most lavish displays of luxury and extravagance. He was superbly instructed in
the arts befitting a prince, but Galeazzo Maria’s streak of self-indulgence would earn him many
enemies within his own boundaries. Caterina was three when her father, Galeazzo, became
duke of Milan, and along with her father’s court she took up residence in the renovated castle of
Porta Giovia. Surrounded by every luxury produced by nature and man, she received a first-rate
education alongside the duke’s four legitimate children. Little difference was drawn between
male and female offspring. The children spent long hours with their tutor, Francesco Filefo, a
humanist and poet of the court. Filefo had authored Sforzinda, an epic poem inspired by
Homer’s Iliad, memorializing the grand deeds of Francesco Sforza’s conquest of Milan. Under
his tutelage, the Sforza children learned to read Latin, particularly the works of Virgil, Cicero, and
Seneca. The vast ducal library contained over one thousand books, some exquisitely illuminated
with brilliantly colored scenes and fine tendrils of gold leaf highlighting the borders; others were
transcribed in the innovative, easy-to-read Florentine script. To complement their study of the
classics, the young Sforzas read the stories of the saints. From the legend of her namesake,
Catherine of Alexandria, Caterina learned that faith can make a young girl wiser than fifty
philosophers. The family’s immense book collection was also liberally sprinkled with French
chivalric romances of the type that Cervantes would satirize a century later in Don Quixote. For
Caterina and other young aristocrats, however, they were useful manuals, initiating them into the
duties and ideals of their station through captivating tales of noble deeds and adventures.Like
many noblewomen of the Renaissance, young Caterina spent many an hour immersed in
Boccaccio’s popular De Mulieribus Claris (Illustrious Women). The first collection of women’s
biographies written in the West, Illustrious Women recounted with earthy detail 104 stories of the



most famous female figures of all time, from Eve in the Garden of Eden to Joanna, queen of
Jerusalem and Sicily. Joanna had been a contemporary of Boccaccio, and she had not only
hired Caterina’s great-grandfather Muzio Attendolo as her personal bodyguard but was also
rumored to have been his lover. Within those vellum pages Caterina found the glorious histories
of the virtuous Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, and the decadent Semiramis, queen of the Assyrians
—to whom Caterina would later be likened by detractors. The stories were worldly and sexually
explicit, often touting grand deeds rather than strict morals. Little did Caterina suspect that by the
time she was thirty-three years old, she herself would be named as an illustrious woman in
Jacopo Filippo Foresti’s similar collection, De Plurimis Claris Selectisque Mulieribus.The
muscles of the Sforza scions were as well trained as their minds. The children passed hour upon
hour learning to bear and wield arms in the tradition of their warrior family. Duke Galeazzo Maria
Sforza, a passionate and frequent hunter, acquired the best weapons and the finest horses,
dogs, falcons, and hunters for the family’s huge park at Pavia. Hunting was an age-old tradition
in the training of young knights and princes. King Alfonso of Castile in the fourteenth century had
sung its praises: “A knight should always engage in anything to do with arms and chivalry and, if
he cannot do so in war then he should do so in activities that resemble war. And the chase is
most similar to war.”2 The hunt required alert minds, toned bodies, and the occasional forgoing
of sleep, food, and other creature comforts. Most important, it taught children at an early age to
overcome fear.Unlike the nobility of most other European courts, the Sforzas emphasized
training the female children alongside the males in the use of weapons, riding, and the chase.
Thus Caterina gained an unusual advantage over her peers: her education developed both the
intellect and the fundamentals of military leadership. Isabella of Castile, Caterina’s contemporary
in Spain, would also learn to hunt and ride, but she would be little schooled in the arts and letters
because her indoor hours would be spent in the chapel. Closer to home, Isabella d’Este, the
daughter of the illustrious duke of Ferrara, would hone her literary skills and develop an art
connoisseur’s eye, but she would be kept from activities that required the physical exertion that
is essential to the hunt. These young women, who would all serve as marital bargaining chips in
the contest for political power in Europe, received an upbringing that fit the character of their
court of origin. As condottieri, the Sforzas had fought their way to the throne and considered
strength and discipline to be their greatest assets. Hunting instilled in their women the ability to
master their emotions, which would serve them well as they left home at a youthful age to
venture to strange lands with new husbands. It also taught children to take swift and decisive
action tempered with patience. Caterina frequently set out alongside her stepmother and
grandmother, both formidable hunters, to the well-stocked Pavia hunting grounds. Carrying a
child-size hunting knife with fine gold chasing or a falcon sporting a tooled-leather hood
decorated with gilt, Caterina chased stag, boar, hare, and even ostrich alongside her male
kin.Most of Caterina’s early life was spent at the Sforza castle in Pavia and the Milanese fortress
of Porta Giovia. The high stone walls that surrounded her from infancy offered a sense of
protection and security. War, and all the devastation that came with it, was a constant in



Renaissance Italy. Caterina’s world was a microcosm of peace and privilege, and for the
moment the powerful ramparts shielded her from poverty, unrest, and danger.Fifteenth-century
Milan was already an international center for luxury clothes and high-tech armor. Agents
throughout the world flocked to the Via dei Spadari, “Street of the Swordsmiths.” Early in the
morning they would line up outside the large palace marked MY, the symbol of the Missaglia
family, the most famous armorers in Europe.3 Tommaso Missaglia’s development of
asymmetrical plates, allowing warriors greater freedom of movement, had revolutionized fighting.
From France to Naples, kings sported the distinctive rounded armor bearing the MY logo. The
design of this state-of-the-art equipment took into account recent improvements in firearms as
well as in defense; special auxiliary plates at the back of the helmet and the center of the
breastplate offered greater protection from projectiles. To fill the massive orders, Milanese
manufacturers set up primitive assembly lines to mass-produce the suits. Watching her brothers
being fitted for Missaglia armor, Caterina would learn to appreciate a well-made cuirass.Even
more opulent than the specialized armor was Milan’s fashionable clothing. The city’s long
association with France inspired its designers to create more elaborate, intricately constructed
costumes than anything previously seen in Italy. Milan’s primacy in silk production kept Milanese
men and women shimmering in brilliant-hued robes. The nobles wore form-fitting garments
covered by long overdresses called pallande. Sporting lengthy trains and voluminous sleeves,
each robe was made from more than eighteen feet of cloth; the most extravagant incorporated
gold brocade. The gowns were embroidered with jewels or pearls and also boasted a distinctive
trim called “dagging,” specially cut and twisted strips of cloth. This finery would later prompt
Leonardo da Vinci to write, “I remember having seen them in my childhood, grown men and
young boys going about with every single edge of their clothing dagged, from head to toe and
down the right and left sides. At the time it seemed such a wonderful invention that they even
dagged the dags.”4Although over the course of her life, many people would admire Caterina for
her beauty and style, none would ever doubt the mettle beneath the elegance. Throughout her
childhood, Caterina had been surrounded by strong-willed women. During her first years at
court, she was raised by her grandmother, Bianca Maria Visconti, aunt of the king of France,
Louis XI. Bianca, a beloved leader of her city, co-ruled with her son for the first few years of his
reign, until Galeazzo Maria felt himself dwarfed by his mother, complaining that she treated him
“as if he were a boy of little intelligence.” Upon his marriage in 1468 to Bona of Savoy, he sent
Bianca Maria to her dowry city of Cremona, where she died shortly after. The people of Milan
mourned Bianca, praising her warm, caring treatment of her subjects as well as her courage in
fighting by her husband’s side in battle. After the death of her grandmother, Caterina was
welcomed by Galeazzo Maria’s new wife, who treated the five-year-old girl as her own daughter.
Sister to the queen of France, Bona was renowned as a beauty. The Milanese ambassador who
had negotiated the match with Galeazzo promised that the duke would be “much pleased with
so beautiful a lady,”5 and when the court painter Bonifacio Bembo returned from France bearing
a portrait of Bona to be shown to her intended, a smitten Galeazzo kept the work, claiming that



he could not bear to part with it. Bona was a marvelous horsewoman and enthusiastically
accompanied her husband on hunts. But beneath the beautiful and fun-loving demeanor of this
fashionable lady there lay political savvy and a will of steel.Caterina’s first foray outside the
confines of her family and court came in 1471, when her father embarked on a series of state
visits to the neighboring territories. Galeazzo had been officially elected ruler of Milan in 1469,
the same year that Lorenzo de’ Medici assumed the rule of Florence. Ostensibly to fulfill a vow
that he had made with his wife to visit the Church of Santissima Annunziata in Florence,
Galeazzo began planning the most elaborate cavalcade in living memory for a tour through the
cities of Mantua, Ferrara, and Florence, intending to impress his peers, allies, and rivals.Eight-
year-old Caterina and her siblings were outfitted with new clothes, more elaborate than anything
they had ever worn. In March 1471 the family set out in a flamboyant show of wealth that left
onlookers marveling. Fourteen carriages decorated in gold and silver and drawn by horses
draped in cloth-of-gold accompanied the ladies. The family escort comprised two thousand
cavalrymen and five hundred infantrymen wearing silk costumes in the Sforza colors, red and
white. To enliven the journey, the duke brought a thousand dogs and innumerable hawks and
falcons as well as dwarfs, jesters, and musicians.The ducal family spent the first few days in
Mantua as guests of the Gonzaga court. Ludovico Gonzaga, marquis of Mantua, had much in
common with Galeazzo Maria. His family had also risen from the status of condottiere to rule the
wealthy and fertile lands of Mantua. The Gonzagas loved hunting, and Mantua bred the best
hunting dogs and horses in Europe. The duke also found an outlet for his bawdy humor with the
marquis. But for all the roughness, the Gonzaga court also embraced elegant refinement. Its
choir was the finest in Italy, surpassing the pope’s own singers. Assembled from all over the
world, these musicians sang traditional liturgical music but also composed lively songs for the
court’s illustrious guests. Within the gloomy stone ramparts of the Gonzaga fortress lay chamber
after chamber adorned with marvelous paintings, including those recently executed by the
ingenious court painter Andrea Mantegna. It was here that Caterina was first exposed to the
power of art. Galeazzo Maria spent hours studying the nearly complete Camera Picta, a room
whose murals depicted the Gonzaga clan receiving guests and relatives. Grand architectural
structures framed many of the scenes, proclaiming Mantua’s urban renewal; others were set in
lavish landscapes to underscore the fertile lands and generous spirit of the ruling house. The
ceiling was a masterful demonstration of Mantegna’s skill in trompe l’oeil: the medallions
depicting the great caesars of Rome seemed to be carved of marble instead of painted. The
vault was crowned with a painted aperture through which one seemed to view the sky. An
illusionist dome, intended to resemble the Roman Pantheon, alluded to a connection between
the Gonzaga court and imperial Rome. In Mantua, under Gonzaga dominion for over 150 years,
art celebrated the success of kingship, not republican rule.What the Sforza family saw in Mantua
showed them that Italians valued more than displays of opulence, and nowhere was this more
true than in the Republic of Florence, where Caterina and her family were greeted by Lorenzo
de’ Medici and welcomed into his home on the Via Larga. Although the Medicis were not



officially the rulers of Florence, they were the de facto leaders of the powerful city-state.
Florence, unlike Milan or Mantua, had succeeded in winning its independence during the wars
between the papacy and Holy Roman Empire in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Together
with Siena, Pisa, and Bologna, Florence was one of a handful of little Italian city-states with a
fledgling form of representational government. Milan had twice attempted to throw off its feudal
shackles (most recently before the reign of Galeazzo’s father), but its proximity to France, the
oldest monarchy in Europe, and its weak grounding in the principles of humanism seemed to
destine all bids for freedom to failure.Lorenzo de’ Medici was neither prince nor duke, yet his
people called him “the Magnificent” in recognition of his leadership and his generosity. He did
not live in a castle, protected by high walls and moats, but in a palace similar to those of other
wealthy Florentine families. Its exterior did not boast state-of-the-art battlements or other
defenses. Instead, hand-tooled stones were arranged in decorative, orderly patterns, and large
windows illuminated the interior, bathing the rooms with light.The house contained a library even
richer than that of the Sforzas, and the Medicis took great interest in its contents. Lorenzo kept
among his household an academy of scholars who discussed the works of the ancient authors,
particularly Plato, and who wrote copiously themselves. Lorenzo often spent time with them,
composing poems. Less exuberant than his handsome younger brother Giuliano, Lorenzo the
Magnificent was nonetheless never considered a weakling. Still very young, Caterina was
captivated by this ruler, who fought his enemies valiantly, discussed Plato knowledgeably, and
wrote poetry passionately. Her love for Florence and particularly the Medici family would long
remain with her.The Medicis were grateful for the friendship of the Sforzas. Less than one
hundred years earlier, under the Viscontis, Milan had been Florence’s bitterest enemy. As soon
as Francesco Sforza assumed the rule of Milan, Cosimo the Elder, grandfather of Lorenzo, had
offered his friendship and considerable banking power, opening a Medici bank in Milan and
transforming adversary into ally. Lorenzo was a gracious host and staged various entertainments
for his noble guests, even commissioning one of his favorite artists, Piero del Pollaiuolo, to paint
Galeazzo’s portrait. Nonetheless, the austerity of the Florentines must have surprised the Sforza
entourage. The Republic of Florence had adopted strict sumptuary laws, which prohibited
luxuries in dress and accessories for both men and women. The pearl embroidery, horned
headdresses, and lengthy trains typical in Milan were strictly forbidden in Florence. Although
Tuscany produced the finest dyed luxury cloths in Europe, its citizens wore simple attire, more
often made of wool than silk or gold brocade. Though the women of Florence chafed under
these rules, they were nevertheless scandalized by the extravagance of the Milanesi. Some
even considered the company from Milan to be a negative influence on the city’s youth.
Machiavelli would later lament that if Duke Galeazzo had found the city with a tendency toward
“courtly finery and customs contrary to any well-ordered society, he left it even more so.”6The
wealth of Florence was displayed in its streets. The mighty cupola of the cathedral of Florence,
Brunelleschi’s astonishing architectural feat, dominated the city. The guild building of
Orsanmichele, a few steps from the cathedral, was a proud showcase of sculpture



commissioned by the Florentines. Donatello’s Saint Mark was carved with a gravitas alien to the
gothic-style sculptures of Milan, and Saint John the Baptist by Ghiberti was the first bronze life-
size sculpture to be cast in a single piece since antiquity. Newly unveiled and the pride of the city
were Ghiberti’s doors to the Baptistery of Florence, with ten gilt-bronze panels in relief, which an
admiring Michelangelo would later dub “the gates of Paradise.”The greatest Florentine riches,
however, lay in the ingenuity and the creativity of its free citizens. The Florentines tried to outdo
one another in inventiveness and novelty, not lavish display. For example, the Sforza family
arrived in time for the Feast of the Annunciation. This holiday, celebrated on March 25, recalls
the day the angel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary that she would bear a child, the Son of God, and it
marked the first day of the New Year in Florence. Their Medici hosts took the duke and his family
to see miracle plays at the churches of Florence, including the most beloved production of the
year, the “Ascension of Christ” at the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine. This breathtaking
spectacle included arrays of flying angels played by local children, who descended from the
skies to welcome Jesus as he rose on clouds into Paradise. Engineers had built machines to lift
and move people, props, and scenery. The Florentines likewise excelled in games, from boxing
to tennis, but always favored strategy over force. Even in jousts, they prided themselves on
overcoming brute strength through intellectual superiority.The Sforzas, expecting to overwhelm
their Tuscan neighbors with their obvious military might and dazzling demonstration of wealth,
found themselves gently rebuked by these practical, hardworking people. What the Milanesi had
perceived as glamorous the Florentines derided as gaudy. And although not a single person in
Florence—not even Lorenzo the Magnificent—vaguely approached Galeazzo Maria in rank and
stature, it seemed that the people of this proud republic, ennobled by their intellectual
achievements, were looking down on him and his entourage. The Milanese party returned home,
sober but enlightened.2Childhood’s EndAS CATERINA’S TRAVELS came to a close, her
childhood too was drawing to an end. The wide-eyed ten-year-old was about to become a pawn
in political maneuvers that lay beyond her ken.At the end of October, shortly after his return to
Milan, Duke Galeazzo Maria fell deathly ill with smallpox, plunging the ducal household into
panic. The fatalism with which the duke viewed his illness alarmed his dependents, and an
emergency alert spread throughout the court. No situation was trickier than the death of a
sovereign while his heirs were still too young to rule. Galeazzo himself, who was an adult at the
time of his father’s death, had been first ambushed and then besieged as he tried to reach Milan
—despite having disguised himself as a Frenchman’s servant in a vain effort to avoid detection.
Raised amid court intrigue in France, Caterina’s stepmother, Bona, knew well what was at stake.
Paradoxically, widowhood could be a woman’s path to power in the Renaissance, through
regency for an underage heir. While women could not gain the rule of a city by inheritance, with
enough support a widow with a very young son could assume the position of regent until he
came of age. Because this was a frequent occurrence, especially in turbulent states, a wise
woman learned the art of statecraft early. Like riding an unruly animal, controlling a realm,
whether large or small, was a difficult and complicated challenge, especially for a woman.



Threats external and internal abounded. Widows were commonly obliged to remarry in the
interests of peacekeeping. Noble mothers of infant sons often had to fight off usurping relatives
or foreign claimants to protect their filial inheritance. The demise of many a young widow and
child heir had followed hard upon the death of a ruler. The risks were particularly high in Milan,
where popular uprisings were still a part of living memory, and several adult brothers of
Galeazzo were hungry for the ducal throne.As powerless doctors hovered over her father’s
bedside and a steady stream of notaries, couriers, and confessors flowed in and out of the
castle, young Caterina learned much about the transfer of power. Bona took action immediately
to protect the dukedom for her son, Gian Galeazzo, an infant of just two years. She wrote to her
brother-in-law, Louis IX, king of France, requesting that the powerful monarch support her child’s
claim. For more immediate military support, in case it proved necessary, she contacted the
Gonzaga family of Mantua, allies with a strong army a few hours’ march away.The tense
atmosphere in the castle dissipated, however, when to everyone’s surprise Galeazzo Maria
regained his strength. His recovery from a brush with death seemed to infuse him with renewed
vigor, for he proceeded to set Milan on a course of transformation that would enable it to
compete with the great courts of Italy. Art, architecture, and especially music flourished over the
following years. Milan’s crude warrior princes acquired a patina of Renaissance humanism.
Caterina herself reaped many benefits from these stimulating developments: she learned to
compose and recite Latin verse and to appreciate fine art. She also saw how a realm could be
enriched through intelligent, far-sighted building programs. Galeazzo fostered a printing industry,
and in short order Milan emerged as an energetic rival to intellectual Florence. Galeazzo Maria
had been deeply impressed with the Gonzaga castle in Mantua, which demonstrated that a well-
fortified defensive structure could also make a magnificent residence. The duke had been
especially taken with Andrea Mantegna’s monumental Camera Picta, the lavishly painted
chamber that Galeazzo dubbed “the most beautiful room in the world.” The four walls presented
the family, friends, and allies of the Gonzagas in colorful procession against a richly detailed
landscape. One aspect of that work, however, was highly displeasing to Galeazzo Maria: his own
portrait had been left out of the array of political notables.In 1472, the duke commenced work on
his own cycle of decorative paintings in the Porta Giovia castle. One-upping the single chamber
of the Gonzaga palace, Galeazzo’s program would cover two halls. For this ambitious
undertaking, he commandeered the services of the best Lombard painters, Bonifacio Bembo
and Vincenzo Foppa. The project was never completed, perhaps because the duke fretted
excessively over its planning, demanding endless modifications as his family grew and his
political affiliations changed.The great hall was to boast a hunting scene featuring the duke, his
brothers, and court intimates, including a spoof of the poor riding skills of one of the duke’s
favorites, a certain Alessio Piccinino from Albania, who was depicted in an embarrassing
position after “a stag has thrown him from his horse and he is raising his legs to the sky in as
attractive a manner as possible.”1 The purpose of the decoration was to underscore the rightful
succession from Visconti to Sforza rule. In an unusual yet poignant touch, the two-year-old heir,



Gian Galeazzo Sforza, was represented holding the hand of his father. Galeazzo Maria also
intended to use the fresco cycle as a retort to the perceived insult from the Gonzagas. The
marquis of Mantua—of the Gonzaga family—would be included, but he was placed next to the
marquis of Monserrat, a tiny, insignificant state.Galeazzo also planned an even grander project
during this period, an equestrian monument to his father, Francesco Sforza. If the Gonzagas
could adapt the Pantheon to their Camera Picta, the Sforzas could commission a statue to rival
that of Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome, the sole surviving bronze equestrian monument from
antiquity. This ambitious commission would eventually draw Leonardo da Vinci to Milan in
1482.Closer to Galeazzo Maria’s heart than any statue or painting, however, was the dream of
amassing the grandest choir in Europe, for music delighted him more than any other art. To this
end, the duke sent agents to many different Italian states, often upsetting diplomatic relations as
he hired away the best singers and other musicians. An especially awkward situation arose
when Galeazzo lured several performers away from King Ferdinand of Naples shortly after they
had negotiated a long-awaited and precarious alliance. Peace was maintained, but King
Ferdinand was left cum la bocca molto amara—“with a very bitter taste in his mouth.” The duke’s
extraordinary choir soon achieved the preeminence Galeazzo had sought. The forty musicians,
from both Italy and abroad, transformed Milan into the most exciting city in Europe for choral
music.ALONGSIDE THESE CULTURAL endeavors, intended to lend magnificence to his rule,
Galeazzo Maria also embarked upon several political maneuvers that would irrevocably shape
the course of Caterina’s life. In Romagna, a region bordering Milanese territory, the little fiefdom
of Imola had been in a state of political unrest due to revolts against the ruling family of Taddeo
Manfredi. A constantly shifting pawn on the political landscape, Imola had been ruled by both
Milan and the pope, as part of the Papal States; both Venice and Florence were eager to acquire
it. Imola had fertile soil for growing wheat as well as other crops and held a strategic position
between northern and southern Italy. It was well placed on the roads to the Adriatic coast, the
launching point for the rich commercial trade with the East.Using the unstable Manfredi rule as a
pretext, Galeazzo Maria took Imola by force in 1471, adding it to his own territories. Many
neighboring rulers were enraged by this bold and undiplomatic maneuver, none more so than
Lorenzo the Magnificent. To placate the powerful Florentine, the duke promised to sell him the
town, but as subsequent events revealed, Galeazzo had other ideas in mind.Another upheaval
occurred that same year, with the death of Pope Paul II Barbo. After the funeral ceremonies for
the Venetian pope, the College of Cardinals entered into conclave and on August 9 elected
Francesco della Rovere from Savona as Pope Sixtus IV. The new pope was well aware that the
principal promoter of his election had been the duke of Milan, and Sixtus IV wasted no time in
making overtures to his new friend and ally, with a view to cementing their relationship. The
currents set in motion by the ascension of a della Rovere to the papacy and the conquest of
Imola by Galeazzo would soon converge on the young Caterina.The Milanese Christmas
celebration in 1472 was the most lavish Caterina had ever witnessed. An array of noble guests
attended court festivities that were hailed as the finest in Christendom. The preparations began



as early as October, as guest lists were drawn up and lodgings found for visiting heads of state.
Along with everyone at court, Caterina was given a splendid new wardrobe. Hundreds of yards
of red and black velvet were procured and trimmed with silver and gold brocade. A widespread
search was undertaken for material the “color of lion skin” to dress the thirty-two singers of the
choir. Stores were laid up for the two hundred people expected at the ducal celebration.At last
the much-anticipated holiday arrived. At sunset on December 24, Caterina and her three
brothers and sisters gathered in a large hall of the castle while a kind of yule log known as the
ciocco, a piece of pinewood adorned with juniper and laurel, was burned in the fireplace amid
much merriment. Intimates of the family at this private celebration included Ludovico Gonzaga,
marquis of Mantua; Pino Ordelaffi, lord of Forlì Giovanni Bentivoglio of Bologna; and a new guest
to the court, Girolamo Riario, a dissolute nephew of Pope Sixtus IV who had recently been made
the count of Bosco.As Caterina sang along with her family, enjoying the spicy fragrance of the
smoldering ciocco like everyone else, she may have been dreaming of a new year of health and
happiness. Her father and Girolamo Riario, however, were interested in another portent of the
yule log: prosperity. Thirty-year-old Girolamo Riario was the son of the pope’s sister Bianca and
a shoemaker; several contemporaries sneered at his lineage. Having received a cursory
education, Girolamo had been pursuing a lowly career as a customs official in Savona when his
uncle was elected pope. This turn of events had brought about his promotion to captain of the
papal armies. Machiavelli would later refer to Girolamo as springing from a “very base and vile
condition,”2 an opinion shared by many in the Milanese court.Melozzo da Forlì’s idealized
portrait of Girolamo in the Vatican Museums shows a trim, handsome man with large gray eyes
and golden-brown hair falling in fashionable tresses above his shoulders. This popular hairstyle
among Renaissance men framed the face with fair curls, like a luminous halo. Although he was
portrayed with regular, even noble features, contemporaries described him quite differently. His
detractors saw him as fat, with a heavy peasantlike appearance, pale skin, and a sickly
disposition. Neither innately bright nor well read, Girolamo clearly owed his title and position to
his illustrious uncle.Duke Galeazzo celebrated the Feast of the Nativity with great pomp for
reasons that were not entirely driven by personal piety. Cloaked in a long robe of crimson
damask, the duke dutifully attended three Christmas Masses with his family and court. But he
was also exploiting the holiday gathering to consolidate his rule, mend feuds, ennoble faithful
retainers, and grant pardons.Galeazzo was also planning a marriage. His hope during the
Christmas season of 1472 was to unite the papal family to the Duchy of Milan, thus enlisting
papal support to reinforce the legitimacy of Sforza rule. The question of legitimate rule had been
a thorn in his side from the beginning of his reign. While the Milanese population accepted him
as their de facto ruler, the Holy Roman Emperor refused to recognize him as the duke of Milan
and had even avoided passing through Milanese territory during his last visit to Italy. Over the
preceding three centuries, numerous claimants had fought their way onto the thrones of many
Italian territories, but the larger, more powerful states often did not deign to recognize their
authority. During the long years of war between the Guelphs (papal factions) and Ghibellines



(supporters of the Holy Roman Empire), the Holy Roman Emperor, as successor to
Charlemagne, claimed feudal rights over the northern Italian territories, particularly Milan.
Therefore only Emperor Frederick III could officially confer the sovereign title of duke on
Galeazzo, but he appeared to have no intention of doing so. Sforza agents at the emperor’s court
were authorized to pay virtually any price to obtain the title, but the emperor preferred to keep
the Sforzas on a tight leash. Pope Sixtus, on the other hand, was interested in securing the
protection of the strongest state in Italy, for he himself was of humble origins and lacked a
powerful family to back him. Accordingly, Girolamo’s visit was part of a plan to formally establish
the betrothal of a member of the Sforza clan to the pope’s nephew. The girl selected was eleven-
year-old Costanza Fogliani, daughter of Duke Galeazzo’s uncle Corrado Fogliani and Gabriella
Gonzaga, the natural daughter of Ludovico Gonzaga of Mantua.By the time the holiday
festivities were underway, however, the engagement plans had soured. While Gabriella originally
had agreed to the written terms of her daughter’s marriage contract, the prospective groom
arrived in Milan with one additional, and unacceptable, demand—to have sexual relations with
the future bride upon formalizing the engagement.Gabriella Gonzaga flatly refused to allow the
debauched Riario—of inferior rank, to boot—to deflower her daughter, insisting that he await the
legal of age of consummation, fourteen. Infuriated at this roadblock, Galeazzo railed and
threatened, but the mother held out staunchly.On January 6, 1473, the marquis of Mantua wrote
to propose a compromise that would be satisfactory to his daughter Gabriella and (he hoped)
the count of Bosco. To consider the marriage legally and bindingly consummated, Gabriella
would allow her child to be “put to bed” with Riario, with herself and several noblewomen
present, as well as any other witnesses the groom might choose to include.3 This ceremony
alone would be considered equivalent to consummation, though no actual carnal intercourse
would take place. Girolamo refused and threatened to leave Milan. Galeazzo, watching his plans
unravel, needed to placate Girolamo immediately.As Caterina sat at her father’s table, enjoying
the lavish holiday fare, she would have heard melodious singing and the clatter of dishes, but not
the hurried and desperate negotiations in which her fate was being settled by her father, the
marquis of Mantua, and the count of Bosco. Finally, Galeazzo offered to substitute his own ten-
year-old Caterina as bride in Costanza’s stead. Girolamo accepted and on January 17, 1473,
the wedding contract was stipulated in a tiny ceremony, with only the duke, the duchess, and the
court doctor present.In the Renaissance world of arranged marriages, there were no romantic
proposals on bended knee—only notaries and contracts. The process consisted of three stages.
The first was the negotiation between the parents of both parties regarding dowry and any
arrangement of alliances or transfer of lands. The second was the betrothal ceremony, at which
the bride and groom would be presented to each other, often for the first time. Before a series of
witnesses, a notary asked if they wished to be married, and the couple responded “Volo,” “I do.”
The contract would be signed and the agreement sealed with a ring and a kiss. If the new
husband and wife were of age, meaning about fourteen, the marriage could then be
consummated, but this was not usually done until the third stage, the actual transfer of the bride



to her new husband’s house. Consummation, or carnal intercourse, was the point of no return in
a Renaissance marriage. After having been “possessed” by her husband, the young woman
could no longer back out of the marriage without grave scandal accruing to herself and to her
family. Reaching this last stage could take up to a year for most families; with nobles, it could
take much longer.4Caterina’s voice was never heard or solicited during this period, nor would
she have expected anyone to ask her opinion. Like all noble girls of her age in this era, she
expected to be married in a year or two and to be producing children soon after. Although the
sudden marriage and premature intercourse would indeed have been traumatic for ten-year-old
Caterina, she had been raised to do her part to maintain the family fortunes. A lucky child like
Costanza might have a determined parent with enough connections to impose her will, but in
Caterina’s household, her father’s word was law. Children in the Sforza clan would have
understood that they existed to be bartered for the greater good of the Sforza name and Sforza
claims. Raised in a worldly court, where mistresses were the norm and bawdy humor preempted
erudite conversation, Caterina probably knew what awaited her on the wedding night.5 Although
her first sexual experience was probably painful and unpleasant, Caterina got over her
psychological and physical wounds quickly. She never wavered in her affection for her father,
even after his death, and later in life she would be known as a woman who enjoyed sex to an
“unseemly” degree.That Caterina’s father was satisfied with the arrangement is well documented
in the proud missives he sent to Pope Sixtus IV, recounting the successful outcome of the
negotiations, as well as in the retaliatory letters the duke sent to Gabriella Gonzaga. Pondering
her last-minute refusal, the duke professed himself mystified. “To tell the truth, Lady Gabriella
seems strange and wild to us,” he wrote to his ambassador in Rome on the day of Caterina’s
wedding. “We have been considerate of her because she is a woman and, this being the nature
of women, we don’t want to argue with them.”6A week later, the duke reported that “Count
Girolamo leaves this morning from here to return to his Holiness the Pope and to His Eminent
brother. We welcomed him gladly and affectionately while he was here, because we liked him a
great deal. And he slept with his wife another time and he is very happy and content. Please
relate this to His above-mentioned Holiness and His Eminent brother, adding that we accepted
him wholeheartedly not just as a son-in-law, but as a son, and thus we want to keep and
consider him.”7The hasty consummation did not please the pope, however, who was obliged to
issue a papal bull within a matter of weeks to clear up the irregularities in the marriage. The
document, signed on February 26, 1473, declared the last-minute switch in bride valid and
absolved all parties involved in the illegal intercourse.8 And so Caterina, the child who had
watched the yule log crackle on Christmas, was a wife by the time the ashes had cooled.Once
the two families were united through marriage, it was time to get down to business. Caterina
brought with her a hefty dowry of ten thousand ducats, while Girolamo presented expensive gifts
of jewels, dresses embroidered with pearls, and silk and brocade capes, meant for whichever
wife he obtained.9 But the real objective was Imola. On September 12, 1473, Girolamo’s brother
Cardinal Pietro Riario arrived in Milan to close the deal. Though two years younger than



Girolamo, Pietro was the smarter of the two and served the pope as his most trustworthy
delegate. Handsome, witty, and well educated, he had been appointed cardinal at the age of
twenty-six and oversaw international affairs for his uncle.Rumors of Pietro’s far-from-ascetic
tastes reached Milan long before he did, and the duke went out of his way to welcome the
cardinal in grand style. Dozens of trumpets greeted the churchman and his retinue of 220
(Girolamo had, by contrast, traveled with an entourage of 60). Rooms were enlarged and
repainted, and the vaulted ceiling of one reception room was lined with expensive red velvet.
Sumptuous parties followed upon lavish hunts, and the honored guest did not shy away from
these worldly entertainments. Smiling, charming, and notoriously successful with women, Pietro
Riario delighted the Sforza court, especially his new sister-in-law Caterina. Upon his arrival,
Caterina recited verses of welcome in Latin, and the cardinal flattered her profusely, admiring
both her beauty and her education. But as easily distracted by games, feasts, and local beauties
as he may have been, Pietro never forgot why he was there. By October 23, Pietro Riario had
completed the purchase of Imola from Milan for the steep price of forty thousand ducats.
Although the pope reeled from sticker shock, he soon recovered and set about procuring loans
from Florentine banks. As part of the deal, he nominated Girolamo—“for his noble blood, wealth
of merits, and distinctive valor”—as count of Imola, a title to be passed on to his heirs.With the
negotiations concluded and the festivities over, Pietro Riario left Milan, only to die three short
months later at the age of twenty-seven. Contemporary chronicles relate that the “whole world
wept” at the passing of this worldly and luxury-loving cardinal, and that the pope especially was
heartbroken. Girolamo wasted no time laying claim to his brother’s vast fortune as well as his
high position at the papal court. Meanwhile, Caterina, the eleven-year-old countess of Imola,
waited quietly in Milan for word from her husband.2Childhood’s EndAS CATERINA’S TRAVELS
came to a close, her childhood too was drawing to an end. The wide-eyed ten-year-old was
about to become a pawn in political maneuvers that lay beyond her ken.At the end of October,
shortly after his return to Milan, Duke Galeazzo Maria fell deathly ill with smallpox, plunging the
ducal household into panic. The fatalism with which the duke viewed his illness alarmed his
dependents, and an emergency alert spread throughout the court. No situation was trickier than
the death of a sovereign while his heirs were still too young to rule. Galeazzo himself, who was
an adult at the time of his father’s death, had been first ambushed and then besieged as he tried
to reach Milan—despite having disguised himself as a Frenchman’s servant in a vain effort to
avoid detection. Raised amid court intrigue in France, Caterina’s stepmother, Bona, knew well
what was at stake. Paradoxically, widowhood could be a woman’s path to power in the
Renaissance, through regency for an underage heir. While women could not gain the rule of a
city by inheritance, with enough support a widow with a very young son could assume the
position of regent until he came of age. Because this was a frequent occurrence, especially in
turbulent states, a wise woman learned the art of statecraft early. Like riding an unruly animal,
controlling a realm, whether large or small, was a difficult and complicated challenge, especially
for a woman. Threats external and internal abounded. Widows were commonly obliged to



remarry in the interests of peacekeeping. Noble mothers of infant sons often had to fight off
usurping relatives or foreign claimants to protect their filial inheritance. The demise of many a
young widow and child heir had followed hard upon the death of a ruler. The risks were
particularly high in Milan, where popular uprisings were still a part of living memory, and several
adult brothers of Galeazzo were hungry for the ducal throne.As powerless doctors hovered over
her father’s bedside and a steady stream of notaries, couriers, and confessors flowed in and out
of the castle, young Caterina learned much about the transfer of power. Bona took action
immediately to protect the dukedom for her son, Gian Galeazzo, an infant of just two years. She
wrote to her brother-in-law, Louis IX, king of France, requesting that the powerful monarch
support her child’s claim. For more immediate military support, in case it proved necessary, she
contacted the Gonzaga family of Mantua, allies with a strong army a few hours’ march away.The
tense atmosphere in the castle dissipated, however, when to everyone’s surprise Galeazzo
Maria regained his strength. His recovery from a brush with death seemed to infuse him with
renewed vigor, for he proceeded to set Milan on a course of transformation that would enable it
to compete with the great courts of Italy. Art, architecture, and especially music flourished over
the following years. Milan’s crude warrior princes acquired a patina of Renaissance humanism.
Caterina herself reaped many benefits from these stimulating developments: she learned to
compose and recite Latin verse and to appreciate fine art. She also saw how a realm could be
enriched through intelligent, far-sighted building programs. Galeazzo fostered a printing industry,
and in short order Milan emerged as an energetic rival to intellectual Florence. Galeazzo Maria
had been deeply impressed with the Gonzaga castle in Mantua, which demonstrated that a well-
fortified defensive structure could also make a magnificent residence. The duke had been
especially taken with Andrea Mantegna’s monumental Camera Picta, the lavishly painted
chamber that Galeazzo dubbed “the most beautiful room in the world.” The four walls presented
the family, friends, and allies of the Gonzagas in colorful procession against a richly detailed
landscape. One aspect of that work, however, was highly displeasing to Galeazzo Maria: his own
portrait had been left out of the array of political notables.In 1472, the duke commenced work on
his own cycle of decorative paintings in the Porta Giovia castle. One-upping the single chamber
of the Gonzaga palace, Galeazzo’s program would cover two halls. For this ambitious
undertaking, he commandeered the services of the best Lombard painters, Bonifacio Bembo
and Vincenzo Foppa. The project was never completed, perhaps because the duke fretted
excessively over its planning, demanding endless modifications as his family grew and his
political affiliations changed.The great hall was to boast a hunting scene featuring the duke, his
brothers, and court intimates, including a spoof of the poor riding skills of one of the duke’s
favorites, a certain Alessio Piccinino from Albania, who was depicted in an embarrassing
position after “a stag has thrown him from his horse and he is raising his legs to the sky in as
attractive a manner as possible.”1 The purpose of the decoration was to underscore the rightful
succession from Visconti to Sforza rule. In an unusual yet poignant touch, the two-year-old heir,
Gian Galeazzo Sforza, was represented holding the hand of his father. Galeazzo Maria also



intended to use the fresco cycle as a retort to the perceived insult from the Gonzagas. The
marquis of Mantua—of the Gonzaga family—would be included, but he was placed next to the
marquis of Monserrat, a tiny, insignificant state.Galeazzo also planned an even grander project
during this period, an equestrian monument to his father, Francesco Sforza. If the Gonzagas
could adapt the Pantheon to their Camera Picta, the Sforzas could commission a statue to rival
that of Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome, the sole surviving bronze equestrian monument from
antiquity. This ambitious commission would eventually draw Leonardo da Vinci to Milan in
1482.Closer to Galeazzo Maria’s heart than any statue or painting, however, was the dream of
amassing the grandest choir in Europe, for music delighted him more than any other art. To this
end, the duke sent agents to many different Italian states, often upsetting diplomatic relations as
he hired away the best singers and other musicians. An especially awkward situation arose
when Galeazzo lured several performers away from King Ferdinand of Naples shortly after they
had negotiated a long-awaited and precarious alliance. Peace was maintained, but King
Ferdinand was left cum la bocca molto amara—“with a very bitter taste in his mouth.” The duke’s
extraordinary choir soon achieved the preeminence Galeazzo had sought. The forty musicians,
from both Italy and abroad, transformed Milan into the most exciting city in Europe for choral
music.ALONGSIDE THESE CULTURAL endeavors, intended to lend magnificence to his rule,
Galeazzo Maria also embarked upon several political maneuvers that would irrevocably shape
the course of Caterina’s life. In Romagna, a region bordering Milanese territory, the little fiefdom
of Imola had been in a state of political unrest due to revolts against the ruling family of Taddeo
Manfredi. A constantly shifting pawn on the political landscape, Imola had been ruled by both
Milan and the pope, as part of the Papal States; both Venice and Florence were eager to acquire
it. Imola had fertile soil for growing wheat as well as other crops and held a strategic position
between northern and southern Italy. It was well placed on the roads to the Adriatic coast, the
launching point for the rich commercial trade with the East.Using the unstable Manfredi rule as a
pretext, Galeazzo Maria took Imola by force in 1471, adding it to his own territories. Many
neighboring rulers were enraged by this bold and undiplomatic maneuver, none more so than
Lorenzo the Magnificent. To placate the powerful Florentine, the duke promised to sell him the
town, but as subsequent events revealed, Galeazzo had other ideas in mind.Another upheaval
occurred that same year, with the death of Pope Paul II Barbo. After the funeral ceremonies for
the Venetian pope, the College of Cardinals entered into conclave and on August 9 elected
Francesco della Rovere from Savona as Pope Sixtus IV. The new pope was well aware that the
principal promoter of his election had been the duke of Milan, and Sixtus IV wasted no time in
making overtures to his new friend and ally, with a view to cementing their relationship. The
currents set in motion by the ascension of a della Rovere to the papacy and the conquest of
Imola by Galeazzo would soon converge on the young Caterina.The Milanese Christmas
celebration in 1472 was the most lavish Caterina had ever witnessed. An array of noble guests
attended court festivities that were hailed as the finest in Christendom. The preparations began
as early as October, as guest lists were drawn up and lodgings found for visiting heads of state.



Along with everyone at court, Caterina was given a splendid new wardrobe. Hundreds of yards
of red and black velvet were procured and trimmed with silver and gold brocade. A widespread
search was undertaken for material the “color of lion skin” to dress the thirty-two singers of the
choir. Stores were laid up for the two hundred people expected at the ducal celebration.At last
the much-anticipated holiday arrived. At sunset on December 24, Caterina and her three
brothers and sisters gathered in a large hall of the castle while a kind of yule log known as the
ciocco, a piece of pinewood adorned with juniper and laurel, was burned in the fireplace amid
much merriment. Intimates of the family at this private celebration included Ludovico Gonzaga,
marquis of Mantua; Pino Ordelaffi, lord of Forlì Giovanni Bentivoglio of Bologna; and a new guest
to the court, Girolamo Riario, a dissolute nephew of Pope Sixtus IV who had recently been made
the count of Bosco.As Caterina sang along with her family, enjoying the spicy fragrance of the
smoldering ciocco like everyone else, she may have been dreaming of a new year of health and
happiness. Her father and Girolamo Riario, however, were interested in another portent of the
yule log: prosperity. Thirty-year-old Girolamo Riario was the son of the pope’s sister Bianca and
a shoemaker; several contemporaries sneered at his lineage. Having received a cursory
education, Girolamo had been pursuing a lowly career as a customs official in Savona when his
uncle was elected pope. This turn of events had brought about his promotion to captain of the
papal armies. Machiavelli would later refer to Girolamo as springing from a “very base and vile
condition,”2 an opinion shared by many in the Milanese court.Melozzo da Forlì’s idealized
portrait of Girolamo in the Vatican Museums shows a trim, handsome man with large gray eyes
and golden-brown hair falling in fashionable tresses above his shoulders. This popular hairstyle
among Renaissance men framed the face with fair curls, like a luminous halo. Although he was
portrayed with regular, even noble features, contemporaries described him quite differently. His
detractors saw him as fat, with a heavy peasantlike appearance, pale skin, and a sickly
disposition. Neither innately bright nor well read, Girolamo clearly owed his title and position to
his illustrious uncle.Duke Galeazzo celebrated the Feast of the Nativity with great pomp for
reasons that were not entirely driven by personal piety. Cloaked in a long robe of crimson
damask, the duke dutifully attended three Christmas Masses with his family and court. But he
was also exploiting the holiday gathering to consolidate his rule, mend feuds, ennoble faithful
retainers, and grant pardons.Galeazzo was also planning a marriage. His hope during the
Christmas season of 1472 was to unite the papal family to the Duchy of Milan, thus enlisting
papal support to reinforce the legitimacy of Sforza rule. The question of legitimate rule had been
a thorn in his side from the beginning of his reign. While the Milanese population accepted him
as their de facto ruler, the Holy Roman Emperor refused to recognize him as the duke of Milan
and had even avoided passing through Milanese territory during his last visit to Italy. Over the
preceding three centuries, numerous claimants had fought their way onto the thrones of many
Italian territories, but the larger, more powerful states often did not deign to recognize their
authority. During the long years of war between the Guelphs (papal factions) and Ghibellines
(supporters of the Holy Roman Empire), the Holy Roman Emperor, as successor to



Charlemagne, claimed feudal rights over the northern Italian territories, particularly Milan.
Therefore only Emperor Frederick III could officially confer the sovereign title of duke on
Galeazzo, but he appeared to have no intention of doing so. Sforza agents at the emperor’s court
were authorized to pay virtually any price to obtain the title, but the emperor preferred to keep
the Sforzas on a tight leash. Pope Sixtus, on the other hand, was interested in securing the
protection of the strongest state in Italy, for he himself was of humble origins and lacked a
powerful family to back him. Accordingly, Girolamo’s visit was part of a plan to formally establish
the betrothal of a member of the Sforza clan to the pope’s nephew. The girl selected was eleven-
year-old Costanza Fogliani, daughter of Duke Galeazzo’s uncle Corrado Fogliani and Gabriella
Gonzaga, the natural daughter of Ludovico Gonzaga of Mantua.By the time the holiday
festivities were underway, however, the engagement plans had soured. While Gabriella originally
had agreed to the written terms of her daughter’s marriage contract, the prospective groom
arrived in Milan with one additional, and unacceptable, demand—to have sexual relations with
the future bride upon formalizing the engagement.Gabriella Gonzaga flatly refused to allow the
debauched Riario—of inferior rank, to boot—to deflower her daughter, insisting that he await the
legal of age of consummation, fourteen. Infuriated at this roadblock, Galeazzo railed and
threatened, but the mother held out staunchly.On January 6, 1473, the marquis of Mantua wrote
to propose a compromise that would be satisfactory to his daughter Gabriella and (he hoped)
the count of Bosco. To consider the marriage legally and bindingly consummated, Gabriella
would allow her child to be “put to bed” with Riario, with herself and several noblewomen
present, as well as any other witnesses the groom might choose to include.3 This ceremony
alone would be considered equivalent to consummation, though no actual carnal intercourse
would take place. Girolamo refused and threatened to leave Milan. Galeazzo, watching his plans
unravel, needed to placate Girolamo immediately.As Caterina sat at her father’s table, enjoying
the lavish holiday fare, she would have heard melodious singing and the clatter of dishes, but not
the hurried and desperate negotiations in which her fate was being settled by her father, the
marquis of Mantua, and the count of Bosco. Finally, Galeazzo offered to substitute his own ten-
year-old Caterina as bride in Costanza’s stead. Girolamo accepted and on January 17, 1473,
the wedding contract was stipulated in a tiny ceremony, with only the duke, the duchess, and the
court doctor present.In the Renaissance world of arranged marriages, there were no romantic
proposals on bended knee—only notaries and contracts. The process consisted of three stages.
The first was the negotiation between the parents of both parties regarding dowry and any
arrangement of alliances or transfer of lands. The second was the betrothal ceremony, at which
the bride and groom would be presented to each other, often for the first time. Before a series of
witnesses, a notary asked if they wished to be married, and the couple responded “Volo,” “I do.”
The contract would be signed and the agreement sealed with a ring and a kiss. If the new
husband and wife were of age, meaning about fourteen, the marriage could then be
consummated, but this was not usually done until the third stage, the actual transfer of the bride
to her new husband’s house. Consummation, or carnal intercourse, was the point of no return in



a Renaissance marriage. After having been “possessed” by her husband, the young woman
could no longer back out of the marriage without grave scandal accruing to herself and to her
family. Reaching this last stage could take up to a year for most families; with nobles, it could
take much longer.4Caterina’s voice was never heard or solicited during this period, nor would
she have expected anyone to ask her opinion. Like all noble girls of her age in this era, she
expected to be married in a year or two and to be producing children soon after. Although the
sudden marriage and premature intercourse would indeed have been traumatic for ten-year-old
Caterina, she had been raised to do her part to maintain the family fortunes. A lucky child like
Costanza might have a determined parent with enough connections to impose her will, but in
Caterina’s household, her father’s word was law. Children in the Sforza clan would have
understood that they existed to be bartered for the greater good of the Sforza name and Sforza
claims. Raised in a worldly court, where mistresses were the norm and bawdy humor preempted
erudite conversation, Caterina probably knew what awaited her on the wedding night.5 Although
her first sexual experience was probably painful and unpleasant, Caterina got over her
psychological and physical wounds quickly. She never wavered in her affection for her father,
even after his death, and later in life she would be known as a woman who enjoyed sex to an
“unseemly” degree.That Caterina’s father was satisfied with the arrangement is well documented
in the proud missives he sent to Pope Sixtus IV, recounting the successful outcome of the
negotiations, as well as in the retaliatory letters the duke sent to Gabriella Gonzaga. Pondering
her last-minute refusal, the duke professed himself mystified. “To tell the truth, Lady Gabriella
seems strange and wild to us,” he wrote to his ambassador in Rome on the day of Caterina’s
wedding. “We have been considerate of her because she is a woman and, this being the nature
of women, we don’t want to argue with them.”6A week later, the duke reported that “Count
Girolamo leaves this morning from here to return to his Holiness the Pope and to His Eminent
brother. We welcomed him gladly and affectionately while he was here, because we liked him a
great deal. And he slept with his wife another time and he is very happy and content. Please
relate this to His above-mentioned Holiness and His Eminent brother, adding that we accepted
him wholeheartedly not just as a son-in-law, but as a son, and thus we want to keep and
consider him.”7The hasty consummation did not please the pope, however, who was obliged to
issue a papal bull within a matter of weeks to clear up the irregularities in the marriage. The
document, signed on February 26, 1473, declared the last-minute switch in bride valid and
absolved all parties involved in the illegal intercourse.8 And so Caterina, the child who had
watched the yule log crackle on Christmas, was a wife by the time the ashes had cooled.Once
the two families were united through marriage, it was time to get down to business. Caterina
brought with her a hefty dowry of ten thousand ducats, while Girolamo presented expensive gifts
of jewels, dresses embroidered with pearls, and silk and brocade capes, meant for whichever
wife he obtained.9 But the real objective was Imola. On September 12, 1473, Girolamo’s brother
Cardinal Pietro Riario arrived in Milan to close the deal. Though two years younger than
Girolamo, Pietro was the smarter of the two and served the pope as his most trustworthy



delegate. Handsome, witty, and well educated, he had been appointed cardinal at the age of
twenty-six and oversaw international affairs for his uncle.Rumors of Pietro’s far-from-ascetic
tastes reached Milan long before he did, and the duke went out of his way to welcome the
cardinal in grand style. Dozens of trumpets greeted the churchman and his retinue of 220
(Girolamo had, by contrast, traveled with an entourage of 60). Rooms were enlarged and
repainted, and the vaulted ceiling of one reception room was lined with expensive red velvet.
Sumptuous parties followed upon lavish hunts, and the honored guest did not shy away from
these worldly entertainments. Smiling, charming, and notoriously successful with women, Pietro
Riario delighted the Sforza court, especially his new sister-in-law Caterina. Upon his arrival,
Caterina recited verses of welcome in Latin, and the cardinal flattered her profusely, admiring
both her beauty and her education. But as easily distracted by games, feasts, and local beauties
as he may have been, Pietro never forgot why he was there. By October 23, Pietro Riario had
completed the purchase of Imola from Milan for the steep price of forty thousand ducats.
Although the pope reeled from sticker shock, he soon recovered and set about procuring loans
from Florentine banks. As part of the deal, he nominated Girolamo—“for his noble blood, wealth
of merits, and distinctive valor”—as count of Imola, a title to be passed on to his heirs.With the
negotiations concluded and the festivities over, Pietro Riario left Milan, only to die three short
months later at the age of twenty-seven. Contemporary chronicles relate that the “whole world
wept” at the passing of this worldly and luxury-loving cardinal, and that the pope especially was
heartbroken. Girolamo wasted no time laying claim to his brother’s vast fortune as well as his
high position at the papal court. Meanwhile, Caterina, the eleven-year-old countess of Imola,
waited quietly in Milan for word from her husband.3The Countess-in-WaitingWITH THE
LEGALITIES of the marriage settled and familial alliances consolidated, the oddly matched
couple parted company for three years. Caterina was left to her father’s care in Milan, to continue
her studies until she turned fourteen, when she would join her husband in Rome. Girolamo, for
his part, was not pining for his child bride. Not one letter was exchanged between the spouses
between the hasty ceremony of winter 1473 and Caterina’s departure for Rome in 1476.
Girolamo, in fact, was consoling himself with several mistresses during those years and had
produced an illegitimate son, Scipione.Caterina, meanwhile, was pursuing more innocent
pastimes, alternating between schoolroom lessons and long hunting expeditions. She learned to
play palla, a precursor to tennis, which had become the rage among the Milanese aristocracy.
The duke was so enamored of the game that he outfitted his castle in Milan with its own indoor
palla court, where the family could play, rain or shine. Caterina competed with her siblings,
hitting the ball back and forth with her round racquet. The Sforza family practiced and promoted
the sport to encourage good coordination, agility, and use of strategy. As months turned to
years, Caterina grew from a pretty little girl into a slim, refined young woman, favored with fair
hair, graceful limbs, and elegant features.Girolamo, meanwhile, was consolidating his authority
in Rome, playing old family rivalries against each other. He gathered titles from his papal uncle
but demonstrated little sense of the customary reciprocal relations of protection and loyalty



between ruler and ruled. When he was named count of Imola, Girolamo didn’t even bother to
visit his latest acquisition—the possession ceremony took place by proxy. The sharp tongues of
the rebellious Trastevere area of Rome began to call him the “Archpope,” a sign that dislike for
the arrogant upstart was growing every day.While Caterina’s husband was making enemies in
Rome, her father, Galeazzo, was alienating some of his own long-standing allies. The duke of
Milan had thrown his military support behind the duke of Bourgogne, known as Charles the Bold,
the mortal enemy of King Louis XI of France. This rash decision to turn against King Louis, his
own cousin and brother-in-law, soon proved a mistake and Galeazzo swiftly returned his
allegiance to France. At the same time, the marriage of Alfonso of Aragon, duke of Calabria, to
Galeazzo’s sister Ippolita Sforza had sealed an alliance between Milan and King Ferdinand of
Naples, the father of the groom. Yet when Ferdinand confidently called on the duke to aid him in
claiming the island of Cyprus for his son, he discovered, to his surprise, that the duke intended
to support his rival, Venice. Galeazzo’s decision was practical—he did not want to risk hostilities
with the maritime republic that bordered his state—but the Neapolitan king, already furious with
Galeazzo for pilfering his best singers, caustically rebuked his former ally. To be a good ruler, he
warned, “it’s not enough to declare ‘I’m the duke of Milan, young, prosperous, rich, with a thriving
state and strong soldiers.’ The reputation and the dignity of a lord rest on his good government.”1
The duke shrugged off this wise counsel.On the domestic front, the duke’s ardor for civic
improvement in Milan was cooling. The program of frescoes for the Porta Giovia castle was
abandoned, the plan for the equestrian statue became a mere memory, and no new projects
were undertaken. The economic toll of civic improvement was beginning to strain the ducal
finances. His faithful secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, dealt with day-to-day business loyally
and efficiently but, subservient to the duke, proposed no initiatives for saving or making
money.In the spring of 1474, fresh hopes for the establishment of a republic were aroused
among the Milanesi when word spread that the duke had summoned the Council of Nine
Hundred, a group of representatives elected throughout the duchy, to a special session. Except
to swear loyalty to Galeazzo as duke in 1469, the council had not been convened for twenty-five
years. The people of Milan interpreted the news as a sign that the duke had decided to adopt a
more representational form of government, perhaps similar to that of their Savoyard neighbors.
On April 13, the sense of anticipation was palpable as the councilors assembled in the Court of
Arengo, the duke’s official Milanese palace.The representatives were bitterly disappointed. They
were separated into sections, so no deputy from the outlying areas could speak with those from
the city. They were not invited to discuss legislation, although two of the duke’s brothers were
present, should any deputy choose to make a private petition. Instead, they were handed a
series of ducal decrees to be ratified without modification. The duke’s real intentions were soon
apparent. Most of these decrees were financial in nature and imposed, not in name but in fact,
the most onerous and loathed tax of all, the inquinto—a fifth part added to existing taxes on the
most basic staples: meat, bread, and wine.2The duke needed money to support his extravagant
court and lifestyle. Always a self-indulgent man, Galeazzo made less and less effort to hide his



excesses from his people and his family. He loved fine clothes and armor and had endless
outfits made up for himself and his courtiers from the most costly materials. His hunts in the
gardens of Pavia, specially stocked for each event, were also ruinously expensive. One year, the
duke spent forty thousand ducats, the cost of the town of Imola, on jewels alone.3The Venetian
ducat was the principal currency of the Renaissance era. Six to seven lire made up a ducat;
each lira was composed of twenty soldi. A fifteenth-century laborer considered himself fortunate
if he earned one ducat a year. As the citizens of Milan struggled to pay this heavy tax on their
daily necessities out of such meager earnings, they came to resent Galeazzo’s profligate
spending.Besides inciting indignation and envy with his display of sumptuous possessions,
certain of the duke’s personal excesses were becoming more audacious. He had once boasted
that his greatest sin was lust and that he possessed it “in full perfection, for I have employed it in
all the fashions and forms that one can do.”4 Wives, daughters, and sisters of other men were
not safe from the duke’s advances, and part of his private purse dealt with “personal
affairs” (certi nostri segreti)—payoffs to mistresses and dishonored girls.In 1474, however, the
thirty-year-old duke developed an all-consuming infatuation with Lucia Marliani, a noble
nineteen-year-old deemed the “most beautiful woman in Milan.” Lucia became Galeazzo’s new
mistress with the complicity of her husband, Ambrogio Raverti, a Milanese merchant who knew
a good business opportunity when he saw it. Raverti received four thousand ducats in hush
money from the duke and another four thousand to dower Lucia’s sisters; Lucia herself was
awarded a yearly allowance plus an expensive residence. The besotted duke made just one
contractual stipulation: Lucia must not “intermingle herself with her husband in carnal bond
without our special permission, nor to have it with any other man except our person.”5At first the
duke tried to keep this affair secret. But as he made extravagant outlays for his mistress, such as
twelve thousand ducats for a single brooch, word was bound to get out. By 1475, Lucia had
been made a countess, and consequently the duke’s donations to her were legally protected
against any future attempt at recoupment that the duke’s wife or his successor might make.As
Galeazzo’s behavior became increasingly despotic and depraved, dissatisfaction mounted in
the public square and hostility grew abroad, casting a shadow over the ducal household. The
atmosphere of Christmastide 1476 was very different from the festive events preceding
Caterina’s marriage.To make matters worse, that December the plague had erupted in
neighboring Pavia, which meant quarantine for the city, panic in all the neighboring towns, and a
shortened list of Christmas guests. Far from dampening Galeazzo’s holiday spirit, the reduced
numbers relieved him. Not without reason, he was beginning to suspect plots against his life. In
November, he sent two of his own brothers, Ludovico (called “the Moor”) and Sforza Maria, to
France for the entire Christmas season, owing to the disagreeable fact that the duke could not
be sure that they were still loyal to him. Bona of Savoy was tormented by nightmares. And the
citizens of Milan were remarking on ominous portents—mysterious comets, hovering ravens,
and ghostly flames enveloping the duke’s chambers.Caterina, now old enough to sense the
uneasy atmosphere around her, would have wondered why her uncles were not present for the



burning of the ciocco. Perhaps she was struck by the contrast between her father’s relentless
mirth and the grave and worried expressions of his courtiers. On Christmas Day, a jovial
Galeazzo Maria attended his usual three Masses and enjoyed a long hunt. His foreign enemies
were far away, intimates of dubious loyalty were at a safe distance, and the little coterie that
remained was composed of faithful retainers. Convinced he had suppressed any enthusiasm for
revolt in Milan, he rejoiced in the good fortunes of the house of Sforza.As the Milanesi
celebrated the Lord’s birth, however, three citizens were busily plotting their lord’s demise.
Behind the walls of the monastery of Saint Ambrogio, Andrea Lampugnano, Carlo Visconti, and
Girolamo Olgiati were beseeching the patron saint of Milan to help them rid the city of its
tyrannical ruler and restore freedom. At least that was the prayer of nineteen-year-old Olgiati, the
youngest of the conspirators. A poet and gentleman of the court, he owed his superb classical
education in part to the ducal library. Having read of Brutus, Cassius, and the tyrannicide of
Julius Caesar, he dreamed of republican liberty, eventually hatching the plot against the duke.
Lampugnano, another courtier, would not have objected had such high motives been ascribed to
him as well, but the true reasons for his involvement were rather more pedestrian. Having
invested and lost substantial sums in unfortunate real estate deals, he hoped that the civil unrest
following the duke’s death would wipe clean his numerous debts. As for Carlo Visconti, the duke
would have been shocked to see him among the conspirators. Visconti was the ducal chancellor,
had been a trusted member of the duke’s Council of Justice since 1474, and handled the
delicate negotiations and correspondence with the Holy Roman Emperor when Galeazzo tried
to gain recognition as the duke of Milan. Galeazzo would have been even more taken aback to
hear of Carlo’s motive: he was bent on avenging his sister, who had been seduced by Galeazzo.
In a milieu where many husbands were happy to sell their wives to curry a little ducal favor, few
would have thought that an outraged brother would become the instrument of the duke’s
end.December 26, the Feast of Saint Stephen, was a cold, gray day in Milan. Icy winds from the
Alps had brought enough snow to blanket the roads, and the duke was reconsidering his plan to
hear Mass in the Church of Saint Stephen. Anxiously Bona begged him to remain in the castle,
but the choir had already been sent ahead, and Galeazzo decided to maintain his yearly
tradition of honoring the first Christian martyr. In his favorite room of the castle—decorated with
golden sunbursts surrounding a dove against a red ground and Bona’s motto, À BON DROIT,
inscribed in gold—Galeazzo’s children gathered to see their father off. His armorer brought the
steel breastplate that he usually wore under his clothes for protection, but the duke, fearing that
the metal would ruin the line of his new ermine-trimmed silk robe, decided to go without it. He
embraced his two eldest sons and mounted his horse, riding off with his usual entourage of
twenty courtiers.At the church, Galeazzo dismounted and entered the ancient marble portal.
Throngs of subjects surrounded their ruler, offering him good wishes. The lackeys, in livery of
bright red and white, cleared a path as Galeazzo made his way down the nave, returning the
greetings of the Milanesi. Then Andrea Lampugnano, assuming the subservient pose of a
petitioner, approached the duke. Galeazzo, accustomed to frequent requests from Lampugnano,



raised a preemptory hand as the conspirator knelt, sweeping his cap off his head. What the duke
took to be a pleading gesture was in reality the secret signal to the assassins. Lampugnano
struck first, plunging his knife into the duke’s chest, and in a matter of moments the assassins
rained fourteen blows on their victim. Thirty-two-year-old Galeazzo Maria fell, with barely enough
time to gasp “I am dead.” He expired on the cold floor of the basilica, his new scarlet suit stained
with the deeper crimson of his own blood.The conspirators had assumed that the people of
Milan would rejoice at the assassination and rally to them in the expectation of greater freedom.
They had miscalculated. Several horrified Milanesi moved forward to avenge their duke. Olgiati
and Visconti escaped, but Lampugnano was found hiding among the skirts of the women and
was killed instantly. The vengeful crowd dragged his corpse through the streets until it was
mangled beyond recognition. Visconti was turned in by his own family, and Olgiati was
apprehended almost immediately. Both men were publicly quartered, but Olgiati’s stoicism
earned him the admiration of the onlookers. His last words were Mors acerba, fama perpetua
—”Death is bitter, but fame is eternal.”6 When the news reached the palace, there was no time
for grieving. Everyone in Caterina’s world sprang into action. Fearing a popular uprising in the
wake of the duke’s death, Galeazzo’s trusted secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, raised all the
drawbridges of the Porta Giovia castle, rendering the building secure. He then announced that
six-year-old Gian Galeazzo was the new duke of Milan. Bona and Cicco both suspected that the
duke’s brothers, in league with the king of France, had a hand in the murder, but to avoid
precipitating a coup d’état they chose not to publicly implicate them and instead declared that
the assassins had acted alone, under the spell of ancient Roman ideology. This served to
reassure their Florentine allies that the state was stable.Bona then declared herself regent for
her young son. Gathering the men-at-arms, she put them under the command of Robert
Sanseverino, who had served the duchy for thirty-seven years. To placate the people of Milan,
the duchess abolished the odious inquinto as well as several other taxes on basic necessities.
Caterina witnessed Bona’s transformation from quiet, patient wife and mother, enjoying leisurely
days in her cottage on the castle grounds, to a dynamic and competent head of state, managing
her responsibilities to the populace and dealing with rival claimants and external threats. The
metamorphosis of Bona must have been a great lesson to the young countess, who knew that
one day she might well find herself in a similar position.Archived amid businesslike
correspondence establishing her son’s rule and issuing decrees, an extant letter from Bona of
Savoy to Pope Sixtus IV provides an interesting glimpse into the private fears and thoughts of
the newly widowed duchess. Frightened that her despotic, unfaithful husband Galeazzo had
died suddenly and in a state of sin, she asked the pope if there was any way of obtaining
absolution for him after death. Aware of Saint Francis’s harsh dictum—“Woe to those who die in
mortal sin!”—Bona was trying to save her husband’s soul. Bona confessed for him, declaring
that Galeazzo was “versed in warfare, both lawful and unlawful; in pillage, robbery, and
devastation of the country” as well as “in carnal vices; in notorious and scandalous simony and
in various and innumerable other crimes.” Yet despite the duke’s overwhelming sins, the duchess



desired to free “that unhappy soul from the pains of Purgatory” because, as she wrote, “after
God” she “loved [him] above all else.”7Sixtus IV was more than willing to use his papal authority
to absolve the duke and even went so far as to declare that with Galeazzo’s death, “peace itself
died in Italy.” Bona, in return, repaid the sums her husband had extorted and donated a
conspicuous amount of money to the papal fund for the defense of Christendom against the
Turks.Nor did Bona forget Caterina. In the first weeks of 1476, a month after Galeazzo’s death,
she wrote to Girolamo, confirming all the marital arrangements and declaring Caterina, now
thirteen, old enough to join her husband in Rome. Her haste was probably dictated by concern
for Caterina’s safety in case a coup was attempted in Milan and as a preemptive move before
the pope or Girolamo chose to repudiate the bride, now that her powerful father was dead.
Cardinal Mellini, papal legate of Sixtus IV, traveled from Rome to celebrate the wedding, the last
step in finalizing the marriage. Bona and all the court were present at the ceremony in Milan,
which was simple and without pomp because the state was in mourning. In a bizarre turn of
events, the one person who didn’t appear was the bridegroom, Girolamo, for reasons that
remain unclear. The count claimed that urgent business in Rome kept him from attending his
own wedding; its nature remains unknown. Perhaps the sickly Girolamo was too ill to face the
journey. At any rate, his behavior stood in sharp contrast to that of the eager and amorous suitor
of 1473.The simplicity of Caterina’s wedding by proxy paralleled that of Galeazzo’s burial. After
the morning of December 26, when her father rode to his death at Saint Stephen’s, Caterina
never saw him again. As the assassins were hunted and captured, the duke’s corpse lay
unattended on the basilica floor. During the night, Bona had sent three hundred ducats’ worth of
jewels and a new robe to clothe her husband’s body. After this small concession to Galeazzo’s
love of finery, the earthly remains of the duke of Milan were unceremoniously dumped into his
father’s sarcophagus in the cathedral; not even an inscription of his own name was added. The
magnificent choir, which had delighted him so much in life, did not sing at his funeral, for no
public Mass was offered, in fear that it might stir up rebellion. None of the pageantry so dear to
Galeazzo graced his farewell to life, and Caterina’s goodbye to her childhood home was equally
unremarkable.Christmastide, once the most blissful time of year for young Caterina, had now
been twice tainted: by her premature deflowering and by her father’s murder. In later years, when
Caterina would have to fight for her life instead of celebrate around the ciocco, she would be
more than ready.3The Countess-in-WaitingWITH THE LEGALITIES of the marriage settled and
familial alliances consolidated, the oddly matched couple parted company for three years.
Caterina was left to her father’s care in Milan, to continue her studies until she turned fourteen,
when she would join her husband in Rome. Girolamo, for his part, was not pining for his child
bride. Not one letter was exchanged between the spouses between the hasty ceremony of
winter 1473 and Caterina’s departure for Rome in 1476. Girolamo, in fact, was consoling himself
with several mistresses during those years and had produced an illegitimate son,
Scipione.Caterina, meanwhile, was pursuing more innocent pastimes, alternating between
schoolroom lessons and long hunting expeditions. She learned to play palla, a precursor to



tennis, which had become the rage among the Milanese aristocracy. The duke was so enamored
of the game that he outfitted his castle in Milan with its own indoor palla court, where the family
could play, rain or shine. Caterina competed with her siblings, hitting the ball back and forth with
her round racquet. The Sforza family practiced and promoted the sport to encourage good
coordination, agility, and use of strategy. As months turned to years, Caterina grew from a pretty
little girl into a slim, refined young woman, favored with fair hair, graceful limbs, and elegant
features.Girolamo, meanwhile, was consolidating his authority in Rome, playing old family
rivalries against each other. He gathered titles from his papal uncle but demonstrated little sense
of the customary reciprocal relations of protection and loyalty between ruler and ruled. When he
was named count of Imola, Girolamo didn’t even bother to visit his latest acquisition—the
possession ceremony took place by proxy. The sharp tongues of the rebellious Trastevere area
of Rome began to call him the “Archpope,” a sign that dislike for the arrogant upstart was growing
every day.While Caterina’s husband was making enemies in Rome, her father, Galeazzo, was
alienating some of his own long-standing allies. The duke of Milan had thrown his military
support behind the duke of Bourgogne, known as Charles the Bold, the mortal enemy of King
Louis XI of France. This rash decision to turn against King Louis, his own cousin and brother-in-
law, soon proved a mistake and Galeazzo swiftly returned his allegiance to France. At the same
time, the marriage of Alfonso of Aragon, duke of Calabria, to Galeazzo’s sister Ippolita Sforza
had sealed an alliance between Milan and King Ferdinand of Naples, the father of the groom. Yet
when Ferdinand confidently called on the duke to aid him in claiming the island of Cyprus for his
son, he discovered, to his surprise, that the duke intended to support his rival, Venice.
Galeazzo’s decision was practical—he did not want to risk hostilities with the maritime republic
that bordered his state—but the Neapolitan king, already furious with Galeazzo for pilfering his
best singers, caustically rebuked his former ally. To be a good ruler, he warned, “it’s not enough
to declare ‘I’m the duke of Milan, young, prosperous, rich, with a thriving state and strong
soldiers.’ The reputation and the dignity of a lord rest on his good government.”1 The duke
shrugged off this wise counsel.On the domestic front, the duke’s ardor for civic improvement in
Milan was cooling. The program of frescoes for the Porta Giovia castle was abandoned, the plan
for the equestrian statue became a mere memory, and no new projects were undertaken. The
economic toll of civic improvement was beginning to strain the ducal finances. His faithful
secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, dealt with day-to-day business loyally and efficiently but,
subservient to the duke, proposed no initiatives for saving or making money.In the spring of
1474, fresh hopes for the establishment of a republic were aroused among the Milanesi when
word spread that the duke had summoned the Council of Nine Hundred, a group of
representatives elected throughout the duchy, to a special session. Except to swear loyalty to
Galeazzo as duke in 1469, the council had not been convened for twenty-five years. The people
of Milan interpreted the news as a sign that the duke had decided to adopt a more
representational form of government, perhaps similar to that of their Savoyard neighbors. On
April 13, the sense of anticipation was palpable as the councilors assembled in the Court of



Arengo, the duke’s official Milanese palace.The representatives were bitterly disappointed. They
were separated into sections, so no deputy from the outlying areas could speak with those from
the city. They were not invited to discuss legislation, although two of the duke’s brothers were
present, should any deputy choose to make a private petition. Instead, they were handed a
series of ducal decrees to be ratified without modification. The duke’s real intentions were soon
apparent. Most of these decrees were financial in nature and imposed, not in name but in fact,
the most onerous and loathed tax of all, the inquinto—a fifth part added to existing taxes on the
most basic staples: meat, bread, and wine.2The duke needed money to support his extravagant
court and lifestyle. Always a self-indulgent man, Galeazzo made less and less effort to hide his
excesses from his people and his family. He loved fine clothes and armor and had endless
outfits made up for himself and his courtiers from the most costly materials. His hunts in the
gardens of Pavia, specially stocked for each event, were also ruinously expensive. One year, the
duke spent forty thousand ducats, the cost of the town of Imola, on jewels alone.3The Venetian
ducat was the principal currency of the Renaissance era. Six to seven lire made up a ducat;
each lira was composed of twenty soldi. A fifteenth-century laborer considered himself fortunate
if he earned one ducat a year. As the citizens of Milan struggled to pay this heavy tax on their
daily necessities out of such meager earnings, they came to resent Galeazzo’s profligate
spending.Besides inciting indignation and envy with his display of sumptuous possessions,
certain of the duke’s personal excesses were becoming more audacious. He had once boasted
that his greatest sin was lust and that he possessed it “in full perfection, for I have employed it in
all the fashions and forms that one can do.”4 Wives, daughters, and sisters of other men were
not safe from the duke’s advances, and part of his private purse dealt with “personal
affairs” (certi nostri segreti)—payoffs to mistresses and dishonored girls.In 1474, however, the
thirty-year-old duke developed an all-consuming infatuation with Lucia Marliani, a noble
nineteen-year-old deemed the “most beautiful woman in Milan.” Lucia became Galeazzo’s new
mistress with the complicity of her husband, Ambrogio Raverti, a Milanese merchant who knew
a good business opportunity when he saw it. Raverti received four thousand ducats in hush
money from the duke and another four thousand to dower Lucia’s sisters; Lucia herself was
awarded a yearly allowance plus an expensive residence. The besotted duke made just one
contractual stipulation: Lucia must not “intermingle herself with her husband in carnal bond
without our special permission, nor to have it with any other man except our person.”5At first the
duke tried to keep this affair secret. But as he made extravagant outlays for his mistress, such as
twelve thousand ducats for a single brooch, word was bound to get out. By 1475, Lucia had
been made a countess, and consequently the duke’s donations to her were legally protected
against any future attempt at recoupment that the duke’s wife or his successor might make.As
Galeazzo’s behavior became increasingly despotic and depraved, dissatisfaction mounted in
the public square and hostility grew abroad, casting a shadow over the ducal household. The
atmosphere of Christmastide 1476 was very different from the festive events preceding
Caterina’s marriage.To make matters worse, that December the plague had erupted in



neighboring Pavia, which meant quarantine for the city, panic in all the neighboring towns, and a
shortened list of Christmas guests. Far from dampening Galeazzo’s holiday spirit, the reduced
numbers relieved him. Not without reason, he was beginning to suspect plots against his life. In
November, he sent two of his own brothers, Ludovico (called “the Moor”) and Sforza Maria, to
France for the entire Christmas season, owing to the disagreeable fact that the duke could not
be sure that they were still loyal to him. Bona of Savoy was tormented by nightmares. And the
citizens of Milan were remarking on ominous portents—mysterious comets, hovering ravens,
and ghostly flames enveloping the duke’s chambers.Caterina, now old enough to sense the
uneasy atmosphere around her, would have wondered why her uncles were not present for the
burning of the ciocco. Perhaps she was struck by the contrast between her father’s relentless
mirth and the grave and worried expressions of his courtiers. On Christmas Day, a jovial
Galeazzo Maria attended his usual three Masses and enjoyed a long hunt. His foreign enemies
were far away, intimates of dubious loyalty were at a safe distance, and the little coterie that
remained was composed of faithful retainers. Convinced he had suppressed any enthusiasm for
revolt in Milan, he rejoiced in the good fortunes of the house of Sforza.As the Milanesi
celebrated the Lord’s birth, however, three citizens were busily plotting their lord’s demise.
Behind the walls of the monastery of Saint Ambrogio, Andrea Lampugnano, Carlo Visconti, and
Girolamo Olgiati were beseeching the patron saint of Milan to help them rid the city of its
tyrannical ruler and restore freedom. At least that was the prayer of nineteen-year-old Olgiati, the
youngest of the conspirators. A poet and gentleman of the court, he owed his superb classical
education in part to the ducal library. Having read of Brutus, Cassius, and the tyrannicide of
Julius Caesar, he dreamed of republican liberty, eventually hatching the plot against the duke.
Lampugnano, another courtier, would not have objected had such high motives been ascribed to
him as well, but the true reasons for his involvement were rather more pedestrian. Having
invested and lost substantial sums in unfortunate real estate deals, he hoped that the civil unrest
following the duke’s death would wipe clean his numerous debts. As for Carlo Visconti, the duke
would have been shocked to see him among the conspirators. Visconti was the ducal chancellor,
had been a trusted member of the duke’s Council of Justice since 1474, and handled the
delicate negotiations and correspondence with the Holy Roman Emperor when Galeazzo tried
to gain recognition as the duke of Milan. Galeazzo would have been even more taken aback to
hear of Carlo’s motive: he was bent on avenging his sister, who had been seduced by Galeazzo.
In a milieu where many husbands were happy to sell their wives to curry a little ducal favor, few
would have thought that an outraged brother would become the instrument of the duke’s
end.December 26, the Feast of Saint Stephen, was a cold, gray day in Milan. Icy winds from the
Alps had brought enough snow to blanket the roads, and the duke was reconsidering his plan to
hear Mass in the Church of Saint Stephen. Anxiously Bona begged him to remain in the castle,
but the choir had already been sent ahead, and Galeazzo decided to maintain his yearly
tradition of honoring the first Christian martyr. In his favorite room of the castle—decorated with
golden sunbursts surrounding a dove against a red ground and Bona’s motto, À BON DROIT,



inscribed in gold—Galeazzo’s children gathered to see their father off. His armorer brought the
steel breastplate that he usually wore under his clothes for protection, but the duke, fearing that
the metal would ruin the line of his new ermine-trimmed silk robe, decided to go without it. He
embraced his two eldest sons and mounted his horse, riding off with his usual entourage of
twenty courtiers.At the church, Galeazzo dismounted and entered the ancient marble portal.
Throngs of subjects surrounded their ruler, offering him good wishes. The lackeys, in livery of
bright red and white, cleared a path as Galeazzo made his way down the nave, returning the
greetings of the Milanesi. Then Andrea Lampugnano, assuming the subservient pose of a
petitioner, approached the duke. Galeazzo, accustomed to frequent requests from Lampugnano,
raised a preemptory hand as the conspirator knelt, sweeping his cap off his head. What the duke
took to be a pleading gesture was in reality the secret signal to the assassins. Lampugnano
struck first, plunging his knife into the duke’s chest, and in a matter of moments the assassins
rained fourteen blows on their victim. Thirty-two-year-old Galeazzo Maria fell, with barely enough
time to gasp “I am dead.” He expired on the cold floor of the basilica, his new scarlet suit stained
with the deeper crimson of his own blood.The conspirators had assumed that the people of
Milan would rejoice at the assassination and rally to them in the expectation of greater freedom.
They had miscalculated. Several horrified Milanesi moved forward to avenge their duke. Olgiati
and Visconti escaped, but Lampugnano was found hiding among the skirts of the women and
was killed instantly. The vengeful crowd dragged his corpse through the streets until it was
mangled beyond recognition. Visconti was turned in by his own family, and Olgiati was
apprehended almost immediately. Both men were publicly quartered, but Olgiati’s stoicism
earned him the admiration of the onlookers. His last words were Mors acerba, fama perpetua
—”Death is bitter, but fame is eternal.”6 When the news reached the palace, there was no time
for grieving. Everyone in Caterina’s world sprang into action. Fearing a popular uprising in the
wake of the duke’s death, Galeazzo’s trusted secretary of state, Cicco Simonetta, raised all the
drawbridges of the Porta Giovia castle, rendering the building secure. He then announced that
six-year-old Gian Galeazzo was the new duke of Milan. Bona and Cicco both suspected that the
duke’s brothers, in league with the king of France, had a hand in the murder, but to avoid
precipitating a coup d’état they chose not to publicly implicate them and instead declared that
the assassins had acted alone, under the spell of ancient Roman ideology. This served to
reassure their Florentine allies that the state was stable.Bona then declared herself regent for
her young son. Gathering the men-at-arms, she put them under the command of Robert
Sanseverino, who had served the duchy for thirty-seven years. To placate the people of Milan,
the duchess abolished the odious inquinto as well as several other taxes on basic necessities.
Caterina witnessed Bona’s transformation from quiet, patient wife and mother, enjoying leisurely
days in her cottage on the castle grounds, to a dynamic and competent head of state, managing
her responsibilities to the populace and dealing with rival claimants and external threats. The
metamorphosis of Bona must have been a great lesson to the young countess, who knew that
one day she might well find herself in a similar position.Archived amid businesslike



correspondence establishing her son’s rule and issuing decrees, an extant letter from Bona of
Savoy to Pope Sixtus IV provides an interesting glimpse into the private fears and thoughts of
the newly widowed duchess. Frightened that her despotic, unfaithful husband Galeazzo had
died suddenly and in a state of sin, she asked the pope if there was any way of obtaining
absolution for him after death. Aware of Saint Francis’s harsh dictum—“Woe to those who die in
mortal sin!”—Bona was trying to save her husband’s soul. Bona confessed for him, declaring
that Galeazzo was “versed in warfare, both lawful and unlawful; in pillage, robbery, and
devastation of the country” as well as “in carnal vices; in notorious and scandalous simony and
in various and innumerable other crimes.” Yet despite the duke’s overwhelming sins, the duchess
desired to free “that unhappy soul from the pains of Purgatory” because, as she wrote, “after
God” she “loved [him] above all else.”7Sixtus IV was more than willing to use his papal authority
to absolve the duke and even went so far as to declare that with Galeazzo’s death, “peace itself
died in Italy.” Bona, in return, repaid the sums her husband had extorted and donated a
conspicuous amount of money to the papal fund for the defense of Christendom against the
Turks.Nor did Bona forget Caterina. In the first weeks of 1476, a month after Galeazzo’s death,
she wrote to Girolamo, confirming all the marital arrangements and declaring Caterina, now
thirteen, old enough to join her husband in Rome. Her haste was probably dictated by concern
for Caterina’s safety in case a coup was attempted in Milan and as a preemptive move before
the pope or Girolamo chose to repudiate the bride, now that her powerful father was dead.
Cardinal Mellini, papal legate of Sixtus IV, traveled from Rome to celebrate the wedding, the last
step in finalizing the marriage. Bona and all the court were present at the ceremony in Milan,
which was simple and without pomp because the state was in mourning. In a bizarre turn of
events, the one person who didn’t appear was the bridegroom, Girolamo, for reasons that
remain unclear. The count claimed that urgent business in Rome kept him from attending his
own wedding; its nature remains unknown. Perhaps the sickly Girolamo was too ill to face the
journey. At any rate, his behavior stood in sharp contrast to that of the eager and amorous suitor
of 1473.The simplicity of Caterina’s wedding by proxy paralleled that of Galeazzo’s burial. After
the morning of December 26, when her father rode to his death at Saint Stephen’s, Caterina
never saw him again. As the assassins were hunted and captured, the duke’s corpse lay
unattended on the basilica floor. During the night, Bona had sent three hundred ducats’ worth of
jewels and a new robe to clothe her husband’s body. After this small concession to Galeazzo’s
love of finery, the earthly remains of the duke of Milan were unceremoniously dumped into his
father’s sarcophagus in the cathedral; not even an inscription of his own name was added. The
magnificent choir, which had delighted him so much in life, did not sing at his funeral, for no
public Mass was offered, in fear that it might stir up rebellion. None of the pageantry so dear to
Galeazzo graced his farewell to life, and Caterina’s goodbye to her childhood home was equally
unremarkable.Christmastide, once the most blissful time of year for young Caterina, had now
been twice tainted: by her premature deflowering and by her father’s murder. In later years, when
Caterina would have to fight for her life instead of celebrate around the ciocco, she would be



more than ready.4The Triumphal Parade to Rome“TODAY I ARRIVED safe and sound in Parma,
but nonetheless inconsolable.”1 Writing to her sister Chiara, on April 27, 1477, Caterina
admitted that she keenly felt the separation from her family. Only three days into her journey to
join her husband in Rome, Caterina’s thoughts turned often and fondly to her stepmother, Bona,
to whom she owed “all the honors paid her from land to land.” On the same day, Caterina also
wrote to Bona directly, using more formal tones as befitting her new rank but expressing the
same message: the thirteen-year-old girl was holding up well but was already homesick.Anyone
who witnessed the lavish parade winding its way through Lombardy would never have guessed
that the elegant young countess with the extravagant escort was feeling such lonely nostalgia.
Count Girolamo had added his own retainers to Caterina’s Milanese entourage of 40 relatives
and servants, swelling their numbers to 150 or more. The glamorous retinue included the
archbishop of Cesena and his escort of 13, the governor of Imola with 12 men, plus local nobles,
musicians, and ladies in waiting. Caterina’s procession coursed like a bright ribbon through the
low-lying green plains of Lombardy. The scarlet and white flags emblazoned with the Sforza
viper were followed by the silver and black livery of Cesena and the reds and blues of Imola; the
vermilion rose of the Riario family blossomed among them. Before the era of mass media, such
processions reinforced a family’s status, announced political events, and provided
entertainment. Village women gawked at the latest fashions, men discussed the suits of armor,
and children scampered to find some souvenir of the passage of a contemporary celebrity. In the
spring of 1477, the sound of trumpets echoing through the countryside announced the arrival of
the new countess of Imola, bride of the pope’s favorite nephew and sister to Gian Galeazzo
Sforza, the new duke of Milan.A day later, another member joined the party: Gian Luigi Bossi,
counselor to the duke of Milan. Bossi, carrying specific instructions from Bona of Savoy, was to
accompany the party all the way to Rome. His special task was to watch over Caterina, ensuring
that the young countess “conduct herself well and honorably and that she not become ill either
from riding or the heat.”2 Bona’s dual concerns reflected her twin roles: a head of state dealing
with a delicate political situation and a loving stepmother whose daughter was traveling far from
home for the first time.Bona had done everything she could to prepare the way for Caterina,
writing ahead to each town, alerting its people to offer a proper welcome to their noble guest.
Only in the little town of Reggio was there no one to greet the cavalcade, but that was only
because the group had arrived earlier than expected. On that evening, the aristocratic retinue
stayed in relatively humble accommodations, which Caterina, unruffled, described as “a
pleasant inn.” In Modena and Piacenza, however, local nobles opened their homes and hearts to
Caterina. Not only was she “affectionately and enthusiastically” received in Bologna, but she
also stayed as a guest in the palace of the ruling family, the Bentivoglios. Caterina politely
expressed much delight in being so honored, but in letters to her sister, she modestly
acknowledged that the pomp and glory could not be ascribed to her own merits, but to “the
grace of Her Ladyship, my mother.” Like many an adolescent, Caterina was more energized than
fatigued by her busy social calendar of visits, feasts, and parties, enabling Bossi to write to the



duchess that he had found Caterina “healthy, beautiful, and well-mannered.”3 Her childhood
amid the elaborate rituals of her father’s court had prepared her well for long hours of banquets,
speeches, and spectacles: not once did anyone catch the young countess looking impatient or
weary.The homage she received in towns along the route paled by comparison with Caterina’s
reception in her new dominion. On May 1, she left Bologna to travel the twenty miles to Imola.
She arrived in the late afternoon to find the entire city turned out to greet her. As Caterina
gushed in her letter to Chiara, “The people of Imola don’t usually celebrate much, but it seemed
that even the very stones were delighted by my arrival.”4The curious onlookers were not
disappointed by the first appearance of the young countess. Teenager though she was, Caterina
knew how to walk the red carpet. She requested a pause in the journey as soon as the town
came into view in order to bathe, change her clothes, and groom herself elegantly. She rode into
Imola not dusty and travel worn, but splendidly attired, a young woman with a regal bearing. The
Milanese sense of style was ingrained in Caterina, and high fashion delighted her.Countess
Caterina Riario wore the most magnificent of her wedding gifts from her husband: a gold
brocade dress embroidered with almost a thousand tiny pearls. Several strands of pearls of
varying sizes encircled her long fair neck, while from her straight, slim shoulders hung a heavy
cape of black silk trimmed with gems. There were nevertheless some incongruities in her
appearance. Her heavy veil and jeweled hair net, appropriate for a matron, seemed
cumbersome framing such a youthful face.The elders of Imola greeted her at the gate and
presented her with the keys to the city. This gesture was followed by a ceremony during which
odes and orations honored the new rulers. The most spectacular blooms of May had been
gathered and woven into garlands to line Caterina’s path along the straight main street. The
heady scent of lilies and roses mingled with the sweet trilling voices of the Imolese children, who
ran alongside the countess, serenading her. In the central square, a grand pavilion had been
erected for the occasion and here Caterina took her place on a podium, which was swathed in
luxurious green velvet, and met the nobles of the city.Girolamo’s sister Violante Riario Ricci, the
wife of the governor of Imola, was there to welcome Caterina and introduce her to the other
noblewomen. In a short time they were all happily acquainted. After the formalities and
presentations were concluded, the banquets began. The main hall of the governor’s palace had
been specially decorated for the occasion, and even the Milanesi, world famous for their silks
and brocades, were stunned by the dazzling panels of turquoise cloth lining the ceiling and the
exquisite tapestries adorning the walls. One section of the room was taken up by a broad cabinet
groaning under the weight of the gold and silver dinnerware arrayed on its shelves.Five hundred
years ago, Emilia-Romagna was already the food capital of Italy, and its denizens put great stock
in meals and feasts. The Imolesi brought Caterina foodstuffs as gifts: golden wheat from the
fertile plains of Romagna, fragrant sausages and cured meats made from the well-fed pigs of the
region, and numerous delectable cheeses, some aged to sharp perfection and others still fresh
and soft. Caterina invited her many well-wishers to remain for dinner and the party went on far
later than expected; candelabras were brought into the dining chamber to keep the festivities



going until late at night.For several days, Caterina’s life was a constant celebration. Morning
Mass in the chapel was followed by picnics in the countryside, visits to the marketplace, and of
course, many meals, which were wonderful not only for “the variety and the delicacy of the foods
but also for the abundance.” Caterina was installed in quarters appropriate to her state. Her suite
of rooms was lavishly appointed with white damask silk panels highlighted with gold embroidery.
Dozens of soft cushions covered the velvet chairs, and a crimson coverlet lay upon her
bed.Outside, however, the town of Imola appeared starkly rustic. Gian Luigi Bossi, Caterina’s
protector, reported that Imola was small and the houses poor looking, although he admired the
fortress (recently rebuilt by Galeazzo Maria), which was strong and well fortified. While he had
much to comment on concerning the customs of Imola, especially the dancing, he understood
that his mission was not to observe the food, fashions, or footwork of the townspeople, but rather
to assess the political stability of the city and its usefulness to Milan. He also had orders from
Bona to inform the elders of Imola of the Sforza position on the question of Taddeo Manfredi.He
had been the lord of Imola until 1471, when it became apparent to all interested parties that he
was losing his grip on the reins of power. With Taddeo enmeshed in quarrels with the branch of
the Manfredi family in Faenza and threatened by his own immediate relatives, Imola had been
ripe for the plucking. Venice and Florence were already extending exploratory tentacles into the
city when Galeazzo Maria abruptly intervened. The Sforzas had ousted the Manfredi family
gently: first, they invited Taddeo to Milan; then, after wining and dining him, they offered him a
hefty pension if he would give up the city. In 1477, though Taddeo was safely ensconced within
Milanese territory with his son, he was ever present in the minds of troublemakers in Imola. After
the assassination of Caterina’s father, word began circulating that there were plans to restore the
Manfredi rule there. These rumors had reached Bona, who dispatched a message via Bossi to
the leading families of Imola, stating that Count Girolamo Riario had the full support and trust of
the duke of Milan. She warned any supporters of Manfredi that they would find themselves with
more enemies than they bargained for if they made a move on Imola. At the same time, Bona
assured the townspeople that she fervently wished them prosperous years of “peace and quiet”
with their new lords.Caterina’s letters from her voyage reveal a dutiful daughter who knew that
her childhood years were over and that she must now embark on adult life. Snippets of youthful
emotion flash in her excitement over her popularity or in her wistful greeting to an old nursemaid,
but she was trained to temper sentiment with obedience. Nonetheless, faint stirrings of an
intuitive and impulsive nature do emerge. Despite all the splendor and amusements surrounding
her, Caterina knew something was wrong. The countess had no count, the bride no groom.
Girolamo had not been heard from. He had not met her in Milan nor was he here to share the
honors with her in Imola. Caterina eagerly awaited the moment when she would be summoned
to Rome to begin married life, but each day came and went with no news. On May 4, a rumor
spread through Imola that Count Girolamo was coming to escort his bride personally to Rome.
Caterina’s impatience to continue her journey was noted by Gian Luigi Bossi, who wrote to the
duchess of Milan that Caterina was “so desirous to find herself in the presence of his Holiness



and to see her Count Girolamo that it seems to me her principal care and concern.”5 Although
Caterina had supposed she would spend only a short time in Imola, she found herself delayed
yet another ten days.Bona of Savoy knew why. Letters from the Milanese ambassador at the
papal court had apprised her of an attempt on Girolamo’s life. The pope’s favorite had already
displayed a gift for making enemies, one of whom was his own cousin Giuliano della Rovere,
cardinal of the Church of Saint Peter in Chains and another nephew to Sixtus IV. In Rome, two
men had been captured and imprisoned for plotting to murder the count. They confessed that
they had been approached by a bishop, the patriarch of Venice, in the name of Cardinal Giuliano
and offered a large reward for the assassination of Girolamo. Interrogated further, however, they
admitted that they had never received any such orders directly from the cardinal’s lips. Anxious
for Girolamo’s well-being and alarmed by the rampant treachery within the very walls of the
Vatican palace, the pope thought it best that the count avoid travel for a while. As an added
precaution, Sixtus replaced Girolamo’s personal bodyguard with the trusted Giovanni Battista da
Montesecco, prized for his discretion.The pontiff likewise deemed Rome unsafe for the young
Caterina and offered the anxious young bride a number of plausible excuses for the wait. In one
letter to the countess, he expressed concern for her health and offered an alternative means by
which the young couple could be reunited. “The extreme heat which has arrived early this year
and the natural bad air [malaria] in Rome,. . . and the suspicion of plague” made it unwise to
bring the “beloved” Caterina to Rome. As she had grown up in the “good air” of Milan, she would
not be used to hot Roman summers. The pope feared that her voyage to Rome would end in
people saying that he “had brought her here to kill her,” and he suggested that she remain in
Imola until the cooler season began in September. The wily pontiff also appealed to the
countess’s love of glamour and pageantry, pointing out that because it was so soon after her
father’s death, he would not be able to put on a lavish reception for her at this time, out of
respect for the memory of the fallen duke. To relieve Caterina’s worries about her husband’s
absence, the pope offered to send Girolamo to Imola at the beginning of June.6The pontiff’s
missive expressed a view of marriage more romantic than that of Girolamo. He too had sent a
letter—not to Caterina, but to Bona and the child duke Gian Galeazzo—two days after Caterina’s
arrival in Imola. He too cited the poor health conditions of Rome as the reason to delay
Caterina’s journey, but he made only the most perfunctory allusions to his love for his wife and
his recognition of her merits.But Caterina never saw either letter. Before they could arrive, she
took the initiative and left Imola for the twelve-day journey to Rome. Each night, the huge
entourage was feted as it stopped along the route, until May 24, when she finally arrived at
Castel Novo fourteen miles from the city.The news of the imminent arrival of the countess
galvanized the papal court. Courtiers were summoned, gifts were prepared, and grand halls
decorated to pay homage to the union of the Sforza and Riario lines. The next morning, Caterina
embarked on the last leg of the journey into Rome. At seven miles from the city gates, the
Milanesi were met by a large party of horsemen arrayed in black silk and velvet, despite the hot
May sun. As the elegant coterie grew nearer, the standard of the Riario rose came into view.



After four years, the bride and groom would finally set eyes on each other once more. Onlookers
were delighted to see that when the count and countess descended from their horses, they
“took each other by the hand and kissed and embraced.”7 Caterina must have seemed much
changed to Girolamo, who had last seen her as the ten-year-old hastily packaged for his bed in
1473.Girolamo, now thirty-four, was aging fast. Ill health, a self-indulgent lifestyle, and several
sleepless nights due to the conspiracies against his life made the count seem even more sallow.
But Caterina evinced only delight at being reunited with her husband as they moved out of the
blazing sunshine into a grove of shady trees, where Girolamo presented his Roman escort to the
Milanese envoys. Numerous soldiers accompanied Girolamo, but Caterina, unaware of the plots
against her husband, would have taken their presence as an indication of his powerful position
rather than protection against assassins.After traveling a few miles farther, the princely
cavalcade stopped for a lunch arranged by the Riario clan, and after the hottest hours of the day
had passed, they continued toward Rome. More and more city notables appeared to greet the
papal favorite and his wife as they approached. The prefect, or mayor, of Rome, Leonardo
Riario, another papal nephew, met them at the three-mile point. Shortly thereafter, when they
crossed the last bridge, the Ponte Molle, to enter the city, they were joined by members of the
papal court. The coterie of dignitaries grew, numbering among them cardinals and
ambassadors, and the enormous train made its way up the Monte Mario, a high hill just north of
Rome, boasting a spectacular view of the city. There they stopped at the villa of the cardinal of
Urbino. After a sumptuous dinner, Girolamo took Caterina to her chambers and presented her
with a magnificent pearl necklace. Pearls were the most prized jewels of the Renaissance. The
matching spheres of unblemished white were symbols of perfection and purity. The finest oyster
beds lay in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, both dominated by hostile Turkish fleets, which made
obtaining the “Queen of Gems” extremely difficult. Girolamo’s gift was probably meant as a token
of apology for his long and silent absence. He did not, however, spend the night with his wife. He
had been expressly ordered by the pope to return to the papal apartments that same evening.
This time he was under instructions from his uncle to wait until the union had been formally
blessed.The next morning the sun rose on Pentecost Sunday, one of the most glorious holidays
of the year. While the Romans were donning their best clothes and adornments to celebrate the
coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the church, Caterina was readying herself to see the
Eternal City for the first time. Her slender frame was enveloped in a mantle of gold brocade and
dark silk, which opened to reveal a voluminous crimson skirt. Her sleeves picked up the motif of
the brocade, and sapphires, emeralds, and rubies from distant India, cut into myriad shapes and
sizes, hung from her neck and bedecked her graceful fingers. These trappings were so heavy
that they slowed her pace. In truth, the gem-encrusted costume was designed less for flattering
the female form than for displaying the combined wealth of the Sforza and Riario families.At the
Roman gates, an astounding sight awaited her. Six thousand horsemen appeared from all sides
and fell in with Caterina as she made her way to Saint Peter’s Basilica. She was shown to a
place of honor there as the pope entered in procession with the College of Cardinals to



celebrate the solemn Mass of Pentecost, which lasted a full three hours. Afterward, Cardinal
Giuliano della Rovere, back in papal favor, and Count Girolamo conducted Caterina, Gian Luigi
Bossi, and the dignitaries of her escort to Sixtus. Meeting the Vicar of Christ for the first time,
Caterina did as she had been taught to do: she knelt before him and kissed the toe of his red
velvet slipper. The other dignitaries followed suit, and Gian Luigi Bossi launched into a long,
elegant, well-prepared speech bearing the greetings of the duke of Milan and extolling the
virtues and modesty of Caterina. He spoke passionately and eloquently. The delighted pope
honored Bossi with knighthood on the spot.4The Triumphal Parade to Rome“TODAY I ARRIVED
safe and sound in Parma, but nonetheless inconsolable.”1 Writing to her sister Chiara, on April
27, 1477, Caterina admitted that she keenly felt the separation from her family. Only three days
into her journey to join her husband in Rome, Caterina’s thoughts turned often and fondly to her
stepmother, Bona, to whom she owed “all the honors paid her from land to land.” On the same
day, Caterina also wrote to Bona directly, using more formal tones as befitting her new rank but
expressing the same message: the thirteen-year-old girl was holding up well but was already
homesick.Anyone who witnessed the lavish parade winding its way through Lombardy would
never have guessed that the elegant young countess with the extravagant escort was feeling
such lonely nostalgia. Count Girolamo had added his own retainers to Caterina’s Milanese
entourage of 40 relatives and servants, swelling their numbers to 150 or more. The glamorous
retinue included the archbishop of Cesena and his escort of 13, the governor of Imola with 12
men, plus local nobles, musicians, and ladies in waiting. Caterina’s procession coursed like a
bright ribbon through the low-lying green plains of Lombardy. The scarlet and white flags
emblazoned with the Sforza viper were followed by the silver and black livery of Cesena and the
reds and blues of Imola; the vermilion rose of the Riario family blossomed among them. Before
the era of mass media, such processions reinforced a family’s status, announced political
events, and provided entertainment. Village women gawked at the latest fashions, men
discussed the suits of armor, and children scampered to find some souvenir of the passage of a
contemporary celebrity. In the spring of 1477, the sound of trumpets echoing through the
countryside announced the arrival of the new countess of Imola, bride of the pope’s favorite
nephew and sister to Gian Galeazzo Sforza, the new duke of Milan.A day later, another member
joined the party: Gian Luigi Bossi, counselor to the duke of Milan. Bossi, carrying specific
instructions from Bona of Savoy, was to accompany the party all the way to Rome. His special
task was to watch over Caterina, ensuring that the young countess “conduct herself well and
honorably and that she not become ill either from riding or the heat.”2 Bona’s dual concerns
reflected her twin roles: a head of state dealing with a delicate political situation and a loving
stepmother whose daughter was traveling far from home for the first time.Bona had done
everything she could to prepare the way for Caterina, writing ahead to each town, alerting its
people to offer a proper welcome to their noble guest. Only in the little town of Reggio was there
no one to greet the cavalcade, but that was only because the group had arrived earlier than
expected. On that evening, the aristocratic retinue stayed in relatively humble accommodations,



which Caterina, unruffled, described as “a pleasant inn.” In Modena and Piacenza, however,
local nobles opened their homes and hearts to Caterina. Not only was she “affectionately and
enthusiastically” received in Bologna, but she also stayed as a guest in the palace of the ruling
family, the Bentivoglios. Caterina politely expressed much delight in being so honored, but in
letters to her sister, she modestly acknowledged that the pomp and glory could not be ascribed
to her own merits, but to “the grace of Her Ladyship, my mother.” Like many an adolescent,
Caterina was more energized than fatigued by her busy social calendar of visits, feasts, and
parties, enabling Bossi to write to the duchess that he had found Caterina “healthy, beautiful,
and well-mannered.”3 Her childhood amid the elaborate rituals of her father’s court had
prepared her well for long hours of banquets, speeches, and spectacles: not once did anyone
catch the young countess looking impatient or weary.The homage she received in towns along
the route paled by comparison with Caterina’s reception in her new dominion. On May 1, she left
Bologna to travel the twenty miles to Imola. She arrived in the late afternoon to find the entire city
turned out to greet her. As Caterina gushed in her letter to Chiara, “The people of Imola don’t
usually celebrate much, but it seemed that even the very stones were delighted by my
arrival.”4The curious onlookers were not disappointed by the first appearance of the young
countess. Teenager though she was, Caterina knew how to walk the red carpet. She requested a
pause in the journey as soon as the town came into view in order to bathe, change her clothes,
and groom herself elegantly. She rode into Imola not dusty and travel worn, but splendidly
attired, a young woman with a regal bearing. The Milanese sense of style was ingrained in
Caterina, and high fashion delighted her.Countess Caterina Riario wore the most magnificent of
her wedding gifts from her husband: a gold brocade dress embroidered with almost a thousand
tiny pearls. Several strands of pearls of varying sizes encircled her long fair neck, while from her
straight, slim shoulders hung a heavy cape of black silk trimmed with gems. There were
nevertheless some incongruities in her appearance. Her heavy veil and jeweled hair net,
appropriate for a matron, seemed cumbersome framing such a youthful face.The elders of Imola
greeted her at the gate and presented her with the keys to the city. This gesture was followed by
a ceremony during which odes and orations honored the new rulers. The most spectacular
blooms of May had been gathered and woven into garlands to line Caterina’s path along the
straight main street. The heady scent of lilies and roses mingled with the sweet trilling voices of
the Imolese children, who ran alongside the countess, serenading her. In the central square, a
grand pavilion had been erected for the occasion and here Caterina took her place on a podium,
which was swathed in luxurious green velvet, and met the nobles of the city.Girolamo’s sister
Violante Riario Ricci, the wife of the governor of Imola, was there to welcome Caterina and
introduce her to the other noblewomen. In a short time they were all happily acquainted. After the
formalities and presentations were concluded, the banquets began. The main hall of the
governor’s palace had been specially decorated for the occasion, and even the Milanesi, world
famous for their silks and brocades, were stunned by the dazzling panels of turquoise cloth
lining the ceiling and the exquisite tapestries adorning the walls. One section of the room was



taken up by a broad cabinet groaning under the weight of the gold and silver dinnerware arrayed
on its shelves.Five hundred years ago, Emilia-Romagna was already the food capital of Italy, and
its denizens put great stock in meals and feasts. The Imolesi brought Caterina foodstuffs as gifts:
golden wheat from the fertile plains of Romagna, fragrant sausages and cured meats made from
the well-fed pigs of the region, and numerous delectable cheeses, some aged to sharp
perfection and others still fresh and soft. Caterina invited her many well-wishers to remain for
dinner and the party went on far later than expected; candelabras were brought into the dining
chamber to keep the festivities going until late at night.For several days, Caterina’s life was a
constant celebration. Morning Mass in the chapel was followed by picnics in the countryside,
visits to the marketplace, and of course, many meals, which were wonderful not only for “the
variety and the delicacy of the foods but also for the abundance.” Caterina was installed in
quarters appropriate to her state. Her suite of rooms was lavishly appointed with white damask
silk panels highlighted with gold embroidery. Dozens of soft cushions covered the velvet chairs,
and a crimson coverlet lay upon her bed.Outside, however, the town of Imola appeared starkly
rustic. Gian Luigi Bossi, Caterina’s protector, reported that Imola was small and the houses poor
looking, although he admired the fortress (recently rebuilt by Galeazzo Maria), which was strong
and well fortified. While he had much to comment on concerning the customs of Imola,
especially the dancing, he understood that his mission was not to observe the food, fashions, or
footwork of the townspeople, but rather to assess the political stability of the city and its
usefulness to Milan. He also had orders from Bona to inform the elders of Imola of the Sforza
position on the question of Taddeo Manfredi.He had been the lord of Imola until 1471, when it
became apparent to all interested parties that he was losing his grip on the reins of power. With
Taddeo enmeshed in quarrels with the branch of the Manfredi family in Faenza and threatened
by his own immediate relatives, Imola had been ripe for the plucking. Venice and Florence were
already extending exploratory tentacles into the city when Galeazzo Maria abruptly intervened.
The Sforzas had ousted the Manfredi family gently: first, they invited Taddeo to Milan; then, after
wining and dining him, they offered him a hefty pension if he would give up the city. In 1477,
though Taddeo was safely ensconced within Milanese territory with his son, he was ever present
in the minds of troublemakers in Imola. After the assassination of Caterina’s father, word began
circulating that there were plans to restore the Manfredi rule there. These rumors had reached
Bona, who dispatched a message via Bossi to the leading families of Imola, stating that Count
Girolamo Riario had the full support and trust of the duke of Milan. She warned any supporters of
Manfredi that they would find themselves with more enemies than they bargained for if they
made a move on Imola. At the same time, Bona assured the townspeople that she fervently
wished them prosperous years of “peace and quiet” with their new lords.Caterina’s letters from
her voyage reveal a dutiful daughter who knew that her childhood years were over and that she
must now embark on adult life. Snippets of youthful emotion flash in her excitement over her
popularity or in her wistful greeting to an old nursemaid, but she was trained to temper sentiment
with obedience. Nonetheless, faint stirrings of an intuitive and impulsive nature do emerge.



Despite all the splendor and amusements surrounding her, Caterina knew something was
wrong. The countess had no count, the bride no groom. Girolamo had not been heard from. He
had not met her in Milan nor was he here to share the honors with her in Imola. Caterina eagerly
awaited the moment when she would be summoned to Rome to begin married life, but each day
came and went with no news. On May 4, a rumor spread through Imola that Count Girolamo was
coming to escort his bride personally to Rome. Caterina’s impatience to continue her journey
was noted by Gian Luigi Bossi, who wrote to the duchess of Milan that Caterina was “so
desirous to find herself in the presence of his Holiness and to see her Count Girolamo that it
seems to me her principal care and concern.”5 Although Caterina had supposed she would
spend only a short time in Imola, she found herself delayed yet another ten days.Bona of Savoy
knew why. Letters from the Milanese ambassador at the papal court had apprised her of an
attempt on Girolamo’s life. The pope’s favorite had already displayed a gift for making enemies,
one of whom was his own cousin Giuliano della Rovere, cardinal of the Church of Saint Peter in
Chains and another nephew to Sixtus IV. In Rome, two men had been captured and imprisoned
for plotting to murder the count. They confessed that they had been approached by a bishop, the
patriarch of Venice, in the name of Cardinal Giuliano and offered a large reward for the
assassination of Girolamo. Interrogated further, however, they admitted that they had never
received any such orders directly from the cardinal’s lips. Anxious for Girolamo’s well-being and
alarmed by the rampant treachery within the very walls of the Vatican palace, the pope thought it
best that the count avoid travel for a while. As an added precaution, Sixtus replaced Girolamo’s
personal bodyguard with the trusted Giovanni Battista da Montesecco, prized for his
discretion.The pontiff likewise deemed Rome unsafe for the young Caterina and offered the
anxious young bride a number of plausible excuses for the wait. In one letter to the countess, he
expressed concern for her health and offered an alternative means by which the young couple
could be reunited. “The extreme heat which has arrived early this year and the natural bad air
[malaria] in Rome,. . . and the suspicion of plague” made it unwise to bring the “beloved” Caterina
to Rome. As she had grown up in the “good air” of Milan, she would not be used to hot Roman
summers. The pope feared that her voyage to Rome would end in people saying that he “had
brought her here to kill her,” and he suggested that she remain in Imola until the cooler season
began in September. The wily pontiff also appealed to the countess’s love of glamour and
pageantry, pointing out that because it was so soon after her father’s death, he would not be
able to put on a lavish reception for her at this time, out of respect for the memory of the fallen
duke. To relieve Caterina’s worries about her husband’s absence, the pope offered to send
Girolamo to Imola at the beginning of June.6The pontiff’s missive expressed a view of marriage
more romantic than that of Girolamo. He too had sent a letter—not to Caterina, but to Bona and
the child duke Gian Galeazzo—two days after Caterina’s arrival in Imola. He too cited the poor
health conditions of Rome as the reason to delay Caterina’s journey, but he made only the most
perfunctory allusions to his love for his wife and his recognition of her merits.But Caterina never
saw either letter. Before they could arrive, she took the initiative and left Imola for the twelve-day



journey to Rome. Each night, the huge entourage was feted as it stopped along the route, until
May 24, when she finally arrived at Castel Novo fourteen miles from the city.The news of the
imminent arrival of the countess galvanized the papal court. Courtiers were summoned, gifts
were prepared, and grand halls decorated to pay homage to the union of the Sforza and Riario
lines. The next morning, Caterina embarked on the last leg of the journey into Rome. At seven
miles from the city gates, the Milanesi were met by a large party of horsemen arrayed in black
silk and velvet, despite the hot May sun. As the elegant coterie grew nearer, the standard of the
Riario rose came into view. After four years, the bride and groom would finally set eyes on each
other once more. Onlookers were delighted to see that when the count and countess descended
from their horses, they “took each other by the hand and kissed and embraced.”7 Caterina must
have seemed much changed to Girolamo, who had last seen her as the ten-year-old hastily
packaged for his bed in 1473.Girolamo, now thirty-four, was aging fast. Ill health, a self-indulgent
lifestyle, and several sleepless nights due to the conspiracies against his life made the count
seem even more sallow. But Caterina evinced only delight at being reunited with her husband as
they moved out of the blazing sunshine into a grove of shady trees, where Girolamo presented
his Roman escort to the Milanese envoys. Numerous soldiers accompanied Girolamo, but
Caterina, unaware of the plots against her husband, would have taken their presence as an
indication of his powerful position rather than protection against assassins.After traveling a few
miles farther, the princely cavalcade stopped for a lunch arranged by the Riario clan, and after
the hottest hours of the day had passed, they continued toward Rome. More and more city
notables appeared to greet the papal favorite and his wife as they approached. The prefect, or
mayor, of Rome, Leonardo Riario, another papal nephew, met them at the three-mile point.
Shortly thereafter, when they crossed the last bridge, the Ponte Molle, to enter the city, they were
joined by members of the papal court. The coterie of dignitaries grew, numbering among them
cardinals and ambassadors, and the enormous train made its way up the Monte Mario, a high
hill just north of Rome, boasting a spectacular view of the city. There they stopped at the villa of
the cardinal of Urbino. After a sumptuous dinner, Girolamo took Caterina to her chambers and
presented her with a magnificent pearl necklace. Pearls were the most prized jewels of the
Renaissance. The matching spheres of unblemished white were symbols of perfection and
purity. The finest oyster beds lay in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, both dominated by hostile
Turkish fleets, which made obtaining the “Queen of Gems” extremely difficult. Girolamo’s gift was
probably meant as a token of apology for his long and silent absence. He did not, however,
spend the night with his wife. He had been expressly ordered by the pope to return to the papal
apartments that same evening. This time he was under instructions from his uncle to wait until
the union had been formally blessed.The next morning the sun rose on Pentecost Sunday, one
of the most glorious holidays of the year. While the Romans were donning their best clothes and
adornments to celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the church, Caterina was
readying herself to see the Eternal City for the first time. Her slender frame was enveloped in a
mantle of gold brocade and dark silk, which opened to reveal a voluminous crimson skirt. Her



sleeves picked up the motif of the brocade, and sapphires, emeralds, and rubies from distant
India, cut into myriad shapes and sizes, hung from her neck and bedecked her graceful fingers.
These trappings were so heavy that they slowed her pace. In truth, the gem-encrusted costume
was designed less for flattering the female form than for displaying the combined wealth of the
Sforza and Riario families.At the Roman gates, an astounding sight awaited her. Six thousand
horsemen appeared from all sides and fell in with Caterina as she made her way to Saint Peter’s
Basilica. She was shown to a place of honor there as the pope entered in procession with the
College of Cardinals to celebrate the solemn Mass of Pentecost, which lasted a full three hours.
Afterward, Cardinal Giuliano della Rovere, back in papal favor, and Count Girolamo conducted
Caterina, Gian Luigi Bossi, and the dignitaries of her escort to Sixtus. Meeting the Vicar of Christ
for the first time, Caterina did as she had been taught to do: she knelt before him and kissed the
toe of his red velvet slipper. The other dignitaries followed suit, and Gian Luigi Bossi launched
into a long, elegant, well-prepared speech bearing the greetings of the duke of Milan and
extolling the virtues and modesty of Caterina. He spoke passionately and eloquently. The
delighted pope honored Bossi with knighthood on the spot.
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Jean, “Interesting. I have been reading about Michelangelo and Botticelli but while some of the
most treasured works of art and literature were created during the renaissance there was
intrigue, betrayal, savage wars, brutal torture and gruesome death were routine aspects of daily
life. Elizabeth Lev writes about the Countess Caterina Sforza Riario de Medici called the Tigress
of Forli. Lev writes in clear flowing prose drawing on contemporary sources preserved in state
and municipal archives, much never before translated into English. The information is so
dramatic and Lev writes so well it is hard to believe this is a history book not a book of historical
fiction. Born in 1463 Caterina was the illegitimate child of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, heir to the
Duchy of Milan. Her father raised her with his legitimate children and educated her same as his
son’s including training to be a warrior. At the age of 10 she was married off to 30 year old
Girolamo Riario the nephew of Pope Sixtus IV. As her husband’s health declined Caterina took
over the governance of their dominion Forli and Imola. Her past time was spent in gardening
mainly herbs where she experiment making medications and beauty creams. After her husband
was assassinated she married Giacoma Feo and had a child. After he was murdered she
married Giovanni de Medici and born him a son. Giovanni died of a fever. She had 7 children six
of them boys, all of the children reached adulthood which was rare for that time. Her grandson
was Cosimo de Medici, Grand Duck of Tuscan who is synonymous with the glory days of
Florence. Her Fortress of Ravaldino was attacked by Venice they sent Machiavelli against her
but she outwitted him. As her reputation grew throughout Italy the Riario Pope Sixtus IV died
and a Borgia Pope Alexander VI took power. He sends his son Cesare Borgia at the head of a
Papal army to conquer the Riario duchy. All of Europe watched as she with held off the might of
the Papal army but alas no one came to her aid and the Fortress eventually fell to the Borgia.
She was held in prison but eventually release to Florence. She took over her husband’s (G. de
Medici) home and raised his son until her dead in 1509 of T.B. at age 46. I have only highlighted
some of the key points of her life. Elizabeth Lev goes into great depth discussing Caterina’s life.
Lev also points out the good as well as the bad of her life. I found Caterina to be a fascinating
person, well educated for her day with a wide range of interests and a brilliant general of her
army. If she would have been a man she would have been a hero and had a much easier life but
as a woman she challenged the role assigned to her. I read this as an e-book on my kindle app
for my Ipad.”

ganddw42, “Excellent Account !!!!. "The Tigress of Forli" by Elizabeth Lev. A well written fast
moving tale of Caterina Riario Sforza De Medici. The illegitimate daughter of the Galeazzno
Maria Sforza Duke of Milan. A noblewoman of the Renaissance in Italy. She was raised in her
father's household as was the custom of the day and as well educated as his legitimate
children. At an early age she was also trained in military tactics which later in her life proved
extremely useful. Girls were often married off at early ages (Caterina was only 10) to forge



alliances of family convenience and never argued over the practice of being a pawn in a chess
game, even though she did not live directly with her husband for several more years. She
eventually was to bare him 6 children. Caterina was a woman of renown beauty, intelligence,
courage and fortitude in Renaissance Italy. In an age where women were little more than a
husbands possession and didn't hold any large amount of power or have any hope of having
any. Caterina managed to gain control of her husband's kingdom after he was assassinated to
retain it for her numerous children until they were of age and she ruled for a number of years.
Caterina displayed the kind of intelligence, chivalry made her legendary in her day. That most
women of the day were not known to possess. Caterina proves to be a wily woman not easily
subdued. She married two more times. She appeared to be a woman of extremes on the scales
of human frailty from extreme cruelty to empathy beyond ones wildest imagination. She was
capable of welding a sword and defending her tiny kingdom from the dreaded Caesare Borgia
who had designs on it. He managed to finally capture her, raped repeatedly and was taken to
Rome and prison for the next few years. But, she refused to give up her children's claim of their
birthright to Borgia. An excellent read with as much adventure as any modern day concocted
adventure novel. The type of a woman a lot of we women find admirable because she had a lot
of backbone and guts. She proved to be a larger than life person, her children were never able
to live up to her image. I enjoy this type of novel so am going to give it the highest marks I can,
because it is definitely an excellent book and well written. It reminds me a lot of the 'Angelique'
novel's of the 60's written by French authors Sergeanne Golon that I used to read all the time.
Except they were fiction where as this is a biography of a real life woman of the Renaissance.
But, travels in the same vein and it is the tale of a strong woman with the will of iron, who made
the Sforza name proud in her day.”

Barbara D., “not for everyone. But if you love history she is a truly fascinating character who, for
her times was utterly extraordinary. If you have watched the Borgia's or the Medicis on Netflix,
this is the time period and in this book, she earns her own series and then some!”

Roman Clodia, “Readable biography of Caterina Sforza. This is an accessible and readable
biography of Caterina Sforza aimed at a popular general audience rather than an academic one.
Lev is an art historian and her admiration for Sforza does make her sometimes a little insensitive
to the more negative sources. Like Alison Weir, she is happy to quote from the positive, even
hagiographical sources written by Caterina's own court followers, but dismisses those written
outside of her own circle of influence as having been tampered with or edited to give a
deliberately hostile picture of Caterina.Some of her readings are somewhat optimistic and
unconvincing: men who described Caterina as a `virago' are deemed by Lev to be expressing
their admiration of her - when, in reality, the term indicating a `manly' woman was no more
flattering at the time (or, indeed, now) than to be described as a `womanly' man.That said, this is
an engaging story of another one of those steely Renaissance women, this time from Italy in the



late fifteenth century. I do get a little irritated that every one of these books tracing Renaissance
women's lives (Elizabeth, Mary Tudor, Mary Queen of Scots, Catherine de Medici, Lucrezia
Borgia, the d'Este women, the Boleyns etc.) always tries to make out that the subject of the
particular book is completely unique in Renaissance culture, something which clearly, from the
evidence, isn't the case.Small niggles aside, though, this is informative and entertaining even if
its self-consciously feminist standpoint gives it an overly positive bias.”

Attila the Hen, “Go, Girl!. This account of the life of Caterina Sforza was well written and had
been well researched. The only caveat that I have about the book (and it is the same as that I
had about a book on the life of Lucrezia Borgia purchased through an Amazon Marketplace
seller) is that the "photographs" were not photographs at all but what appeared to be
photocopies of photographs placed onto ordinary paper. This is something that is not made
clear at the time of purchase.That being said, Caterina Sforza was a remarkable woman at a
time when the world very definitely belonged to men and having spent my professional life in an
environment which was male-dominated and where the majority of said males believed that they
were seated at the right hand of God, all I can say is "go, girl"!”

p r neil, “A Wonderful Tale. This woman's story is so extraordinary that it reads as much like
fiction as a biography and had me gripped from start to finish. Caterina is the illegitimate child of
the Duke of Milan but is brought up in his household only to be married, at ten years old, to the
nephew of the Pope. The author makes this sad set of facts come alive and shows how Caterina
finds her own voice and place in the world, admired by many men but also gripping life with both
hands and fighting for what is hers. There are many reversals of fortune in this tale and I would
not like to spoil the plot.  Buy the book and enjoy the twists and turns for yourself.”

SUSIEQ, “Excellent Book.. This is the story of a remarkable woman, Caterina Sforzi.The history
of Italy is told through Caterina, which makes it much more interesting and alive.I can thoroughly
recommend this book, it reads like a novel, but great care has been taken to keep to the
historical facts.If you are at all interested in Italy then read this book, you will learn so much
about the country and many well known renaissance figures. ie. Leonardo da Vinci, the Medici"s,
Macchiavelli, Michelangelo and the various Dukes, Counts, Popes, leaders of many of the
state's that made up the Italy  of the middle ages.This is a well written book---Read it!”
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