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A Conversation with 
Jeanne Kalogridis

Could you tell us a little bit about your background, 
and when you decided that you wanted to lead a 
literary life? 

I was a shy, scrawny, unpopular kid with frizzy hair 
and thick glasses; since I had no social life, I read. I 
adored dark fantasy and science fiction, and I was 
writing my own stories as soon as I could hold a 
pencil. My mom and sisters were always dragging 
me to the mall on weekends, so while they shopped, 
I hung in the local bookstore. I think the defining 
moment for me came when I picked up a copy of Ray 
Bradbury’s The Illustrated Man in a Waldenbooks. 
His writing was so beautiful, so lyrical. . . . I decided 
then that I wanted to write like that.

Who are some of your favorite authors?

Angela Carter, Margaret Atwood, and Dan Simmons 
(especially The Terror and Drood, both historical 
novels).

You have already authored three historical novels 
about Renaissance Italy, The Borgia Bride, I, Mona 
Lisa, and, in part, The Devil’s Queen. What was the 
inspiration for The Scarlet Contessa? 

In researching The Borgia Bride, I came upon the 
story of Caterina Sforza. Her forceful personality 
and courage so impressed me that I vowed to write a 
novel about her someday.

Do you scrupulously adhere to historical fact in your 
novels, or do you take liberties if the story can ben-
efit from the change? And to what extent did you 
stick to the facts in writing The Scarlet Contessa? 

This is the first historical novel of mine that contains 

“Caterina  
presented a  

special challenge 
because so little 
has been written 

about her.”
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an entirely fictional narrator (her love interest is fic-
tional, as well). That said, almost all other characters 
(even minor ones), all settings, locales, and all his-
torical events are as painstakingly accurate as I was 
able to make them. The research is by far the most 
difficult part of writing for me—I check and double-
check, make maps and find portraits of the characters. 
Caterina presented a special challenge because so 
little has been written about her.

What is it about Caterina that you hoped to reveal 
to your readers?

It’s a risk being really honest, but here goes: I loved 
the character of Caterina because she reminded me of 
my two older sisters, both of whom suffered/suffers 
greatly from severe mood disorders. One succumbed 
to illness and ended her life; the other is still with us 
but her life has been badly marred by the disease. In 
that sense, they were “defeated” by their illnesses.

Caterina Sforza, too, was up against an unbeatable  
foe. 

Caterina’s brittleness, her desire (born of an early 
childhood terror) to keep a great emotional distance 
between herself and the world, her refusal to show or 
accept affection despite her great inborn tenderness, 
reminded me greatly of the sister I lost; Caterina’s 
boldness, recklessness, refusal to bow to authority, 
and sparkling wit reminded me very much of my living  
sister. I did not ascribe these traits to Sforza; her chron-
iclers did. But it was impossible for me to miss the  
emotional similarities between Caterina and my  
sisters.

In my novel, Caterina evolves into a different per-
son—one whose traits seem as though they are 

A Conversation with 
Jeanne Kalogridis

About
the Author
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“Caterina  
represents  

feminine strength 
and perseverance 

despite great  
suffering and 
overwhelming 

odds.”

leading to ultimate ruin. However, she manages to 
break through her emotional isolation, and temper 
her boldness with humility; in that sense, she tri-
umphs completely in an impossible situation. 

Caterina may have behaved shockingly, selfishly, even 
cruelly in her youth—but in the end, she proved to 
have a noble heart and willingly faced what she most 
feared out of love for Dea. 

To me, Caterina represents feminine strength and 
perseverance despite great suffering and overwhelm-
ing odds. And I wrote the book with my sisters in my 
heart. 

How did you come up with the idea for and go 
about creating Dea’s character as the narrator of 
the story?

Sometimes, the focal character of the novel is 
unlikable or scandalous and not very easy for the  
reader to identify with. In that case, it’s always 
better to use a different, more sympathetic char-
acter as the narrator, who can react to the focal  
character’s “bad” behavior just as the reader would. 

I found it easier to create a fictional character to tell 
Caterina’s story because there seemed to be no real 
person who consistently spent a lot of time with her 
or was privy to all her juicy secrets.

I saw Dea as Caterina’s co-protagonist; both women 
undergo profound character changes as a result of 
their adventures together.

Because Dea was fictional, I was free in terms of cre-
ating a backstory for her that immediately plunged us 
into action in the first section of the book, where we 
first meet Caterina.
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About
the Author

Are you currently working on another book? And if 
so, what—or who—is your subject?

Always! I’m working on a book about the Inquisition 
in Spain, tentatively titled The Inquisitor’s Wife. It’s 
set in the court of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand 
of Aragon, and features the Grand Inquisitor Tomás 
de Torquemada as a character.

Much of the plot of The Scarlet Contessa revolves 
around the triumph cards and their predictions for 
Caterina’s future. How much of this was historically 
accurate? How did you do your research?

There is no record of anyone reading the cards for 
Caterina Sforza; the predictions are fictional. But the 
manner of performing the reading and the interpreta-
tions are based on years of research.

I’ve been familiar with tarot cards and the philosophy 
behind them since the 1980s; I own dozens of books 
on the subject, some of which connect the tarot to 
astrology, Renaissance magic, and the Tree of Life 
(Qabala). “Triumph” cards were introduced into the 
court of Milan while Caterina’s great-grandfather 
ruled; they were mostly used for playing games. Over 
the next two generations, however, they began to be 
used for telling fortunes. The deck in the novel is 
the Visconti-Sforza deck, which was used in Duke 
Galeazzo’s court; images of the ancient cards can be 
seen online, and I purchased a reproduction deck.

In your research of the triumph cards and the 
superstitions of the time period, what was the most 
interesting/surprising/shocking thing you learned?

I was surprised that the cards didn’t come into exis-
tence until the 1460s. When they did, they were 
considered objets d’art, and were painted and gilded 
as extravagantly as illuminated manuscripts.
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“She lived as if 
the rules of the 
time did not 

apply to her. . . .”

An Original Essay by the Author
“Caterina: A Woman Ahead of Her Time” 

I became fascinated by the character of Caterina 
Sforza years ago, when I began doing research for 
The Borgia Bride. Caterina was born in an era when 
women were little more than marriage pawns, used to 
advance their families’ prestige, position, and wealth, 
and then obliged to give birth to as many children 
as possible. By the time she was ten, Caterina was 
already engaged. 

Her father and others made a great fuss over the 
fact that Caterina was golden haired, beautiful, and 
showed her great favor as a result.

However, Caterina showed little interest in feminine 
pursuits. Fearless and self assured, like her father, she 
was interested in swordsmanship and military affairs, 
and when she was married off to the captain of the  
papal army at fourteen, she learned all she could 
about military strategy. She dressed sumptuously 
when the occasion called for it, but she was fond of 
wearing a sword on her hip, which she wielded with 
as much skill as any man. 

In fact, when she was seven months’ pregnant, her 
husband’s “uncle,” Pope Sixtus, died suddenly, while 
her husband was off fighting. Caterina jumped on 
her horse and rode through Rome’s violence-filled 
streets to the Castel Sant’Angelo. There, she ordered 
her husband’s troops to hold the ancient fort until a 
new pope could be elected and decree that she and 
her husband could keep their family lands. Only after 
her husband himself surrendered and demanded she 
do the same, did she leave the fortress.

A few years after leaving Rome for the family  
possessions of Imola and Forlì, Caterina’s inept hus-
band was murdered by some locals he had offended. 
Using guile, Caterina managed to escape alone to the 
fortress, where she fired the cannons upon the homes 
of the conspirators. When the conspirators showed 
Caterina that they had her children—and would kill 
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Behind the 
Novel

them if she did not surrender—she climbed to the 
fortress battlements, whereupon she lifted her skirts, 
revealing her bare femininity. To this she pointed, and 
called down: “Kill them, then! I have the stuff to make 
others!”

What’s not to love about this gutsy woman? 

In fact, her reaction was not as coldhearted as 
it seemed. Caterina knew the conspirators never 
intended to make good on their threat. In the end, she 
prevailed, and the assassins were put to death. From 
that time forward, she ruled her lands ably and well; 
her people loved her fairness and generosity.

What impressed me most about Caterina was that 
she had no patience with those who treated her as if 
she were a helpless female. She lived as if the rules of 
the time did not apply to her; she considered herself 
a Renaissance prince, with the right to love whomever 
she willed, to engage in duplicity for the good of the 
state, and to do whatever was necessary to maintain 
or enhance her power.

No man of the era had greater courage than Caterina. 
Although she had the opportunity to retreat to safety 
rather than stay and fight Borgia’s massive army, she 
would not desert her lands—yet she freed her citizens 
so that they would not have to give their lives in what 
was likely a doomed cause.

Of course, her outrageous behavior ultimately led to 
her downfall; but in the end, the lesson she learned 
served her well for the remainder of her life. She 
instilled her indomitable fighting spirit in her young-
est son, the famous military captain Giovanni de’ 
Medici, who sired the first Grand Duke of Tuscany, 
Cosimo I de’ Medici.

An Original Essay by the Author
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Early 1463  Caterina is born to Duke Galeazzo Maria 
Sforza of Milan and one of his courtiers, 
Lucrezia Landriana. Caterina spends her 
childhood at the Milanese court.

1473   Caterina, age ten, is engaged to Girolamo 
Riario.

December  Duke Galeazzo, Caterina’s father, is
1476   assassinated in church.

February  Caterina marries Girolamo Riario by
1477   proxy.

May 1477  Caterina moves to Rome to live with her 
husband.

April 1478  Lorenzo de’ Medici’s brother is assas-
sinated in Milan by Girolamo and Pope 
Sixtus’s henchman in a failed attempt to 
seize control of Florence. 

May 1478  Caterina gives birth to her first child, a 
daughter, Bianca.

May 1479  Caterina gives birth to a son, Ottaviano.

November  After a long, dangerous journey to
1481   Venice, Forlì, and back to Rome,
  Caterina gives birth to a daughter who 
  dies shortly afterward.

August 1484  Pope Sixtus dies. Caterina immedi-
ately takes over the Castel Sant’Angelo 
and refuses to leave until her husband, 
Girolamo, is assured of keeping the towns 
of Imola and Forlì. 

Late fall   Caterina and her husband go to
1484   live in rural Forlì. 

Historical Perspective
Caterina Sforza: A Timeline
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Behind the 
Novel

April 1488  Girolamo is assassinated by a 
small group of frustrated citizens. 
Caterina is imprisoned, but escapes 
to her fortress and turns the can-
nons on her enemies, ultimately 
recapturing the town for the Riario/
Sforza.

August 1492  Rodrigo Borgia—who has a score 
to settle with Caterina for rebuffing 
him—becomes Pope Alexander VI.

1496   Caterina secretly marries Giovanni 
de’ Medici (aka il Popolano). 

April 1498  Caterina gives birth to “little 
Giovanni,” who will grow up to be 
the famous Italian military hero, 
Giovanni delle Bande Nere. 

May 1498  Alexander VI offers the hand of his 
daughter, Lucrezia, to Caterina’s 
eldest son, Ottaviano. 

August 1498  Caterina’s secret husband, Giovanni 
de’ Medici, dies of complications  
of gout. 

March 1499  Alexander VI issues a papal bull 
seizing Caterina’s towns of Imola 
and Forlì and giving them to his 
son, Cesare Borgia. 

October 1499  Caterina’s uncle, Duke Ludovico 
of Milan, is ousted by the French, 
leaving Caterina without military 
support to keep Borgia’s army from 
taking her lands. Caterina moves 
into her fortress in Forlì.

Historical Perspective
Caterina Sforza: A Timeline
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November   Caterina sends plague-tainted letters to
1499   Alexander, but the plot is discovered and
  foiled. 

Early   Cesare’s men ride into the town of
December  Imola, which surrenders without a fight. 
1499

December   Forlì’s citizens will not defend Caterina; 
1499  they surrender to Cesare.

    Cesare Borgia rides into Forlì as its 
  conqueror; Caterina remains encamped
  in the fortress and invites battle.

   Cease-fire as Cesare attempts to convince
  Caterina to surrender. She tells him she
  will defeat him.

January 1500  Caterina and her small crew valiantly fight 
against Borgia’s 15,000 troops. 

   The walls of the fortress at Forlì are 
breached, and Caterina is taken prisoner by 
Borgia. 
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Caterina Sforza: A Renaissance Virago, by Ernst 
Breisach (1967)

The Warrior Queens, by Antonia Fraser, devotes half 
a chapter to Caterina’s life

A Renaissance Court: Milan under Galeazzo Maria 
Sforza, by Gregory Lubkin 

Catherine Sforza, by Count Pier Desiderio Pasolini 
(1898) (free online)

The Florentine Histories, by Niccolo Machiavelli 
(free online), features a chapter on Caterina

Keep on
Reading

Recommended Reading
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1.  In Italy, Caterina Sforza is well known and regarded 
as a hero and true Renaissance warrior. Were you 
familiar with her story before reading The Scarlet 
Contessa? Many are not, even though Caterina’s 
exploits are the stuff of legend. Why do you think 
her story has not received more attention?

2.  The author’s previous books, The Devil’s Queen and 
I, Mona Lisa, were written from the central char-
acter’s point of view. Why do you think the author 
chose not to write the story from Caterina Sforza’s 
viewpoint, but instead from that of a fictional nar-
rator, Dea?

3.  How do you believe Caterina’s coddled child-
hood and the trauma of seeing her father assassi-
nated shaped her character? How did her character 
change over the course of the book?

4.  Caterina’s bold behavior was considered outra-
geous for a female in quattrocento Italy. Do you 
believe her brashness was a help or hindrance? 
What were her most and least admirable quali-
ties? Would you consider her behavior shocking by 
modern standards?

5.  The author took two major artistic liberties in writ-
ing The Scarlet Contessa: She created a fictional 
narrator as well as an affair between Caterina and 
Rodrigo Borgia. (Caterina and Borgia belonged to 
the same social circle and were well acquainted; 
both were libertines.) Everything else—settings, 
historical events, characters’ physical appearances, 
articles of clothing, and all historical personages 
(even those who played very minor roles, such as 
Luffo Numai)—are based on historical records. As 
a reader, what degree of accuracy do you think is 
appropriate for a historical novel? What are appro-
priate “do’s” and “don’t’s” for historical fiction?

Reading Group Questions
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  6.  How would you describe Dea’s character? What 
are her strengths and weaknesses? How does she 
differ from Caterina—and how are they alike? 
How did Dea’s childhood shape her character?

  7.  Discuss how Caterina and Dea influenced each 
other over the years. How did their relationship 
evolve, and what events caused it to change? 

  8.   Do you believe that Caterina Sforza’s decision 
to stay and fight against overwhelming odds was 
noble, suicidal, or stupid? 

  9.  Do you sense a trend among readers during times 
of strife/political upheaval to read more nonfic-
tion or historical fiction than general fiction? Why 
do you think this occurs? What do you hope to 
get out of reading a historical novel?

10.  “Triumph” cards (now called tarot cards) first 
appeared in quattrocento Italy in the Duke 
of Milan’s court, and the notion of the Holy 
Guardian Angel was rediscovered by the Medici 
as Cosimo the Elder (Lorenzo’s grandfather) 
sent agents to all the libraries and monasteries 
of Europe to recover ancient Greek and Roman 
manuscripts. As a result, systems of ritual magic 
were rediscovered and new systems created based 
on ancient documents. Do you feel that Dea’s 
beliefs in the angel and in her ability to read the 
cards added to the story, or did it distract? Do you 
think that the author intended for you to “believe” 
in the triumph cards and the angel?

11.  What message do you believe the author was try-
ing to convey through Dea and Caterina? Is there 
a moral to The Scarlet Contessa?

Keep on
Reading
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