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| Recent scholarship has produced a
revisionist interpretation of the Sphortias,
an encomiastic epic poem written in the
middle of the fifteenth century by the
Italian humanist Francesco Filelfo (1398-
1481), claiming that Filelfo criticized his
hero, Duke Francesco Sforza of Milan (r.
1450-1466), under the guise of flattering
praise. This paper argues that a closer
reading of the passages upon which this
new interpretation is based proves it
untenable. In fact, the portrayal of Sforza
and his antagonists in the Sphortias is a
telling illustration of the modus operandi
of a poet who was working in a precarious
environment and who, in his search for
patronage in the complex, multi-polar

political landscape of Quattrocento Italy, felt the need to balance his manifold loyalties
without endangering his employment prospects. The question should not be to what
extent a poet in Filelfo’s position was “sincere” in praising or criticizing his hero or the
latter’s enemies, but rather which message he wanted to convey, and which image he
wanted to promote of himself as a producer of encomiastic literature, while maintaining
his authorial autonomy. An examination of the Sphortias from this angle, reckoning also
with Filelfo’s other writings about Sforza, illustrates the tension between the author’s
declared intention to offer a true presentation of historical facts and the needs of
panegyric literature.
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