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Introduction





  

    

      

        

          

            

              For a woman he would never know




              For a woman he could never have




              He should change the world forever


            


          


        


      


    


  




  PETRARCH




   




   




   




   




  Even after the passage of more than five hundred years, fifteenth-century Italy, that dangerous and exhilarating place, still glitters. Its power to dazzle remains undimmed. At

  the time, Italy provided little more than a geographical expression for the boot-shaped peninsula divided into 250 disparate and individual states, each with their own language or dialect, laws,

  currency, customs and idiosyncrasies. They varied greatly, not least in size. The Duchy of Milan and the Republic of Venice, both at the northern end of the peninsula, were among the largest,

  though, territorially, neither could rival the Kingdom of Naples, usually referred to simply as ‘the Kingdom’. These lands of the Aragonese kings stretched along the entire length of

  the country south of Rome, down to the tip of Italy.




  These large, powerful states contrasted dramatically with the smaller domains. The Duchy of Mirandola, near Modena, owned by the Pico, Lords of Concordia, comprised little more than a fortified

  town surrounded by water, and could have fitted neatly into London’s Hyde Park with room to spare, especially at low tide. The people spoke Miràndla, had their own currency, the

  ‘diemi’, and venerated their own patron saint, Posidonio. Whether large or small, each dominion blazed with its own unmistakable hue. Some could be described as progressive, others as

  repressive, all of them as unpredictable as the frequently colourful personalities of their princely autocrats.




  The rulers went by all manner of names. Great and noble families dominated, though exceptional houses such as the mercantile de’ Medici had also won their place

  alongside the princely clans. Several feudal dynasties still prospered, whose families and fortunes had been built on their martial skills. The great tales of virtue and courage that circulated

  about the earliest Orsini knights or the brave warriors of the Colonna had long since passed into the folklore of Christendom. Important families with warrior-princes carried much glamour, such as

  the glittering d’Este of Ferrara, the royal house of Aragon, the Sforza and the Gonzaga. The ranks of leading princes swelled during the course of our story, as the names of Borgia, Farnese

  and della Rovere took their places among the foremost families of Italy.




  The papacy had returned in 1376 after its almost seventy-year sojourn in Avignon, a period which was followed by the Western Schism and a time of internal strife, of popes and anti-popes. At one

  stage three men claimed the papal tiara, followed by a two-year interregnum with no pontiff at all. The confusion and chaos ended in 1417 when Odonne Colonna became Pope Martin V.




  In the fourteenth century Rome had fallen into a state of decay and, unsurprisingly, lost its allure to pilgrims and prelates alike. The wide, ancient avenues stood quiet, blocked at intervals

  by markets and shacks. Temple pediments and fine columns lay collapsed, their once fluted elegance spread out on the ground beside the shattered carvings. Criminal gangs worked the old city,

  seizing anything that could be carried off, carted away and sold. They stripped the marble floors and limestone blocks, leaving the old ruins naked but for the verdant creepers. Empty alcoves

  seemed to gape in open-mouthed lament for the stolen busts of former emperors. Grassy meadows had sprung up as though attempting to recover some modesty for the once proud centre of the civilized

  world. Smallholdings dotted the land, as goats and sheep grazed contentedly, undisturbed by the bloodier battles between the Colonna and the Orsini, while the rest of the population fled, leaving

  the city all but deserted. It seems extraordinary today to think that the Almighty’s holy and anointed chosen home for his Church had once been ready to slide into oblivion, lost for ever to

  vice and sin.




  Gaining mastery over Rome and returning the place to order provided an immediate challenge for Martin, and for those who followed after his death in 1431. Francesco della

  Rovere was elected Pope Sixtus IV in 1471 and started an ambitious rebuilding and modernization programme. The feudal clans of Orsini and Colonna nursed a deep-seated hatred for each other and

  fought out their ancient battle for the domination of the city well into the early part of the sixteenth century. The papacy invariably depended upon one or other of the two families for support in

  its elections, and would use the soldiers of the chosen house as enforcers, or peacekeepers – often two entirely opposing initiatives – depending on who was pope at the time.




  As Rome began to achieve some measure of order by the mid-fifteenth century, the pontiffs attempted to extend their monarchical grasp over the temporal Territories of Saint Peter with mixed

  results. The vast swathe of land from the Romagna in the north-east of Italy across the Apennine Mountains and south to Rome had been the scene of bitter fighting during the near-necrotic period of

  the papacy. Entrepreneurial local magnates and warlords seized power, and by the time the pontiff turned his attention beyond the walls of Rome the tempestuous and unruly Apennine and Romagnol

  dominions had fallen into independent hands. The Ferrarese region, for instance, ruled by the respected house of d’Este, could not be controlled from Rome, nor did the pope have a treasury to

  support a campaign of reconquest. It is this period that demonstrated how paradoxical and irreconcilable the pontiffs’ dual roles as spiritual leaders of the Christian Church, and temporal

  monarchs of the Papal Territories, could be.




  Around the Holy Father and papal monarch, other magnates carried titles of assorted rank, ranging from the King of Naples, to dukes, marquises, counts, barons, as well as assorted brigands and

  robber-princes, all bestriding a territory over which they claimed hegemony. Some served as genuinely enlightened rulers; others qualified as no more than psychotic tyrants. Yet, following the

  spirit of the age, even the cruellest prince among them had usually managed to acquire finely honed artistic sensibilities.




  The seigniorial families, such as the Visconti Sforza, the d’Este and the Gonzaga, proud of their ancient heritage, held sway over their states through their long

  tenure and personal prestige. As their own domains enjoyed periods of domestic tranquillity, these battle-hardened rulers put their martial experience to commercial use, turning their armies into

  mercenary forces for hire. Italy, after all, never lacked for local wars and bloody conflagrations.




  Conflict among the peninsula’s princes was endemic. The arriviste petty tyrants, with their hurriedly devised escutcheons, tried hard to fit in, but feared the well-established rulers

  might catch an occasional unpleasant whiff of drying paint from these newly conceived heraldic adornments. Driven by a mixture of paranoia and ambition, they had yet to acquire the self-assured

  ways of the greatest princes of the peninsula, and, though their talents might have counted for something in the twilight world of thieves, confidence tricksters and occasional soldiers, few had

  acquired the aptitude, or the power, to lead a well-organized armed force. To boost their courage and swell their armies in the persistent jockeying for position among the other states, they

  parleyed but hardly dared bargain with the experienced soldier-princes. These parvenus became ingénus as the grizzled patrician condottieri casually asked for, and received,

  extortionate sums for their services. A newly minted prince would rarely argue, fearing that any negotiating might suggest a lack of means, and lead to his own death sentence.




  The Renaissance was an age when display meant plenty, and abundance equalled strength; a new arrival would pay whatever he must to hire a great condottiere and his men. These sums earned

  a sizeable income for the condottieri states. Others, such as the Medici, the de facto princes of Florence, used the mercenary leaders and their armies when necessary, but their

  preferred alliance lay with the Sforza of Milan. However, these ever-rational Florentines disliked the irreversible justice of the death penalty. When troubled by internal problems, they abjured

  the sword when possible, preferring to rid themselves of their enemies by means of fiscal strangulation and the might of the accounting book.




  Whatever the methods, these potentates’ lives were committed to three things above all others: survival, expansion and self-glorification. The last of these, the insatiable urge for glory

  and immortality, partly explains the extraordinary architectural and artistic feats of the Italian Renaissance. The rediscovery of ideas and techniques lost since the

  disintegration of the ancient Greek and Roman civilizations led to a flood of commissions. Many of the great sculptures, churches, frescoes adorned with the faces of their patrons, and other

  precociously daring works of the period, remain familiar today. The popes, dukes, cardinals, bankers and soldiers applied their utmost efforts to immortalize their names through their patronage of

  the Humanist artists, architects, poets, and writers. Leonardo da Vinci, Luigi Pulci, Marsilio Ficino, Filippo Brunelleschi, Giovanni Boccaccio, Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi, known as

  Donatello, Michelangelo di Buonarroti and Agnolo Polizano, were but a few of their number.




  The decision to design a new Medici palace in the 1440s evoked a huge amount of interest. It would not be the largest palace in the city (a deliberate decision on the part of Lorenzo the

  Magnificent’s grandfather, Cosimo de’ Medici); but Brunelleschi lost the commission when he drew the cover off his maquette to reveal a design that would translate the building into a

  vast and grandiose edifice thereby quickly reawakening the ticklish city’s republican sensibilities. Brunelleschi added a crowning solecism by placing the main doors of the palazzo directly

  facing those of the church of San Lorenzo. The precise juxtaposition of church and palace doors lay in the strict preserve of bishops and kings alone. The whole concept provided the architechual

  antithesis of the subtle and successful Medici method that had afforded them leadership of Florence. Cosimo rebuffed the idea impatiently, at which Brunelleschi reportedly knocked his maquette to

  the floor, smashing it into countless pieces.




  The eventual design by Michelozzo triggered the building of a number of apparently similar palazzi among the city’s magnates. Yet few managed more than a pale imitation of the original.

  They lacked the detail and particular dimensions that cleverly made the Medici palace appear light and elegant but at the same time disguised its sturdy ground floor. The new headquarters of the

  ruling family became the ultimate Florentine showplace, a family home, that could quite easily house official visitors council meetings. Even the chapel had a double purpose:

  after finishing his morning prayers, Cosimo could conduct his most secret business in this exquisite and sound-proof place of worship. Most importantly, in the event of political unrest the palazzo

  had a further and most particular strength as a fortress. Michelozzo had worked hard to make theirs a home for all seasons.




  The palazzo was originally built to house the four direct descendants of Cosimo and his wife Contessina. These included their sickly heir, Piero the Gouty, and daughter-in-law, Lucrezia

  Tornabuoni. A long-nosed, plain-faced girl, Lucrezia seemed to have been born with an innate understanding of human power dynamics, particularly the complex rules favoured by Florentine patriarchs

  that forced her gender out of the lime light. The first of our ‘deadly sisterhood’, she would live on to rule alongside her eldest son, Lorenzo, as Queen Mother of Florence.




  Lucrezia received many foreign and fellow Italian rulers, their families and ambassadors at the Medici palazzo. Without exception, the guests fell into raptures of delight when they saw the

  palace for the first time. They thoroughly approved of the building’s mixture of innovation with important defensive qualities, its many comforts juxtaposed with treasures from Cosimo’s

  art collection. It also served as an unofficial new centre of government. As Cosimo and his sons could only rarely make the short journey to the Palazzo Vecchio, the official seat of the Florentine

  government, it became common to see officials hurrying to the Medici headquarters to discuss their business and take advantage of its many places to walk and talk in privacy. In summer the cool of

  a double courtyards afforded respite from the blistering summer heat, the second opening upon an enchanting garden fragranced by boxed lemon trees. The graceful lines of Michelozzo’s mansion

  also gave the family a heating system to ward off the penetrating cold of the Florentine winters, water for washing, and a rudimentary waste disposal system.




  History, it seems, has a sense of humour. Despite the efforts of the rich princes, popes and bankers to immortalize their names in the works they commissioned, few among them are remembered

  today, yet the poly-talented artists who had accidentally created their own personal memorials, are venerated the world over. The humble words of Petrarch suggested he believed

  otherwise when he wrote:




  

    

      

        It is possible that some word of me may have come to you, though even this is doubtful, since an insignificant and obscure name will scarcely penetrate far in either time

        or space. If, however, you should have heard of me, you may desire to know what manner of man I was, or what was the outcome of my labours.


      


    


  




  Of course, Petrarch’s name and the splendour of the world he inhabited has penetrated far into our time. This is the famous world of the fifteenth-century Italian

  Renaissance. What we know far less about is the real and still hidden history of that time – one that did not feature in these great monuments, inscriptions or official accounts. The events

  of this secret history could as likely have taken place in a small palace chapel, crossing a Florentine piazza, in the ballrooms, bedchambers, and the whispering recesses of great palace corridors,

  as on the fields of battle or before stout fortress walls. It is a history driven by some of the bravest and most brilliant women of the age. This book recreates the tempestuous lives and careers

  of eight of them.




  These consorts and ducal daughters figure less prominently in official documents, except as human postscripts affixed first to their father’s name and regal declarations, then seamlessly

  to those of their princely husbands. Even upon the birth of a son and heir, letters of congratulations would arrive written to the ruler and father of a male child. Muted commiserations or a

  tactful silence often followed the delivery a baby girl, whose birth might even have been left unrecorded in the official accounts. As for the mother, if she survived, the prescribed post-partum

  recovery dictated that she remain in her bed for many weeks, taking broth and lying in a darkened chamber.




  Yet these baby girls, whose births went largely uncelebrated, are the subject of this book. All were connected by the dense family relations and interwoven dynastic politics of fifteenth-century

  Italy; indeed it would have been impossible to stand apart. As one historian has noted: ‘So thick was the undergrowth of alliances among the seigniorial families, that to

  strike one branch was to break another.’




  The eight princesses of our deadly sisterhood give their own account of the hidden history of their time in their daily letters: letters crammed with family news, quotidian events and other

  apparent trivia. Whether they were friends or rivals, sisters or strangers married into the family, the actions and exchanges of these women tell us far more than any formal accounts.




  A visit to the pawnbroker followed by the apparent profligacy of shopping for gold brocade made perfect sense in a world where outward display was central to survival. Sharing the family jewels

  and gold plate held no shame. The ruling house of Mantua, for instance, would gather all their golden ornaments together to be worn and displayed by the wife of the ruling marquis Isabella

  d’Este, who came from neighbouring Ferrara. A greedy magpie when it came to collecting for herself, she acted sensibly by borrowing the pooled family jewels for making an appearance,

  especially on her frequent visits to the court of Milan where her younger sister and rival, Beatrice, reigned supreme. Isabella had a well-earned reputation for making an entrance. She had learned

  how to stand apart, and appear cleverly modish without stooping to vulgarity. Lavish embroidery with gold and silver thread could display her academic talents at the back of her skirts. An ancient

  Greek wisdom would be picked out in precious pearls near the hem, only to reveal another meaning altogether when the wide and hidden pleats opened as she danced, turning and twirling. The full

  extent of her wit would be admired by all. Isabella managed, with thrift and ingenuity, to match or outdo her sister Beatrice with her seemingly endless round of balls, banquets, masques and other

  festivities that she devised and at the court of her husband’s rich duchy of Milan. The gems sparkling in Isabella’s hair lent much-needed lustre to her husband’s military

  reputation. Fellow princely guests concluded that the fortune of the Marquis must be vast, for how else could he bedeck his wife in such costly splendour?




  Often betrothed at birth, the sisterhood married in their early teens. Their husbands had frequently to depart, most often to fight for their states, and the number of hungry-looking bastards

  sloping around the court, waiting for an opportunity to remove their half-sibling or cousin from his throne, made the princely departure a riskier business than going into

  battle. So their young wives were often left to act as regents, usually with an elder of the court to give counsel. In some notable cases, miserable and mistreated wives did throw their lot in with

  plotters. Fortunately, among the sisterhood, the ruling couples’ joint desire to protect their children and future inheritance prevailed.




  As she waved to her departing husband, often for many months at a time, a new, probably teenage, perhaps homesick regent, had a back-breaking task ahead of her. Entertaining foreign potentates

  with suitable pomp and tone according to their status and the relationship with between the two states, planning and leading court festivities, and taking part in the chase, all fell into a young

  regent’s remit. Whether parrying witticisms with foreign ambassadors or composing tributes at the death of a neighbouring potentate, she would also have to find the time to fulfil her duty as

  loving mother to their princely – and any illegitimate – children. As illegitimacy proved no bar to success in the Renaissance, known as the golden age of bastards, expectation fell to

  the wives to raise their husbands’ natural children with their own.




  Dutiful servants had to be found to care for occupants of the nursery, as well as appropriate tutors to educate the children. The women of this story, with one notable exception, sought out

  teachers to tutor their offspring in the progressive Humanist manner. The Humanist study of classical texts allowed a greater freedom for girls in the schoolroom that would have been unthinkable

  only decades earlier. Young women of patrician backgrounds received much the same education as their brothers. The girls quickly demonstrated that they had the ability to consider the theses of

  great philosophers, and that their understanding of rhetoric matched that of their brothers. They ably examined and compared the texts of Plato and Aristotle. If women could reason, they could also

  rule.




  Beyond the schoolroom, there could be no slacking over the expected feminine accomplishments. The women stitched, sang, played an instrument and danced; they rode with a crossbow, and were as

  daring as any of their brothers on horseback. Caterina Sforza, another member of the sisterhood, proved particularly adept at the art of warfare, whether in one-to-one combat

  or the disposition of her artillery. As consorts of princes these splendid women, without excpetion, soon learned how to be able administrators, arbiters of justice and approachable figureheads to

  whom their husbands’ subjects could appeal when bearing a grievance.




  At some juncture, to complicate matters, the move from natal to marital house would almost invariably produce a conflict of interest between the neophyte regent’s home territory and the

  dominion that the girl ruled with pride and energy in place of her husband. The near-constant state of warfare taking place somewhere on the peninsula and the consequent shifting of allegiances

  would one day bring sisters, cousins, mothers and daughters into direct conflict.




  Significantly, whatever their husbands’ or home states’ political alliance, their personal relationships tended to remain their own. As their husbands collided in armed contest on

  the field of battle, the respective wives and sisters often found themselves sitting together, each affecting a breezy air, busy at their needlework. Or if imminent danger threatened, these

  intrepid creatures would walk the ramparts, often within enemy range, to put heart into the men, greeting them as though heedless of any danger. Each knowing that at any time the arrival of a

  courier could bring news of triumph for one and disaster for another.




  During their regencies the princesses worked to bring peace and prosperity to areas of their territory famed for petty border conflicts and other vexatious quarrels. However, the rivalries and

  jealousies between them, including real or imagined plots, could be the cause of great embarrassment. Isabella d’Este’s libidinous husband’s behaviour grew quite out of hand, and

  it began to seem as though most of the population of Mantua under the age of fourteen had a curiously familiar look; she even remarked upon the simian trait that appeared so frequently among the

  children of her state. Several of the sisterhood are known to have had multiple love affairs while married, notably one with the husband of her arch-rival within the ruling female cabal. This

  particular liaison appears to have been covered up, as it was a perilous and sometimes fatal business if the affair was discovered.




  Marriages for their children had to be prudently arranged, both according to the realities of the day and with an eye to a highly changeable future. Isabella d’Este

  ensured that she had forged secret alliances with the opposing forces. Her politics benefited from the speed with which she relocated her loyalties. She managed these frequent switches of fealty

  without the slightest blush upon her well-rounded cheeks. A true Renaissance princess, she insured and reinsured the future of her line.




  In the last years of the fifteenth century, for all the exuberance, brilliance and precocity to pursue the aesthetics of ancient Rome and Greece, the loosening of old restraints, secret talks,

  emissaries, and spies, cardinals and kings talked in lowered voices. The fresh and joyous feeling had been replaced by a heavy atmosphere pregnant with menace. As the balls, masques, banquets and

  song became ever more frenetic and the festivities never-ending, so did the portentous feeling that danger lurked in the dark passages which the sunlight never touched, where killers crouched in

  waiting to add another life to what became terrible roll-call of death. Assassinations abounded in Italy and the peninsula acquired a sinister reputation for killing. The English playwright Thomas

  Nashe summed up the view of many contemporaries when he dubbed it ‘the academe for manslaughter, apothecary shoppe of poison and sporting place for murther’. There were assassinations,

  vendettas and feuds, internecine squabbles, the origins of which had long been forgotten – but the hatred between the rival factions had not died.




  Neither Isabella nor Beatrice knew why the portentous feeling prevailed, nor that they danced upon the edge of a world that was about to end and cast Italy into a fifty-year reign of bloody

  battles fought by foreign invaders. They were all enjoying their last carefree dance, and afterwards a new world would emerge in which those who remained of the sisterhood had matured; they were

  pragmatic survivors; even their triumphs could never taste the same. The joyous phase of the Renaissance ended, and a darker time lay ahead.




  The women described in these pages led rich, perilous, densely entwined lives, any of which could fill a biography on its own. But their value is greater still when seen as a group. For their

  collective story is more than an anthology of heroic, courageous or romantic episodes – though there are plenty of those. These women were also, in many ways, the last of

  their kind. Living during the high days, and then the dying days, of the Renaissance, those who survived, saw that life snuffed out in 1527 with the Sack of Rome. The sixteenth century witnessed

  the emergence of the nation states – Spain united, and France became a cohesive single-language country, the largest in Christendom, under Francis I. These goliaths modelled their own courts

  on the supremely sophisticated Italian miniatures from what had become a bygone age. Life took on a stricter attitude, and as these great powers fought over and occupied the peninsula, so they

  crushed the living brilliance of the city states.




  Perhaps, though, the deadly sisterhood triumphed after all. A surprising number of their children and grandchildren, and many generations of descendants, became some of the greatest kings,

  queens, popes and princes of subsequent ages. The women whose lives unfold in this book were great in their lifetimes, and proved greater still in their bloodlines. Their descendants still occupy

  the few thrones that remain.
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  During the late afternoon of Monday, 14 April 1488, inside the ruler’s palace at Forlì, a family party had just finished their cena.1 Caterina Sforza, the twenty-five-year-old countess of the small state, rose from the table. At the same time, the tall and fashionably slender beauty, whose long, fair hair

  framed her renowned features, glanced at her mother and two half-sisters, recently arrived from the mighty Sforza dominion of Milan. Her expression told them to follow her lead. Upon reaching the

  cabby figure of Caterina’s husband, Girolamo Riario, Count of Forlì, Lord of Imola and nephew of the late Pope Sixtus IV,2 the three guests

  each dropped a deep curtsey taking their leave. Finally, Caterina made her usual elegant révérence and retired. She would not see her husband alive again.




  As Caterina and her party left the Hall of Nymphs, the palazzo’s shabby former showpiece where they had just dined in dismal state, a young guard on the castle’s ramparts took off

  his small red cap and waved it towards the darkest corner of the main square. As he did so, he unwittingly set into motion a fatal chain of events.




  Walking down the long dilapidated hallway leading to her apartments, Caterina could hardly have failed to ponder the perils she and her husband faced. Throughout his seven-year rule Girolamo

  Riario had managed the singular distinction of becoming the most hated prince in the mean, strategically critical Apennine mountain state’s doleful litany of tyrants. The Romagnol people were

  a belligerent and tempestuous breed, with a brutal history, who laboured to eke a living off the largely wild and difficult terrain of north-eastern Italy. Both men and women had learned to be as

  dextrous with their farm tools as with their weapons, ready to spend the day either toiling over their patch of scrub, or fighting back-to-back, defending their lives and their land from the many

  passing opportunists wanting to make it their own. They were naturally suspicious at the arrival of any strangers.




  Riario and Caterina had first arrived in Forlì with calculated splendour and in magnificent state on 15 July 1481, hailed as King Midas with his beautiful Queen Demodike riding beside

  him. Well might the crowds have celebrated, for on his arrival Riario, hoping to buy the love of his turbulent, ferocious people, had been rich enough to lighten considerably his subjects’

  heavy tax burden. Yet despite his apparent munificence, Riario had never felt entirely secure as Lord. Plots against him were rife; on the rare occasions that he appeared in the streets, he would

  be surrounded by a disproportionately large bodyguard.




  When Riario’s uncle Sixtus IV died in 1484, the count had lost his all-powerful patron and seen the folly of his generous fiscal policy exposed. Without the protection of his uncle or any

  revenues from his two states, Riario was broke. It had been Caterina who forced a solution, goading her husband for his senseless government and demanding that he reintroduce the previously

  abolished dues to rescue the duchy from total impoverishment. ‘Of whom are you afraid?’ she had asked Riario. ‘Are the people of Forlì the only ones in the world who do not

  pay taxes? Shall we govern and defend them and, alone among princes, give of our own substance to our subjects, who give us nothing? Who can reproach you [for revoking your

  promise] . . . is everyone to die of hunger because of your vow?’ Riario, realizing that he had little alternative, had enacted swingeing new duties to refill his exchequer.




  Predictably, the policy did not endear the count and – by association – Caterina to their people. Riario, a lymphatic and indolent creature, alternated between two attitudes: he

  suffered both terror over the danger to his person and paroxysms of anger at his subjects’ ingratitude. ‘Are these the thanks I get for the immunities I have given my people?’ he

  spat, in furious self-pity. He appeared comforted only by the patrician cool of his courageous wife. Caterina might have been weary of her husband, but they shared one single, burning ambition: to

  remain the first couple of Forlì at all costs.




  One chronicler wrote down his first and lasting impressions of Caterina: ‘words fail to describe her glorious beauty and graceful manner’. Her pedigree as a Sforza princess of Milan

  linked the new countess with most of the ruling dynasties in Italy, and she played the seigniorial lady to perfection. Surrounded by maids of honour, Caterina made daily sorties, and on the first

  visit to Forlì she never appeared in the same gown twice. Each confection seemed more brilliant than the last, though nothing outshone her feminine beauty and youthful vigour. Beneath the

  courtly exterior, however, Caterina’s Romagnol roots and physical prowess lay well hidden. She had earned a reputation as a superb equestrian and an able practitioner both of the use of arms

  and of military tactics in general.




  She was also an instinctive and adept public politician. As a daughter of the Sforza house,3 rulers of Milan and one of the most brilliant dynasties of

  condottieri4 ever known on the Italian peninsula, Caterina did not hide inside the palace, nor did she remove herself from her husband’s

  subjects. Rather, she knew she must allow herself to be seen. Latterly, despite the great danger, she had ridden out among the people more than ever. Although she no longer appeared in the

  glittering gowns of former days, her poise, stature and slim silhouette distinguished the countess more than her rich clothes ever could. Her excursions gave her much-needed

  opportunities to fathom any fresh plots against Riario.




  The palace seemed particularly quiet on that April evening, contrasting with the happy sounds of the boisterous throng wafting up from the piazza below. The usual household

  officers dining below would soon return, allowing the few left on duty to take their own dinner.




  The ill-lit passages only heightened the feeling that the place had been abandoned, adding to the lugubrious atmosphere created by the palazzo’s tired glamour.




  At last, the party reached Caterina’s rooms. During dinner the count, despite the parlous difficulties he faced, had unaccountably cast aside his habitual heavy, brooding presence. For a

  while he had become animated and buoyant, joshing playfully with his wife’s guests, paying particular attention to Lucrezia Landriani, his motherin-law. He also made himself unusually

  agreeable to Caterina’s two half-sisters, Stella and Bianca.




  After more than a decade of marriage to Count Girolamo Riario, Caterina, all too familiar with the uncertainties of her husband’s kaleidoscopic temperament, had adroitly handled the

  conversation throughout dinner, fearing the wrong word might trigger an eruption from him. She knew that her union with the lumpen Riario had long since been exposed as a fantastic mismatch. The

  proud Sforza princess of Milan did not wish her mother or the two younger girls to witness the bleaker aspects of her marriage.




  Once inside the countess’s apartments, her three guests livened up the atmosphere by promising to feed Caterina’s hunger for news of the large family she had left behind at the time

  of her marriage, aged only fourteen. They had much to tell and busied themselves with the needlework put aside before dinner. It is easy to picture Lucrezia and the girls talking all at once, their

  neat heads bent over their embroidery. They probably did not notice as Caterina moved away from them towards the large window overlooking Forlì’s central piazza.




  The city square below remained a pullulating mass of people enjoying the balmy weather, unusual for April. Happy shouts of greeting and the exchange of pleasantries carried

  up to Caterina who stood staring into the multitude below, particularly scrutinizing those whose faces she could make out among the mêlée nearest the palace.




  Once the women had left him, the count remained in the Hall of Nymphs, where he had received two court officers in attendance that evening and a young relation to whom he had given an important

  post in Forlì. They were his chancellor, Girolamo Casale, Riario’s young kinsman from Savona, Corradino Feo – son of Tommaso Feo, castellan of Forlì’s most important

  fortress, the Rocca di Ravaldino, a stronghold greatly modernized and enlarged by the nervous count even before he had arrived in Forlì – and Niccolò of Cremona, who happened to

  be in-waiting on the count that evening. Corradino Feo had been given the post of lieutenant to his father. The small gathering gave him news and reports on diverse topics.




  At the same time as Caterina stood at the window of her apartments, Riario also looked down into the square. Resting his head in his hands, he watched the pretty girls cirting with the young men

  below. Generally he despised the rabble, though tonight he appeared to feel a serene indifference towards them – provided they continued with their diversions and caused him no trouble. He

  turned to face his three companions and, leaning his elbows on the window ledge, listened to their reports, from time to time adding his own humorous assessments.




  The sudden noise of the doors to the Great Hall opening silenced Riario, who appeared surprised at the lack of ceremony. He had already started scowling at the interruption, though his

  expression quickly changed to a smile of recognition at the sight of the unexpected caller. Francesco Orsi, known by all as Checco, one of the chief citizens of Forlì, held the dubious

  distinction of being the nearest the Count had to come to making a close friend. In his official capacity, Orsi received the ‘gilded key’, a perquisite automatically granting him access

  to Riario. Checco Orsi had ensured that his brother Ludovico had also become one of the count’s familiars. They spent much time together, but recent arguments over taxes and money owed to Riario had caused ill-feeling on both sides. These bitter and short exchanges had included threats made by the count. The want of money in his exchequer had left him

  desperate and powerless.




  Orsi, astonished by the count’s obvious pleasure at seeing him, composed himself as Riario left the window and walked towards him with open arms in a gesture of welcome. ‘How goes

  it, my Checco?’




  Orsi bowed and mumbled that he had proof that he would be able to pay his Lord in a few days. He reached into his sleeve (often used as pockets) but, instead of a letter, Checco Orsi pulled out

  a dagger and plunged it into the left side of Riario’s chest, exposed by his welcoming gesture. With the shout ‘Ah! Traitor’ the injured count instinctively tried to make his way

  to Caterina’s rooms.




  Fortunately for Checco Orsi, who stood paralysed by the horrible sensation of stabbing Riario, holding the bloody dagger aloft in what seemed an almost theatrical gesture, two experienced

  soldiers came in to finish the job. With them came Ludovico Panzechi and Giacomo Ronchi, who had both faithfully served the count during his uncle’s papacy, when he had been all-powerful.

  They had been henchmen to Riario, following his orders – these usually meant aiding the abuse of every powerful position that the Holy Father had awarded him.




  Now these feckless former allies dragged their victim by his hair back to where he had first been struck. There he lay, pinioned to the floor as the two soldiers, with a grim professionalism,

  stabbed him ‘in his vital parts’, then battered and smashed his lifeless face.




  The first intimation of danger came to Caterina with the sound of one or more men running fast down the passage towards her apartments, followed by urgent banging upon the vast solid door into

  the countess’s chambers. Niccolò of Cremona hurriedly broke the dread tidings and told Caterina these men certainly meant to kill her and all her children too. She must save herself

  and those with her.




  Caterina immediately ordered the women and children to stand at the open window facing the square and shout and wail: ‘Help! Help! They have murdered the count! Now

  they are coming to murder Madonna! Help! Help!’ With the servants she pulled huge tables and chests across the doors to prevent an easy entry. She told the men carrying arms to pursue the

  murderers; adding the instruction to show no mercy, she declared that none of the conspirators would be allowed to live. Then she joined the terrified chorus by the window, including her mother,

  her sisters and her children, urging them to redouble their cry for help, hoping that the crowd below would feel roused by their piteous wails. But the shrill screams from Caterina’s window

  were drowned by a louder and deeper chant of triumph – ‘Liberty! Liberty! Long live the Orsi!’ – as the mob slowly began to move forward towards the palace.




  Within the palace, Orsi’s rebels made short work of the barricade, and once in the chamber they arrested Caterina and the small group around her including two nursemaids. As Orsi demanded

  the countess leave with them, she pulled defiantly away from the rebel’s grip, saying she would go nowhere without her family. Without haste she kissed each of her children in turn before

  placing herself between Checco Orsi and his lieutenant. ‘With measured pace she led her family as they walked out to face the mob.’ The people seemed mesmerized by the appearance of the

  countess emerging from the palace. Without a word they parted to allow her passage, the rebel leaders flanking her as she headed the small procession of women and children.




  As the bedraggled party disappeared from sight, the mob rushed into the palace to plunder what finery remained. The Orsi had given close instructions to their own men as to where they would find

  the choicest pickings. Only Caterina’s exquisite linens remained untouched. It seemed a strange and poignant mark of respect that no one could take their Lady’s most intimate personal

  belongings.




  As the prisoners arrived at the Palazzo Orsi they could hear the shout, ‘Here is the traitor who oppressed us!’ Fortunately, they could not see the count’s mangled body held

  aloft before it was cast from the palace window, striking the cobbled piazza below with a sickening thud. Falling upon the unrecognizable corpse, the ravening mob stripped any

  remaining clothes from the count’s body and mashed his cesh.




  Sounds of looting filled the air as Forlì descended into a macabre feast of violence. The horrid thrill would have been somewhat muted had the Orsi known that a small group of Riario

  loyalists had escaped. They were led by Corradino Feo. The small group had waited for an opportune moment to make their dash for the Rocca di Ravaldino. As they reached the stronghold’s

  massive gates, two couriers received their messages and instructions. They set off at a gallop, carrying hastily scribbled notes in Caterina’s name. One headed for the Bentivoglio of Bologna

  and the other set out in the direction of the countess’s natal state of Milan. He had been ordered to hand-deliver the note to Ludovico Sforza, Il Moro, the ducal regent of Milan, who could

  be relied upon to take a keen interest in his niece’s imprisonment by the mob. Both missives begged for troops to restore Caterina to power in Forlì.




  The miserable group of women and seven tired children at the Palazzo Orsi stood locked into a small room, unable to sit down, and guarded by men little more than criminals armed with pikes,

  muttering abuse at their exhausted prisoners. The terrified children held onto Caterina’s gown whimpering; the two nurses could barely stand up, far less hold the infant children. Caterina

  cradled her two babes one at a time, and soothed their hungry wails.




  At a hastily convened meeting of the town council, Checco Orsi bombastically regaled the company with interminable accounts of his leading role in the night’s events. His part in freeing

  Forlì became nobler and more courageous at each retelling. But as the grey light of dawn filtered in, revealing the tired faces of the city fathers, the conspirators realized the enormity of

  their crime. The chief magistrate, Niccolò Tornielli, argued that the only possible way forward that carried a scintilla of legality would be to send for the Papal Governor and submit to him

  a signed act of allegiance to the pope, offering Forlì back to its ultimate sovereign as part of the Territories of St Peter.




  This had not been the liberty envisaged by the Orsi, who, inebriated by their bloody deeds, suddenly found their position uncertain. Determined to remain steady at that

  critical moment of shifting decisions, Checco declared that the inhabitants of Forlì deserved the freedom of home rule, and that the Holy Father should have no more than a theoretical

  suzerainty. Tornielli replied that ‘the liberty so eulogized by the Orsi had begun in bloodshed and would not last eight days . . . [making] Forlì the laughing stock of the proletariat

  of every other Italian city’.




  He concluded with an ominous reminder to the whole council of Caterina’s brother, Duke Giangaleazzo Sforza, Lord of Milan. ‘[Their solution must be] . . . one that would not further

  irritate or wound the countess. That would not only be barbarous and inhuman, but would draw down fatal consequences upon the city, she being of subtle mind and of that high courage that was known

  to all, indomitable of spirit and inexorable in vengeance.’




  Tornielli’s caution offended the heroic emancipators of Forlì. Their tantalizing whig of power had piqued their taste for more. They had not anticipated this disturbing turn of

  events in the council chamber. Nevertheless, the plain-speaking magistrate made his point briefly and without embellishment before sitting down to a rousing cheer from his fellow councillors,

  carrying the vote as he did so.




  Monsignor Giovanni Battista Savelli, Apostolic Protonotary and Papal Legate in Bologna, duly arrived to a most perplexing situation. He visited the countess in her filthy chamber at the Palazzo

  Orsi. Her babies lay in soiled linens, screaming with hunger. Caterina listened to Savelli’s attempts to console her. He promised to do all he could for the Countess and her children. He

  called the Orsi ‘beasts in human form’, and lamented that ‘no Turks could have worse treated the Madonna’. He commanded that Caterina be taken away from the Orsi palace to

  the city gate of St Peter. There people of ‘honourable disposition’ would care for the ‘Lady and her family’. After making a circuit around the square, denoting a papal fief

  being rendered back to the Pontiff, he headed for his nearby Cesena, urging his donkey to the nearest the beast could manage by way of a gallop.




  Arriving back at his official residence Savelli wasted no time in recording the bloody events in Forlì. He handed his account to his fastest courier, whom he ordered

  to Rome with the news, then he turned around and made his way back to Forlì. As Savelli returned, he hoped that orders from the Pope would arrive without delay.




  During Savelli’s absence the rebels dragged the stricken and exhausted Caterina to the walls of the Rocca di Ravaldino. Standing beneath the imposing building, enlarged and reinforced by

  Riario, she looked up to see the figure of Tommaso Feo, the castellan.




  ‘Surrender the fortress to these people, to save my life and those of my children!’ she called.




  ‘They can take me from here in pieces! I will not yield an inch’ replied Feo, for the benefit of the crowd.




  ‘They will murder me!’




  ‘Whom will they murder? They have too much reason to fear the Duke of Milan,’ returned Feo, who disappeared inside the fort signalling the end of the conversation.




  This was exactly as Caterina had hoped. Part of her desperate instructions on the night of her arrest had been to send word to Tommaso Feo that he should not yield to her entreaties. She had

  known that the Orsi would do all they could to take the Rocca di Ravaldino – the hub of military power in Forlì. She had ordered that, no matter what the risk to her, the castellan

  must not yield unless he received word to do so.




  Suspecting her duplicity, one of the Orsi rebels pulled out his dagger and placed the point at Caterina’s breast. He hissed into her ear: ‘O Madonna Caterina, if you chose he would

  give in to us, but ’tis you who will not let him surrender; I would have a mind to bore thee through and through with this dagger and to make thee fall down dead.’ Caterina turned to

  him with slow disdain, even though the weapon was still held at her bodice. ‘Do not frighten me,’ she answered, ‘deed canst do unto me, but canst not frighten, for I am a daughter

  of one who knew no fear. You have killed my Lord you might as well kill me, who am a woman.’ Furious both with Caterina and their own failure to open the Rocca, the rebels began preparing to

  attack.




  On the morning of 16 April, the rebels took Caterina to the lesser Forlivese fortress of Schiavoni. The same comedy played out there as at Ravaldino. The rebels began to

  grow desperate. As the days and hours passed, Savelli, having heard nothing from Rome, grew increasingly anxious. The plotters too became uncertain, wondering how long it would be before the

  Milanese troops appeared to liberate their duke’s niece.




  On the evening of 16 April the women and children left their fouled room at the Palazzo Orsi. Well guarded and led by torchlight, they reached their new prison in the city gate of St Peter, as

  ordered by Savelli. Savelli’s carefully chosen nobles took the party into custody. Among them Caterina saw her own supporters. At last she believed she might yet carry the day.




  The small cell allotted to the party was hardly an improvement in aesthetic terms, but once they had been left inside the small chamber she became visibly transformed and her spirits raised.

  Until then the young woman had carefully maintained an even countenance, fearing she might betray herself by showing too much good humour. Beset by practical difficulties, Caterina had plenty to

  concern her as a mother. The wet-nurses had no milk – the horror of the past few days had dried the last sour drop. The furious screams of baby Sforzino had faded and he lay listless and

  limp, his enfeebled whimpering alarming his mother more than his earlier angry cries for attention. The Countess requested food and fresh linens from her gaolers who, pitying their charge, also

  provided a cradle and other necessities.




  Caterina then moved to rouse her mother and sisters, reassuring them that, horrid though their circumstances might seem, nothing more could touch them. She begged them to take heart and trust

  her. Then, clasping her little ones into her arms, the countess told them they would soon be safe, their terrifying ordeal would last but a short while longer, and they would help their mother if

  they did not reveal the happy knowledge. She told the children the stories her grandmother had once, long ago, told her, reminding the small, hollow-eyed children that their forefathers had been

  the greatest soldiers of Italy. Lost in her tale, they pushed further into their mother’s sides. She drew them closer still and told them again ‘fear no more’; they had left the

  house of the villainous traitors where they had been guarded by bad men. Those who guarded them at the city gate of St Peter had been chosen from among her own friends: men of

  honour, whom she knew well.




  The danger had passed, she promised. They must neither have, nor show, dismay; the founder of the Sforza dynasty, Muzio Attendolo, known as Sforza, and his son Duke Francesco, had never been

  known to lose their fortitude, their dauntless ancestors had not known the meaning of fear . . . and they had always been proof against steel, fire and treason and in their day had been great

  princes and great condottieri.




  A mother’s understanding of her little ones can be heard in her promises that ‘their uncle the duke would have already sent hundreds and hundreds of armed men, with cannon and guns

  and famous captains to their rescue. Her father, like theirs, had also been killed in her childhood, yet she had not lost courage . . . neither should they!’ Caterina must have hoped that the

  soldiers upon whom she counted to liberate her really had set out for Forlì. She whispered stories to her small and frightened children, until eventually they fell asleep, comforted by their

  mother’s composure, warm body, strong arms and gentle hands. Her whole being conveyed a promise that she would never let them go.




  Despite her bravado, however, the countess knew that she had yet to embark on the most important step of all. She must find a way into Ravaldino. The witness to her strategy is one Andrea

  Bernardi, a contemporary chronicler and partisan of Catherine, who recounts that the countess confided in a loyal servant by whom she sent the crucial message to Tommaso Feo. Among her

  instructions, she wrote that soon the Orsi would surely be forced to bring her to the Rocca di Ravaldino, and make her beg for entry again. This time he must allow her inside.




  Accordingly, when the Orsi arrived at the Rocca with Savelli at eleven o’clock the next morning, Feo delivered his conditions for a handover. If Caterina would pay his arrears and sign a

  document that permitted the resignation of his position with his reputation preserved, stating that he had acted faithfully and according to her will, he would yield the fastness.




  On 18 April, shortly before noon, the rebels fetched Caterina. She appeared dishevelled and in a state of semi-collapse. Slowly she walked up the gentle slope above

  Forlì until she stood once more at the walls of Ravaldino. When Feo appeared, she begged him to hand over the fortress to Savelli, crying in apparent despair, ‘Ah! If I might but enter

  the fortress and speak to you without witnesses, I would explain to you how things stand and persuade you to surrender.’ As the rebel leaders howled out accusations of treachery, Ludovico

  Ercolani, one of the few partisans who had managed to escape on the night of Riario’s murder, now played a masterstroke, which would allow Caterina to accomplish her entry to the fortress. He

  called out from the crowd:




  

    

      

        What are you afraid of? Have you not all her children in your hands? Do you think she would abandon them? Give her three hours with the castellan. If, when that time has

        elapsed, the countess does not return, do what you will to her children, her mother and sisters. Do not these hostages suffice? I offer you my children as well. If the countess is not there

        at the appointed time you can butcher them all together.


      


    


  




  As the Orsi party continued to quarrel, Savelli, who must have been wondering how to save his own skin if Milanese troops did arrive to find that the rebels had countermanded

  his own orders, pronounced judgement. He ordered that the countess be permitted to enter the Rocca and to make her arrangements with the castellan in three hours. When this had expired, she must

  yield the fortress.




  Caterina raised herself from the ground, where she had crumpled in a heap. She walked unsteadily at first, though her stride grew noticeably firmer and faster until she reached the gates of the

  fortress. As they opened to receive her, the Lady of Forlì turned towards the throng. She allowed her eyes to travel slowly across the crowd, resting deliberately on the traitors who had led

  the insurrection. She raised her fist defiantly, sticking her thumb between her index and forefinger. Leone Cobelli, deliciously scandalized, reported that ‘Madonna went into the fortress and

  . . . as she mounted the drawbridge she turned around and made quattro fichi at them.’




  A Florentine writer recorded, ‘When she entered Ravaldino she passed through the gates, and turned, making an obscene gesture to the rebel leaders.’5 At the same time, she ‘threatened the conspirators that for the crime they had committed she would give them just punishment’. From the granddaughter of

  the great warlord Francesco Sforza and his warrior wife Bianca Maria Visconti, this was more than a threat. It was a promise.




  The minutes, then the hours passed. Inside the fortress, Caterina first occupied herself with the disposition of artillery, ensuring that her cannon faced the centre of Forlì. Having

  subsisted on scraps since Riario’s murder, she sat and ate heartily before lying down in an exhausted sleep.




  She woke to the sound of gunfire. Rushing out in her chemise, her hair unbound, she peered over the ledge below to see of her children crying and screaming out to her in terror. The Orsi had

  determined they must use the last weapon they had against the countess, and threatened to cut Ottaviano, her eldest son, in pieces. One account maintains that the boy’s ‘shrill screams

  unnerved all who heard them’. All, that is, except the child’s mother. Magnificently defiant, Caterina took the biggest gamble of her life. Checco Orsi had his sword in his hand.

  ‘The spirited countess did not change expression, brazenly raised her skirts in front and with a proud look said to them, “Oh, can’t you see, foolish men, la fica mia is

  full, and thank God I have the mould to make more.”’




  In one ingenious act, Caterina filled the rebels with terror. They had not anticipated that the countess would ever consider her children dispensable, nor can they have realized that if the Orsi

  killed them, she still carried a legitimate child in her body: a child who would one day avenge his father’s death and that of his siblings. If she was speaking the truth, the Orsi knew that

  only flight could save them.




  By showing her ‘shameful parts’, Caterina, the Sforza princess, doubled her message in a uniquely Renaissance way. Every educated person knew that the Persian

  men who had fled the battlefield found themselves confronted in mid-flight by a humiliating chant from their women, who sang with lifted skirts, ‘Warriors and menfolk! Do you wish to crawl

  back from whence you first came, back into the safety of the womb?’




  No familiarity with parallels from antiquity proved necessary. Soon after Caterina’s debacle news arrived that Milanese troops, led by the Duke of Sanseverino, could be seen galloping

  towards Forlì. The Orsi fled; at the same time the many ambassadors and emissaries hurried to send reports back their masters.




  One historian describes the most famous episode in the Romagnol virago’s life thus: ‘Caterina, stronger and wilier than all of them, had seized the fort, from whence she would

  bombard the whole city.’ He added the telling sentence: ‘All hope of frightening or touching her was at an end.’
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          ‘Women should be used like chamber pots: hidden away once a man has pissed in them’
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  In later life, Caterina Sforza liked to insist that her earliest childhood memory of any significance occurred in 1471 when, during her first visit to Florence, she met Lorenzo

  de’ Medici.




  It is less likely, however, that the twenty-two-year-old de facto lord of Florence, and scion of Christendom’s greatest banking dynasty, held more than the vaguest recollection of

  greeting the nine-yearold girl. Certainly, neither Lorenzo nor Caterina could have guessed that fate had already set them on a collision course that would have a devastating impact upon their

  lives, their houses and their states.




  The purpose of the sojourn had been given as ‘devotional’. Duke Galeazzo Maria Sforza, Lord of Milan, had decided to bring his young daughter with him, his second wife of nearly

  three years, Duchess Bona, as well as their huge entourage, to worship at his late father’s favourite Florentine Church, La Santissima Annunziata. Galeazzo insisted that the entirely personal

  and spiritual nature of his stay amounted to no more than a private pilgrimage. Notwithstanding his pleas for privacy, Galeazzo’s real reason for travelling to Florence had not been to pray,

  but to parade. He had secretly determined to seize this almost unparalleled and immediate opportunity to create an enduring impression of his might and his riches upon the fabled Renaissance

  metropolis.




  Galeazzo’s hopes became a reality and his stay passed into the city’s history. Fortunately for the vain duke, he remained in a state of happy ignorance as to why

  the episode should find a place in Florentine folklore.




  On Wednesday, 15 March 1471 the glint of his large, indistinct column appeared on the horizon moving towards Florence. With almost 2,000 people and ‘four times as many animals’, it

  included a bodyguard of brilliantly caparisoned nobles, knights and infantry. Litters covered in rich brocade, specially commissioned for the Tuscan promenade, carried the Sforza women, each

  dazzlingly adorned, on their long journey. For one making a private devotional visit, the glittering caravanserai held more than a hint of a mighty Mogul emperor arriving with his travelling

  city.




  The fortunes of the dukes of Milan and the leading family in Florence had been intertwined for several generations, reaching back on both sides to the rise to pre-eminence of

  the Sforza and the Medici in their respective cities’ lives.




  In 1441 Galeazzo’s6 father, Francesco Sforza, had married Bianca Maria Visconti, the illegitimate and only child of Filippo Maria

  Visconti,7 Duke of Milan. Last in the Visconti line of ruthless signori who had once ruled most of northern Italy, Filippo had been a good

  administrator but also a tyrannical despot who suffered from ill health exacerbated by attacks of paranoia – a combination that left him unable to command his troops in defence of the state.

  He had married his daughter to Francesco, who had a fearsome reputation for military brilliance, in order to make up for his defects. In his efforts to secure Francesco’s loyalty and

  willingness to fight for him instead of against him, Filippo went further still. Not only had he given Francesco his daughter in marriage but he also proceeded to pledge the duchy of Milan to the

  ambitious young condottiere. When Filippo died in 1447, the anti-Sforza maintained that he had also bequeathed his inheritance to the King of Naples. By 1450, however, Francesco had fought for and taken the great northern duchy.




  Francesco Sforza’s military brilliance had gained him more than just a duchy. Since 1434 Sforza had received vast financial and political backing from Cosimo de’ Medici, the first

  Medici patriarch to become de facto ruler of Florence. The pair created a close personal bond as Cosimo supported the duke with gold and, ever cautious, got Francesco appointed as chief

  condottiere of a league which included Florence. Cosimo desired the security afforded by Sforza’s military strength to protect the mercantile city noted for ‘its unwillingness to

  pay for war during peace’.8




  Over the years, the relationship between the houses of Sforza and de’ Medici courished, and paralleled the growing affinity binding the two states, formerly traditional enemies. Their new

  understanding proved beneficial to both, their partnership bringing peace and stability to the habitually bickering and battling states which lasted, albeit with some notable exceptions, until

  1494.




  By 1471 the two visionary leaders were dead, but the alliance between both families and their states continued under their successors. In Milan, Galeazzo had proved quite unlike his father and

  demonstrated an ‘uncertain temperament’. Immediately after Francesco’s death in 1466, Galeazzo governed under the tutelage of his mother, Bianca Maria Visconti. With her demise in

  October 1468, and maddened by constant recitals of his father’s great deeds, Milan’s restless prince made his earliest sallies into the world of Italian power politics. Regrettably,

  Galeazzo’s intemperate efforts at testing his political muscle frequently resulted in trying the forbearance of his allies rather than that of his enemies. These stormy incidents came at some

  cost to the hard-earned goodwill that formed a large part of his parents’ legacy to their son.




  In Florence, the transmission of power from Cosimo, who died in 1464, to Piero, his eldest and only surviving son, had been relatively smooth. Though the family had been in considerable

  jeopardy, they had survived the few serious efforts to oust them. Their salvation came from a tightly knit, pro-Medici oligarchy, supported by the people of Florence, who saw

  the Medici as one of their own. By this time the notion that the Medici could be treated as one of their own required quite some leap of the imagination as the family lived in their gorgeous palace

  on the Via Larga and had many splendid country estates. Nevertheless, any attempt at replacing them had served only to strengthen the family. They seemed an unstoppable force, and each bid against

  them merely tightened their constrictor’s embrace around the Florentine ballot box.




  When Piero died in 1469 and his son Lorenzo took his place at the head of the family, aged just twenty, he was fully aware of the responsibility that he had inherited: ‘Although I,

  Lorenzo, was very young . . . the principal citizens came to our house to comfort us . . . and to ask that I take on myself the care of the City and the State as my grandfather and father had

  done.’9 He had no option, and wrote with some truth: ‘considering the burden and danger were great, I accepted unwillingly. But only because I

  must protect our friends and our assets; since matters fare ill in Florence with anyone who is rich but does not have a part in government.’




  As his vast train approached Florence in 1471, Galeazzo would have reflected that, for all the close relations between his family and the Medici, he had not visited the city

  since 1459. Then he had been described as ‘the most beautiful creature that was ever seen . . . the son of the God Mars newly descended’. It had also been noted that the apparently

  well-washed lad appeared ‘clean and noble’. Twelve years had passed and much had changed.




  The decision to make his visit in 1471 seemed merely the latest in the growing list of Galeazzo’s caprices. His plan caused immediate consternation as the proposed dates of his stay in the

  Tuscan republic fell during Lent, a period of fasting, penitence and contemplation in which state visits rarely took place. Princely colloquies required a lavish exchange of gifts, banquets and

  interminable entertainments, but after careful discussion emissaries from both sides agreed that there would be no celebrations, feasts or jousting, and that Galeazzo would

  maintain ‘a simple and dignified form’ to his stay, marked only by ceremonies appropriate to the Church calendar. Galeazzo became aware of the poor timing of his proposed visit but he

  did not move one jot, except for a vaguely implied irritation that Christ could surely have picked a better date for His Resurrection.




  The eleven-day journey proved an immense exercise in logistics, as the route involved traversing the Apennine Mountains, forging rivers and crossing other difficult terrain. Finding lodgings,

  barges, fodder, building bridges and filling the myriad list of supplies from chamber pots to new liveries had kept officials busy for weeks. Galeazzo would not be thwarted. When rumours of

  criticism reached him, he repeated a petulant rejoinder. The journey could hardly be labelled a princely jaunt with the solemn purpose of worship at his father’s favourite shrine. His true

  reason for coming had less to do with prayer than with taking the pulse of the alliance between the two states. Much like Lorenzo, Galeazzo had cause for consternation.




  Recently, by using underhand methods, Galeazzo had gained control of the city of Imola. Although a small territory with a population of just 7,000 at the time, Imola held a strategically vital

  place on the eastern side of the Apennines, barely fifty miles from Florence. Since seizing the town, Galeazzo had already set about building a large and bristling stronghold with space for plenty

  of troops. The fortress, which remains intact today, has a sense of menacing potential. The mountain states of Imola, Forlì and Urbino also boasted impressive strongholds, and any one of

  them posed a potential threat – should two or three link together under one commander, the entire peninsula risked coming to a standstill. Guido da Montefeltro had held Forlì at the

  people’s request until the Ordelaffi took the town in the early 1300s. The Montefeltro had their base in the tiny rugged dominion of Urbino: the present incumbent of this noble house of

  condottieri and friends of the Medici, Federigo da Montefeltro, frequently fought under contract to Florence.




  Lorenzo and his advisers were uncomfortable living with the potential danger of Imola falling into enemy hands, as it could pose a serious threat to Florentine security.




  By taking Imola, Galeazzo infuriated not only Florence but Venice and the papacy too. These two important powers both held a strategic interest in the small county’s

  disposition. Lorenzo raved when the news reached him; he felt doubly cheated as, unbeknownst to all but a few of his closest advisers, he had been negotiating directly with Galeazzo to obtain the

  county of Imola for Florence. Discussions between the two leaders had reached an advanced stage and they had informally agreed a price of 100,000 ducats. Yet, presented with the fait accompli,

  Lorenzo could do little to oppose Galeazzo’s unilateral move. This would almost certainly require military action: impossible, since Milan was the Florentine Republic’s principal

  military ally.




  Neither Lorenzo nor Galeazzo could have guessed that Imola would shortly change ownership once more – and that the hand of Caterina Sforza, the young Milanese princess awestruck by her

  first visit to Florence, would be part of the bargain.




  The people of the city republic turned out in force to watch Galeazzo’s arrival. It became immediately apparent that he had snubbed the terms of Lenten simplicity to which he had formally

  agreed. The baying of 500 pairs of hounds for the chase, falcons, hawks and their attendant huntsmen, infantry and running footmen, all in elaborate liveries, caused much excitement. As well as

  1,000 service horses, Galeazzo had brought eighty of his finest hunters. A Sienese observer exclaimed: ‘There was a livery for the greater camerieri,10 dressed in crimson . . . each one mounted on horseback, with a greyhound on a leash . . . sixty pages, all dressed in green velvet, rode huge coursers, with fittings of gold and

  silver . . . [their] saddles covered with brocade of various colours and crimson [sic]. In similar fashion they led from 65 to 70 mules with coffers and carriages, all decked with embroidered

  silk.’ Another account describes ‘twelve litters covered with gold brocade, in which the ladies of the party travelled . . . fifty grooms in liveries of cloth of silver, numerous

  servants all clad, even the kitchen boys, in silk or velvet’.




  For Bona, Duchess of Milan, her stepdaughter Caterina and other Sforza women reclining on their litters, their first sight of Florence came as a relief. The specially

  crafted palanquins appeared majestic, but comprised little more than padded planks carried between two mules, every jolt tossing their occupants about during the tortuous journey. It is little

  wonder that the duchess and her ladies found themselves covered in painful bruises.




  The ducal party were to stay at the Palazzo Medici, the rest of the vast train being assigned lodgings with rich merchant families, but at the expense of the comune. Waving graciously at

  the crowd, Galeazzo and his immediate family proceeded directly to the shrine where they made their devotions. Finally, they reached the Medici palace: an elegant, austere mansion with a solid

  exterior made of bugnati which rendered it as solid as a fortress. The Sforza party saw only a mirage of luxury and cleanliness after travelling for almost two weeks.




  The next day Galeazzo, his family and most important nobles received the official civic welcome. On the Friday, Galeazzo responded by offering a similar celebration which he hosted at the Medici

  palace.




  It is significant that, during the public state ceremonies, none of the Medici, or any other women of rank for that matter, came forward to greet the Milanese duchess formally. A Frenchman

  travelling through Florence wrote: ‘women are more enclosed [here] than in any other part of Italy’. Upper-class women, indeed women of the city in general, led far more confined lives

  than their sisters at the princely courts. They did not, however, lack manner and, once out of the public gaze, the Medici women greeted their Milanese visitors with dignity and grace. One of the

  duke’s counsellors said of Bona’s arrival with her party, ‘Madama was well received’. The Mantuan ambassador wrote to his master, ‘[at the Palazzo Medici] there were

  many women to greet the duchess’. Indeed, once indoors, a large party of illustrious women had gathered to greet Bona. The Medici wives and daughters might have remained partially concealed

  from public view, but within the palazzo their influence was not wanting.




  In the Medici palace, Duchess Bona and young Caterina encountered two contrasting visions of Florentine women in general and Renaissance women in particular. Among those who

  greeted the Sforza duchess would have been the Medici matriarch Contessina, now almost eighty. Cosimo’s widow had always appeared uninterested while her husband and their two surviving sons,

  Piero and Giovanni (the latter died in 1463, Cosimo followed, dying in 1464)) increased the Medici fortune. Rather, she allowed the world to pass by outside the walls of the palazzo, happily

  counting buttons and pins.




  As the Medici men had set out to conquer the farthest economic and political horizons, Contessina’s own orbit had shrunk to enquiring whether her husband and grown sons desired capers and

  raisins with the rabbits she planned to send them. For the remainder of her long life the wife, then widow, of one of the richest men in Christendom became a practised scold, nagging her sons and

  daughters-in-law in a constant stream of hectoring missives. She seemed to find the administrators of the Medici estates lacking in almost all areas, and she incessantly reprimanded them, largely

  about their produce. Contessina also won a reputation for being a miser and expecting costly presents while only giving second-rate trash as wedding gifts, for instance. One bridegroom described

  the wife of Cosimo’s wedding present as ‘insignificant, cheap and of barely any value’. Contessina could not be accused of being uniquely mean. One day when Giovanni asked if he

  might invite a friend to eat with them that same evening, his mother told him that since she had planned to serve venison, he could bring his companion provided Giovanni could see to it that the

  meat be offered to them free of charge. She joyfully received a fish’s tooth, a typically prized if somewhat recherché gift of their day. The ground horn of a unicorn (usually the tusk

  of a narwhal), supposed to counteract the effects of poison, was another appreciated offering.




  Her demands regarding the wholesome farm food dovetailed nicely with her letters, which reflect an obsessive interest in the health of her adult sons (an interest with which many Italian men

  remain familiar today), as well as diktats regarding anything including olive oil, eczema, wine, blankets, cheese, fever and servants.




  Contessina’s daughter-in-law Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Piero’s wife, provided an entirely different model of a Florentine woman. Though both Medici wives came from

  aristocratic families, similarities ended there. Known as grandi, the Florentine nobles had been excluded (by the Ordinance of Justice of 1293) from a role in the executive government of

  Florence following years of internecine strife. By the mid-1300s the law eased, allowing the once great houses to split into several lines. Those that forfeited their family links received the

  right to become part of the highest governmental posts. Lucrezia’s natal name of Tornaquinci hailed back to the year 1000, but by splitting away from the main branch and taking the name

  Tornabuoni, her sept transformed into fully enfranchised citizens of Florence, and became by far the most successful of the original Tornaquinci house.




  The two matrons hailed from different eras; even their names amply reflect the seismic shift that had taken hold of the republic in a matter of decades. Contessina, born in 1392, as one of the

  powerful banking-feudal Bardi, recalls the medieval Countess Matilda of Tuscany; many girls born to fine houses received the name in memory of the courageous local heroine. By naming their daughter

  Lucrezia, by contrast, the younger woman’s parents demonstrated the growing reverence for the classical world. They chose their daughter’s name to celebrate Lucretia of ancient Rome,

  who committed suicide for shame at the loss of her virtue after being raped; only death could restore her purity, otherwise irreversibly destroyed.




  Again, though for different reasons, Lucrezia suffered from the same problem as her homely, dumpling-shaped mother-in-law, who seemed to grow a notional inch or two when standing upon her

  honour. Lucrezia could at best be described as plain, with a long face and small mouth, myopic to the point of blindness and blessed with a long, fleshy nose that, despite its promising size, had

  no sense of smell. (Her son Lorenzo suffered from the same defect, later claiming it as a blessing, due to the famously putrid stink emanating from the open gutters of Florence.)




  Lucrezia brought considerable property to the family, having inherited lands beyond the city limits, which probably explains one source of her later, bold attitudes. Unlike the majority of

  Florentine women, whose property passed into the hands of their husbands upon marriage, Lucrezia’s holdings lay beyond the city’s jurisdiction and she kept them

  within her own clever management. With geography saving Lucrezia from the republic’s stifling property laws, all her life she remained a woman of independent mind as well as means.




  Between 1444 and 1453 she bore Piero four surviving children: Bianca, Lucrezia (known as Nannina), Lorenzo and Giuliano, as well as raising Piero’s illegitimate daughter, Maria, as was

  considered customary in Florentine society. She oversaw their broadly Humanist education,11 and Lorenzo quickly emerged as the cleverer of her two

  sons.




  An approachable woman when she wanted to be, and particularly as a mother to young and teenage children, Lucrezia managed not only to amuse Cosimo, Piero and his younger brother Giovanni, who

  died in 1463, but also to stay in touch with l’allegra brigata (the happy band of friends, as Lorenzo and his gang called themselves). A known writer of poetry and sacred stories, she

  helped her son’s young friends with verses for the beauties they wished to court. Adding a word or making suggestions, Lucrezia then judged the young men’s offerings and the seductive

  qualities of their work. Lorenzo’s own efforts at writing verse in praise of nature, love and the fleet passage of youth received attention; his mother’s own interests had influenced

  him profoundly. Later he championed the use of Tuscan Italian or volgare, and Lorenzo is considered by some as one of those principally responsible for Tuscan becoming the official Italian

  language. Lorenzo, an excellent linguist by the age of sixteen, insisted: ‘Tuscan can faithfully express just as many subjects and feelings as Latin.’ Another argument that favoured the

  volgare over Latin, was that boys who spoke the Tuscan tongue had far more approaches from flirtatious girls than youths who expressed themselves in Latin. Through Lucrezia’s initial

  teaching, her elder son acquired the credentials to sit among artists, philosophers and writers as one of their number.




  Yet Lucrezia Tornabuoni was more than just a poetry tutor. As the Sforza women who encountered her in 1471 would have appreciated, she radiated a certain sophistication and

  experience quite different to the traditional Florentine ideal. A political animal, Lucrezia determined to extend her reach throughout the city the Medici dominated. Having played an important role

  during her husband Piero’s ever-encroaching illness, she had acquired a considerable taste for power and influence in shaping Florentine policy and politics. Lorenzo might have been head of

  the family, but many still turned to his mother when they needed the dynasty’s favour and approval.




  The same young men to whom Lucrezia had once lent her skill in attracting maidens through verse, would now come to beg her assistance in far more important matters. As Lorenzo became

  increasingly powerful, his mother’s role did not diminish. His youthful companions used their contact with Lucrezia to gain access to the Medici inner circle and favour. The educated and

  powerful queen mother of Florence could intercede for them with her elder son. In effect, mother and son ruled Florence jointly. Lucrezia Tornabuoni had never fallen properly into step with the

  stereotypical patrician role of an ideal Florentine woman. It is hard to imagine anyone following Leon Battista Alberti’s ideal, and largely imaginary, Florentine woman in Della

  Famiglia, and daring to keep household accounts, papers and keys from her.




  The Milanese did not make themselves popular during the 1471 visit. Galeazzo’s peacock ways did not endear him to the sober-minded Florentines, and matters were not helped by the

  sacrilegious behaviour of the Milanese. Machiavelli wrote of their ‘unprecedented exhibition . . . during Lent, when the Church commands us to abstain from animal food, the Milanese, without

  respect for either God or His Church ate of it daily’. This appalled the Florentine people, who lived regulated and largely puritanical lives, even though some are said to have partaken of

  meat themselves.




  Galeazzo and Duchess Bona were honoured by a sacred play written to mark their visit telling the story of the Annunciation of the Holy Virgin and performed in the Piazza San Felice. Machiavelli

  wrote: ‘Many believed that the Almighty had been offended at our misconduct.’ As if proof were needed of God’s wrath, the church of Santo Spirito caught fire while the descent of

  the Holy Ghost was being depicted. Fortunately, since neither Galeazzo nor Bona had bothered to attend the performance, they remained safe from the flames engulfing the

  church.




  While the duke admired the beauty of Florentine art and buildings, he criticized the Florentine people for being soft and effeminate. Machiavelli scoffed in a damning postscript to the Sforza

  visit, ‘if the said duke found the town steeped in courtly delicacies and its customs opposed to those of every well-ordered city, he left it worse than he found it’.




  At last, after eight days, Galeazzo’s gaudy troupe assembled itself in formation to leave Florence. Having said their farewells to the ducal party, the Medici matriarchs can only have

  breathed a sigh of relief. The prodigal Milanese had spent over 200,000 ducats on grotesque finery and showing-off; Galeazzo’s excesses, not to mention the appalling behaviour of some among

  his entourage, had damaged his already cawed image before his principal allies. He seemed to have lost any sense of the impression he made upon the public. Remarking on the ‘immoderate

  gaiety’ of the Florentines, the popinjay prince had failed to understand that it had been the sybaritic antics of his own party, and in no small part his own ludicrous posturing, which had

  caused incredulous merriment among the citizens.
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