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About the book

Explore the dynamic and turbulent landscape of Renaissance Italy through

Elizabeth Lev's captivating biography, "Tigress of Forlì." This enthralling

narrative reveals the life of Caterina Sforza, a woman celebrated not only for

her remarkable beauty but also for her unyielding spirit. Caterina adeptly

maneuvers through the perilous waters of political machinations, warfare,

and power struggles with extraordinary skill and bravery. From defending

strongholds against formidable foes to executing audacious escapes, her life

story is rife with excitement and intensity, exemplifying a woman who

challenged the limitations imposed on her during her era. Lev's expert

storytelling breathes life into Caterina Sforza and invites readers to dive

deep into the vibrant history of the Renaissance, creating an irresistible

journey into the life of a woman who truly lived up to her fierce reputation.
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About the author

Profile Summary: Elizabeth Lev

- Profession: Art Historian, Author, Public Speaker

- Expertise: Italian Renaissance Art and History

Educational Background:

- Bachelor's Degree from the University of Chicago

- Graduate Degree from the University of Bologna

Current Role:

- Professor of Baroque and Renaissance Art at Duquesne University's Italian

Campus in Rome.

Key Contributions:

- Renowned for revitalizing Italy's rich cultural heritage through her work in

historical literature and art criticism.

- Recognized for her ability to merge rigorous scholarship with captivating

storytelling, making her a sought-after commentator at live lectures and in

published works.

Notable Work:

- "Tigress of Forlì" — An intricate portrayal of Caterina Sforza,
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exemplifying Lev’s talent for transforming complex historical narratives into

engaging stories.

Location: Resides in Rome, Italy.
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1. Introduction to the Life and Legacy of
Caterina Sforza: A Renaissance Figure

Caterina Sforza, a woman of remarkable resilience and strategic acumen,

occupies a unique place in the annals of Renaissance history. Born in 1463

into the illustrious Sforza family, she was the daughter of Galeazzo Maria

Sforza, Duke of Milan, and Bianca Maria Visconti. Growing up in an era

when power dynamics were dominated by influential noble families,

Caterina was no stranger to the complex web of alliances, political

machinations, and social expectations that defined her time. Her early years

were rooted in a noble background that provided her with the necessary

education and training for leadership, but it was her indomitable spirit and

tactical brilliance that truly set her apart.

Caterina's legacy is inextricably linked to her identity as a ruler and a

warrior, particularly during her tenure as the Lady of Forli. In a time when

women were often relegated to the sidelines of political discourse, Caterina

broke through the barriers imposed by her gender to grasp power in her own

right. Her determination and strategic marriages significantly shaped her

early trajectory. Her first marriage to Girolamo Riario, the lord of Forli,

positioned her within the complex political sphere of the Italian city-states.

The alliances formed through such unions often dictated the political

landscape, and Caterina navigated these waters with shrewdness that belied

typical gender expectations of her time.
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Throughout her life, Caterina exhibited a unique blend of femininity and

ferocity. Historical records reveal her as a devoted mother yet a fierce

protector of her city. She adeptly fused her roles as nurturer and leader,

managing to maintain a household while also commanding an army. Her

defensive campaigns to safeguard Forli from outside invaders following her

husband’s assassination showcased not only her courage but also her

capability as a military strategist. During a time when the art of ruling was

largely deemed a male domain, Caterina’s endeavors positioned her as a

significant figure in the historical narrative of the Italian Renaissance. Her

life exemplifies the challenges faced by women in power, yet her

achievements serve as a bold testament to her influence.

Caterina Sforza's story does not just conclude with her military exploits; it

extends into the realms of governance and political influence that resonate

beyond her lifetime. She was a patron of the arts and is remembered for her

contributions to architecture and culture, which enriched the overall legacy

of her family. The synthesis of her military prowess and cultural patronage

illustrates the complexity of her character—a true Renaissance woman who

leveraged her noble heritage to rise as a formidable figure of her age.

In analyzing her life and legacy, one must consider not merely the battles

fought but also the societal norms she challenged and the roles she
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redefined. Caterina Sforza stands as a quintessential Renaissance figure

whose life reflects the intricate interplay of gender, power, and identity

during a transformative period in European history.
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2. Exploring Caterina Sforza's Early Years and
Noble Background

Caterina Sforza, born in 1463 into the illustrious Sforza family, was a figure

whose early years were steeped in the complexities and rivalries of the

Italian Renaissance. The Sforza family, originally of humble origins,

ascended to nobility and prominence through military prowess and shrewd

political maneuvers. Caterina's father, Francesco Sforza, was a condottiero

who became the Duke of Milan, providing her with a noble lineage that

would significantly influence her status throughout her life.

Caterina’s mother, a member of the esteemed Visconti family, further

strengthened her noble background. This dual heritage placed Caterina at the

very heart of power dynamics in northern Italy, where noble families often

intermarried to secure alliances and enhance their influence. Growing up,

Caterina was immersed in the opulent and politically charged environment

of the Sforza court, where she received an education befitting a noblewoman

of her stature—including literature, politics, and the arts. Such an upbringing

cultivated her intelligence, strategic thinking, and ambition, traits that would

later define her legacy.

As a child of one of the most powerful families in Italy, Caterina's early

years were marked by an awareness of the intricate political landscape

surrounding her. She witnessed firsthand the tensions and rivalries that
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characterized the period, especially among the ruling families of Italy. The

Sforzas often found themselves at odds with the Medici of Florence and the

Orsini of Rome, which ingrained a sense of vigilance in Caterina about the

precariousness of power. This reality became more pronounced when

Caterina was only 10 years old, as she experienced the tumult following the

assassination of her uncle, Duke Filippo Maria Visconti. Such events

demonstrated the brutal and often unpredictable nature of political life in

Renaissance Italy and likely shaped her future responses to crises.

Furthermore, as a young lady in the Renaissance, Caterina was expected to

prepare for marriage, a means of forming alliances that could bolster her

family's power. At age 14, she was married off to Girolamo Riario, a

powerful lord in Forli, further cementing her position within the political

fabric of the time. This strategic match also illustrated the typical practices

of noble families regarding marriage, where personal choices often took a

backseat to political expediency. The marriage provided Caterina with a

substantial measure of autonomy and influence, particularly as her husband

held significant power in the Romagna region. However, this also

foreshadowed the hardships she would later face, including the eventual

murder of Riario, which would challenge her resilience and capacity for

leadership.

Caterina’s upbringing and her noble background were not just mere
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hallmarks of privilege; they equipped her with the necessary tools to

navigate the turbulent seas of Renaissance politics. Her connection to

powerful families imbued her with an understanding of the alliances and

enmities that shaped her world. Even as a child, she was trained to assess

situations critically and strike at opportunities, skills that would emerge in

her later campaigns to defend Forli and her rightful place within the lineage

of power.

In essence, the early years of Caterina Sforza were a blend of privilege and

peril. These formative experiences would carve out her identity as a

formidable player in the turbulent political landscape of Italy, laying the

groundwork for her future as a determined and savvy ruler. Her noble

heritage, education, and the political stratagems of her family created a

foundation upon which her legacy would be built—a legacy that intertwined

valor with vulnerability in a male-dominated world.
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3. The Rise to Power: Caterina's Marriages and
Political Maneuvering

Caterina Sforza's rise to power in the tumultuous landscape of Renaissance

Italy was intrinsically linked to her strategic marriages and skillful political

maneuvering. Born into the powerful Sforza family, her lineage provided her

with both the privilege and the burden of expectation that came with noble

birth. Caterina's early marriage to Girolamo Riario in 1477 was her first

foray into the world of political alliances. Girolamo, a member of the

influential Riario family and the nephew of Pope Sixtus IV, had ambitions to

expand his family's power, and Caterina represented a valuable asset in this

pursuit. This union bolstered their position in Forli, where they held control,

and allowed Caterina to engage deeply in the political machinations of the

time.

The marriage was not purely romantic but rather a calculated move, as

Caterina recognized the potential this alliance afforded her. Girolamo, who

would become the lord of Forli, was instrumental in her ascent; however,

their relationship was fraught with challenges. As Caterina navigated her

role as the duchess, her ambition became increasingly apparent. She took

charge of the administration of Forli and demonstrated exceptional political

acumen, gaining respect and authority that surpassed her husband's

influence.
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Tragedy struck in 1488 when Girolamo was assassinated in a conspiracy

orchestrated by his enemies, leaving Caterina a widow at a young age. This

event could have led to her downfall; however, it marked the beginning of

her real political prowess. Instead of retreating into mourning, Caterina

seized this moment to consolidate power for herself and her children. Her

ability to adapt to the chaos around her showcased her resilience and

determination. She took up arms to defend her lordship in Forli, rallying

supporters and demonstrating that she was not only a figurehead but an

active participant in the governance and defense of her territory.

Following her husband's death, Caterina's political maneuvering became

more pronounced as she aligned herself with the influential figures and

families of the time. She entered into a marriage with Francesco de'Medici,

further solidifying her power through one of the most powerful families in

Florence. This union was strategically significant, as it linked her to the

Medici family, who were influential in the political landscape of Italy.

Moreover, this marriage exemplified her willingness to shift allegiances and

forge new alliances to maintain her position. Unlike many noblewomen who

were often pawns in political games, Caterina controlled her destiny with a

clear vision of how to leverage her relationships.

Caterina's ability to maneuver politically was also evident in her interactions

with various city-states and local powers. She adeptly navigated the complex
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web of alliances that characterized Renaissance Italy, forging pacts and

sometimes engaging in warfare when necessary. The loyalty she garnered

from her subjects stemmed not only from her noble lineage but also from her

tangible commitment to their welfare and her assertive leadership style. For

instance, her reforms in Forli were aimed at strengthening the city's defenses

and economy, which endeared her to the common people and nobility alike,

allowing her to gather a coalition of loyal supporters.

Throughout her political journey, Caterina Sforza exemplified the astute

qualities of a leader who could marry the dynamics of personal ambition

with the realities of political strategy. Her marriages were not merely

personal alliances; they were pivotal components of her overarching strategy

to secure her position and protect her family’s legacy in a landscape rife with

conflict and upheaval. As one of the few women to actively rule in her own

right during this period, Caterina transcended the traditional roles assigned

to women of her status, effectively becoming a formidable force in a

male-dominated society. Her rise was remarkable, not just for her

achievements but also for the implications it had on the perception of

women in power during the Renaissance.
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4. Defending Forli: Caterina Sforza's
Campaigns and Strategies

Caterina Sforza, the fierce and formidable lady of Forlì, is perhaps best

remembered for her audacious military campaigns and shrewd strategies that

protected her domain during a tumultuous period in Italian history.

Sauntering through the landscape of 15th-century Italy, a land plagued by

political intrigue, warfare, and the ambitions of powerful families, Caterina’s

life was a testament to resilience and cunning in the face of relentless threat.

The context of Caterina's defense of Forlì can be traced back to the

instability of the Italian city-states during the Renaissance. After the death of

her husband, Girolamo Riario, in 1488 - a leader who had previously helped

secure Forlì’s position, she faced external challenges from rival families

looking to seize control of her city and resources. With the city vulnerable,

many believed Caterina could either capitulate or retreat, yet she chose the

path of tenacity and opposition.

Caterina Sforza’s campaigns were characterized by a combination of direct

military engagement, psychological warfare, and diplomatic maneuvering.

One of her most notable bouts of defense occurred in 1494 when Cesare

Borgia, the ambitious son of Pope Alexander VI decided to confront and

capture Forlì as part of his effort to consolidate power in the Romagna

region. Anticipating an attack, Caterina fortified the city's defenses,
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drastically enhancing the bastions and walls around Forlì to withstand it.

When the siege began, Caterina famously declared, "I will defend Forlì to

the last, and should it need blood, it will be mine.” This intense commitment

emboldened her followers. She rallied her troops, composed of local militia

and loyal soldiers, and even personally trained them in the art of war. Her

leadership was not just militaristic but deeply motivational - she inspired

loyalty and courage among those who defended the city.

As the siege progressed, Caterina orchestrated several innovative strategies.

She utilized the element of surprise, launching nighttime attacks against the

besieging forces that caught them off guard and caused significant damage.

Caterina also engaged in guerrilla tactics, using the surrounding landscape to

her advantage, ambushing Borgia’s lieutenants and creating chaos among

their ranks. These tactics demonstrated her understanding of both

conventional and unconventional warfare, showcasing her adaptability as a

leader.

In the same vein, Caterina was adept at psychological warfare. She fostered

the myth of the 'Valkyrie of Forlì,' a fierce warrior princess willing to fight to

the death to protect her home. This image not only inspired her troops but

beguiled her enemies, tempting them into underestimating her resolve.

Furthermore, in one famous episode during the siege, it is reported that when
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Borgia captured her children, Caterina defiantly threatened to unleash her

wrath upon the city’s besiegers, declaring that they would see how a mother

would fight for her offspring. This bold declaration was a strategic move to

convey both her fury and the emotional stakes of the conflict, rallying her

supporters and instilling fear in her adversaries.

However, despite her formidable efforts and spirited resistance, Forlì

eventually succumbed to Borgia’s forces in 1499. Cesare managed to

outmaneuver Caterina by employing larger military might and superior

resources. Determined to crush her spirit, he took her prisoner, but when she

was granted a hearing with him, she famously hidden a dagger in her

clothing, ready to take action should the opportunity arise.

The fall of Forlì did not end Caterina’s legacy. Even in captivity, she

remained a symbol of resilience and defiance against oppression. After her

release, she continued to forge alliances and carve out a role for herself in a

complex political landscape that sought to diminish her influence.

In conclusion, Caterina Sforza’s campaigns to defend Forlì were not merely

acts of warfare but strategic demonstrations of her intelligence,

resourcefulness, and indomitable spirit. Her actions continue to resonate as

examples of a woman transcending the limitations imposed by her gender

and circumstances, positioning herself not only as a fierce warrior but also as
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an astute political player in the annals of Renaissance history.
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5. The Enduring Influence of Caterina Sforza:
Legacy Beyond Her Time

Caterina Sforza's legacy is one that transcends her tumultuous life during the

Italian Renaissance, making her a pivotal figure whose influence can still be

observed in contemporary discussions about female power and leadership.

An emblem of courage, intelligence, and strategic acumen, her life and

actions have left an indelible mark on the annals of history, as well as on the

cultural narrative of empowering women.

One of the most profound aspects of Caterina’s legacy is her defiance in a

patriarchal society. At a time when women were expected to play

subservient roles, particularly in politics and warfare, Caterina not only ruled

but also fought vigorously to protect her territories. The stories of her fierce

defense of Forli against papal forces in 1488, where she famously wielded a

weapon herself and rallied her people, punctuate the narrative of a woman

who did not retreat into the shadows of her gender norms but instead

shattered them. Her determination has become a symbol for feminist

discourse, showcasing the potential of women to lead and protect their

interests.

Caterina’s influence is also felt in the realm of political strategy. Her

marriages were not merely for romantic or social stability; they were

calculated moves in the chess game of Italian politics. Caterina maneuvered
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her way through a male-dominated world, adeptly leveraging her alliances

and dissociations to build a power base. The political acumen displayed by

Caterina Sforza sets an early example of the role women can play at the

highest levels of government. In modern discussions about women in

leadership, her life serves as an early template, illustrating that women can

successfully navigate and influence political landscapes.

Moreover, Caterina Sforza’s legacy extends into the cultural sphere, notably

through her representation in literature and media. Numerous historians and

authors have revisited her life, highlighting her complexity beyond the

typical narratives of aristocratic women. Her image as a warrior

noblewoman has inspired various art forms, from paintings to novels,

ensuring that her story is both preserved and reimagined for future

generations.  Authors such as Elizabeth Lev have been pivotal in revisiting

historical figures like Caterina, injecting relevance into their lives by

connecting them to present-day struggles for gender equality.

Caterina's innovative strategies during sieges, where she not only utilized her

knowledge of the land but also her astute understanding of psychological

warfare, are studied in military history today. Her legacy can be seen echoed

in modern warfare tactics that prioritize not just brute strength, but

intelligence and psychological operations, proving that her insights were

ahead of her time. 
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In the social context, Caterina's strong sense of identity and her capabilities

have resonated with contemporary discussions around female empowerment.

Women today continue to face similar societal challenges that Caterina

encountered; however, her life story acts as a beacon of resilience and

strength. Organizations aiming at empowering women can look back at her

life as an inspiring case of breaking barriers in a male-dominated era. 

In universities and educational institutions, her life is taught as part of the

curriculum that encourages young women to pursue leadership roles,

reflecting a greater trend towards recognizing and celebrating women's

contributions to history. The historical analysis and appreciation of figures

like Caterina Sforza allow us to reflect on the strides made in gender

equality while understanding that the fight is ongoing.

Overall, Caterina Sforza’s enduring influence encompasses diverse

spheres—political, cultural, social, and military. Her story serves as a

powerful reminder of what can be accomplished against the odds and

solidifies her as a timeless icon for women, continuing to inspire the pursuit

of power, agency, and respect across generations.
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