
GIULIO, A GENIUS
OF THE RENAISSANCE
An artistic itinerary to the 
discovery of Giulio Romano



These accurate, interesting pages flow like 
a river able to take us to the discovery of the 
many projects that Giulio Romano completed 
or sketched for Mantua and its territory, in col-
laboration with Federico Gonzaga or for other 
customers, whose desires he complied with in 
an inspired way.
The real client of his works, after Rome, maybe 
even more than Rome, was our city. He under-
stood our city as a place that gets along well with 
water. Thus, he conceived the project of Palazzo 
Te, the beautiful island in the midst of lakes, or 
the modern idea of the Rio crossing it. As it can 
be understood from the text that follows, Giulio 
was a polyhedric author: he created paintings, 
decorations, tombs, villas, architectures, tem-
ples of worship, sculptures, and stuccos. With 
his ever-changing spirit, Raphael’s greatest pu-
pil triggered small and large revolutions, which 
cause wonder in those who look at them and 
profound interest in those who still study them.
In the year that Mantua has dedicated to the Ma-
estro, who was born a stone’s throw away from 
the Capitol, the special relationship between him 
and us becomes evident in the interpretation of 
an urban perimeter that certainly benefitted from 
the nature and long life of a dynasty.

Paradoxically, Giulio was well aware of the fra-
gility of the world and the fickleness of its rulers. 
Therefore, he designed the spiraling fall of gian-
ts and the throng of Greek legions in the siege 
of Troy. Nevertheless, in the mind of the creator 
of the wonderful Room of Love and Psyche – 
which is comprised of a plethora of shapes and 
stories – the individual acquires meaning if they 
constantly renew their relationship with their 
community. Thus, the fanfares of Federico him-
self, the religious inspiration of his brother Erco-
le or the ancient prayers of Saint Benedict come 
together and express themselves thanks to an 
approach based upon the encounter between 
the wonder of illusion and the needs of reality.
Let us recall and celebrate Giulio’s genius, since 
our city knows how to acknowledge those who 
love it and use their own intelligence to liven it 
up.

Mattia Palazzi
Sindaco di Mantova



This guide offers an unreleased journey through Mantua and its province in the footsteps of an artist 
who has left a unique mark on the face of the city and its territory.
The aim is to offer a valid and challenging alternative to a traditional visit to the most popular and well-
known city landmarks, leading the reader to discover the works of Giulio Romano, a celebrated artist 
of Mannerism.

Text by Chiara Pisani, Art historian
Photographs from the Archives of the Municipality of Mantua
Publication by the Department of Culture, Tourism and Promotion of the Municipality of Mantua

BIOGRAPHICAL  PROFILE

Giulio Pippi de’ Jannuzzi or Giannuzzi, known as 
Giulio Romano (Rome, 1499 - Mantua, 1546), 
architect and painter, is considered as one of the 
most important and versatile artistic personali-
ties of the sixteenth century.
He was the most talented apprentice and one 
of the main assistants of Raphael. Since 1515, 
he worked alongside him on his famous Roman 
paintings: the frescoes of Villa Farnesina, the 
Loggias and Rooms in the Vatican. In 1520, on 
Raphael’s untimely death, he inherited through 
will, the master’s shop and the works which had 
already been started: he coordinated the fre-
scoes of Villa Madama and also completed the 
Hall of Constantine in the Rooms of the Vatican. 
In particular, the direct execution of some sce-
nes as the Vision of the Cross and the Battle of 
the Milvian Bridge have been attributed to him 
(1520-1524).
He always industriously and passionately stu-
died the classical models of Greek and Latin cul-
ture, by which he was deeply influenced. Due to 
his precocious and versatile genius, Giulio was 
invited to Mantua, as a court artist, by Federico II 
Gonzaga to whom he had been recommended, 
as early as 1521, by Baldassare Castiglione, a 
cultured man and ambassador of the Gonzaga 
family in Rome. Despite his prestigious career in 
the papal city, after extended pleas by Gonzaga, 
Giulio accepted the invitation to move to Man-
tua, reaching the Lombard city in 1524.
He worked here at the service of Gonzagas, 
where he achieved great rank and honour un-
til his death, occurred in 1546. His death, at 
the age of 47, prevented him from returning to 

W. Shakespeare, Racconto d’Inverno, V, 1611
“…Giulio Romano, che se avesse per sé 
l’eternità e potesse dar vita col fiato al suo 
lavoro ruberebbe il mestiere alla natura…”

Rome, where he had been called back to beco-
me the first architect of the Fabric of St. Peter. 
He was buried in the Church of St. Barnabas in 
Mantua. Unfortunately, his grave got lost during 
the renovation of the religious complex, comple-
ted in 1737.

Portrait by Giulio Romano, engraving, 1745-1762,
The City Museum - Saint Sebastian Palace

Signature of Giulio Romano
retrieved from handwritten documents



the most important residence of the Gonzagas 
county, unfortunately completely destroyed in 
the second half of the eighteenth century. The 
realisation of a “building in the appearance of a 
great palace” outside the city walls, where Fe-
derico II stabled his best horses, was no less 
prestigious. Giulio built a magnificent building 
here, known as Palazzo Te, halfway between a 
palace and a country villa, using much help to 
decorate it, including Francesco Primaticcio’s 
help. In 1526, Federico II named him “Prefetto 
delle Fabbriche” (Italian for ‘Manufactures pre-
fect’) and “Superiore delle vie urbane” (Italian 
for ‘Urban streets supervisor’). These titles gave 
him the necessary power to supervise all archi-
tectural and artistic works of the court, but also 
the supervision of private construction projects. 
It is no coincidence that Vasari could affirm that 
no one could ‘put up walls in that city without 
Giulio’s order. Once the house of Gonzagas 
became a duchy (1530), Giulio Romano was 
responsible for the construction of the Ducal Pa-
lace, where he realised, among other things, the 
apartment of Troy and the ‘Palazzina della Ru-
stica’. In the decade from 1530-1540, he worked 
on many projects in order to transform Mantua 
– according to Gonzagas’ ambitions: he was re-
sponsible for urban planning as well as indivi-
dual buildings, stucco decoration and frescoes, 
ephemeral triumphal works, tapestries, and sil-
verware. In 1540, on the death of Federico II, 
Giulio continued to offer his services to Cardinal 
Ercole Gonzaga, ruler of the Duchy, for whom 
he renovated Mantua Cathedral. When Vasari 
arrived in Mantua in 1541, he found a powerful 
and rich city: his particularly high social status 
allowed him to create a palace in the centre of 
Mantua, named House of Giulio Romano.

GIULIO ROMANO IN MANTUA

In Mantua, Giulio Romano accomplished many 
works as a painter and architect, based on de-
corative splendour, love of wonder and his in-
genious and bizarre skill, widely spread in the 
Mannerist style of the European courts. He drew 
a lot, then entrusting the execution of his ideas to 
a group of students and assistants, while main-
taining strict control both over his inventions and 
their execution. The first task of Marquis Fede-
rico II Gonzaga (1500-1540), son of Francis II 
and Isabella d’Este,  was to deal with the large 
construction site of Villa Gonzaga in Marmirolo, 

THE "EXTRAVAGANT MANNER"
OF GIULIO ROMANO

Skilled draftsman, brilliant architect, creative 
painter, Giulio Romano was able to bring to-
gether the creative perfection of Raphael and 
the explosive force of Michelangelo, in a heroic 
and erotic style. This makes him one of the lea-
ding exponents of Mannerism, the artistic move-

ment that characterised Italian and European art 
from the second quarter of the sixteenth century.
In the Mannerist artistic vision, painting, sculptu-
re and architecture abandon the imitation of na-
ture, to move onto the imitation of the great ma-
sters of the Renaissance – especially Raphael 
and Michelangelo – as well as the experimen-
tation of new languages, leading to the over-
coming of formal balance of the Renaissance 
tradition as regards dissonance of colours, pro-
portions and perspectives.
In particular, the artists of Mannerism – Giulio 
Romano among them – have a critical reinter-
pretation of the Renaissance conception, in 
architecture, proposing to overcome the single 
perspective and the use of classical elements 
not as structural elements, but with a rhythmic 
and ‘chiaroscuro’ function so as to create com-
positional effects which are deliberately surpri-
sing.
On the other hand, in painting, Mannerist art is 
characterised by the serpentine figure, which is 
a way of portraying twisty human characters, 
with their head, shoulders, torso and legs poin-
ting to the opposite directions. The use of un-
natural, bright and iridescent colours – derived 
from the ones used by Michelangelo in the Sisti-
ne ceiling, too – often corresponds to these for-
ced poses. The common standards perspective 
and proportions of human body are no longer 
applied, the characters are usually elongated, 
with a cold and sensual beauty.
Thus, the Mannerist artist creates a virtual rea-
lity, as fascinating as it is deliberately unnatural.
Giulio Romano’s art is considered as a combi-
nation of artistic licenses, such as for example 
the unconventional use of classic architecture 
and persistent licentiousness, as is evident in 

Pomedelli Giovanni Maria,
Portrait of Federico II Gonzaga,
medal, gilded bronze, 1523-1530, 
Gonzaga Collection, Palazzo Te

Giulio Romano and aids,
Psyche in front of Proserpina,
fresco, detail, Chamber of Cupid and Psyche, 
Palazzo Te



STOPS IN THE CITY

1  Porta Giulia
2  The Portal of Capilupi Palace 
3  The Ducal Palace
4  The Cathedral
5  Torelli House leaning against Broletto tower 
6  Basilica of Saint Andrew
7  Customs Portal
8  The Fish markets
9  House of Giulio Romano
10  Santa Paula
11  Palazzo Te

STOPS OUTSIDE THE CITY

12  Monument to Baldassarre Castiglione in Our 
      Lady of Graces
13  Basilica of St. Benedict in Polirone
14  Rural Courts and Gonzaga villas of the 
      territory

the representation of the exhibited and uninhi-
bited nudity of the bodies in his paintings. His 
language is various and is constantly looking for 
solutions, both pictorial and architectural, so as 
to create unexpected and contrasting effects.
It can be said that Giulio exasperates as much 
as Raphael, on the contrary, seeks for harmony 
and balance; Giulio easily and almost jokingly 
uses what his master had used with rigour and 
precision. Therefore, his artistic language is so-
metimes excessive, insolent, and sometimes 
even violent, unusual and somehow eccentric, 
playful, and unpredictable. His architectural 
creations are characterised by the predilection 
for broken and syncopated rhythms, seeking 
of contrasts and mixture of seriousness and 
eccentricity. Yet, in his paintings, he seems to 
seek an extension of the expressive motions: he 
depicts, from time to time, the heroic, the tra-
gic, the licentious, the delicate, the violent, the 
elegant, and the grotesque. However, whate-
ver the language Giulio chooses depending on 
the situation, the client and the assignment, he 
always seems to be gifted with the capability of 
achieving highly remarkable effects, stimulating 
strong emotions in modern and past observers.
Giorgio Vasari said that his style was ‘anciently 
modern and modernly ancient’, a definition whi-
ch describes Giulio’s art even better than any 
other: it was ‘anciently modern’ because every 
creation always remained faithful to the princi-
ples of an old-style architecture and he invented 
as it was customary to invent in ancient times; 
he was ‘modernly ancient’ in that he never li-
mited himself to the simple imitation of ancient 
models, but every time he was able to adapt the 
old forms to the needs and requirements of his 
times.
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External facade of Porta Giulia
Cittadel of Mantua

1 - PORTA GIULIA
Piazza Porta Giulia

STOPS IN THE CITY

Considered one of the most beautiful urban 
gates of the Renaissance, Porta Giulia was 
designed by Giulio Romano since 1542, even 
though it was completed after his death, in 
1549, as confirmed in the date carved above a 
bas-relief on the external facade. Moreover, a 
second commemorative stone, on the internal 
facade, tells us that the gate was built after 
the death of Federico II Gonzaga, under the 
regency of Margherita Paleologus and Cardinal 
Ercole Gonzaga.
The new gate built by Giulio, that replaced an 
earlier building erected in the late thirteenth 
century, fitted perfectly into the defensive system 
of the fortified citadel built between 1522 and 
1538 by Alessio Beccaguti, Capino de Capo, 
Carlo Nuvoloni, and by the military engineer 

Gabriele Bertazzolo.
The external facades of the building, similar to 
a Roman triumphal gate, have marble-Doric 
columns supporting an entablature with triglyphs 
and metopes, on which stand a triangular 
tympanum and two superimposed attics. The 
upper part of the building served originally as 
sighting point.
The inner space is unusual, as it is not a transit 
corridor, but a real rectangular room covered 
by a barrel vault; the walls are characterised by 
some Doric pilasters, framing the central arches 
flanked by two side aisles with rectangular 
doors. An uninterrupted entablature links the 
space together acting as a vault impost. The 
decoration is provided by stucco bas-reliefs 
with ancient motifs of Triumphs of Arms and 
Winged Victories. The original masonry and the 
decorations were at the time coated with white 
stucco.
The doors gave access to the side rooms used 
to house the artillery positions, the guard-house 
rooms and the warehouses.
The external facades, due to the exposure to 
bad weather, have been renovated several times 
and preserve less of Giulio’s project nowadays.

Portal of Capilupi Palace

Portal of Capilupi Palace
Rustic ashlar ring, particular

2 - PORTAL OF CAPILUPI PALACE
Via Concezione 9

The material found so far does not provide 
reliable information on the authorship of Capilupi 
Palace’s portal. However, the style of the portal, 
in all likelihood part of the fifteenth century 
palace, shows some features that take us 
back to Giulio Romano; for example, the single 
ring of the semi-columns. As for the Customs 
Portal (see stage 7), here, the architectural 
order frames the arch as well. The coat of arms 
containing a horse’s head with ribbons and the 
inscription above “CAPILUPORUM DOMUS / 
AMICORUM HOSPITIUM”, dates back to the 
early sixteenth century.



3 - THE DUCAL PALACE
Piazza Sordello

The Paleologus Mansion
before its destruction in 1899

Giulio Romano and aids,
Room of Troy, detail, Ducal Palace

The Ducal Palace in Mantua is a large and 
composite group of buildings of all types and 
functions (apartments, courtyards, gardens, 
churches, galleries, and arcades) built between 
the thirteenth and eighteenth centuries for the 
lords of Mantua. The oldest parts, overlooking 
Sordello square, were built for the Bonaccolsi 
family that dominated Mantua from 1273 to 
1328, but most of the complex, which occupies 
an area of about 34,000 square meters and 
includes more than 500 rooms, was created by 
the Gonzaga to host their vast court. The latest 
restoration work took place under the Austrians 
who inherited the duchy in 1707.
The history of the building is thus detailed and 
complex. Many artists and architects worked 
there; among the most important Pisanello, 
Andrea Mantegna, Luca Fancelli, Giovan 

Battista Bertani, Antonio Maria Viani, and Paolo 
Pozzo should be mentioned.
Giulio Romano worked on the Ducal Palace on 
several occasions.
In chronological order, the first was the 
Paleologus Mansion. The new building was built 
in 1531 to mark the wedding between Federico 
II Gonzaga and Margherita Paleologus, a 
descendant of the imperial Byzantine family. 
The building, connected to the representative 
apartment, overlooked the lake in front of St. 
George’s Castle. It was demolished to restore 
the full view of the castle in 1899.

Giulio Romano and aids,
General View of the Room of Troy, The Ducal Palace

Apartment of Troy in the New Court

Between 1536 and 1539, again for Federico II 
Gonzaga, Giulio Romano conceived, in New 
Court, the apartment known as the Apartment 
of Troy, due to the subject of the scenes on 
the ceiling and on the walls of the main room, 
the Room of Troy. The complex was intended 
to be the official residence of Federico, who 
became Duke in 1530, with the specific role of 
representation.
The apartment was built using part of the 
existing buildings and was decorated according 
to the designs of Giulio who coordinated the 
work of many artists. Despite the diversity 
of the ornaments of the different settings, 

the decoration clearly shows two significant 
features: the subjects were always chosen 
keeping in mind the official importance and the 
representation of the locations. The style, both 
for the paintings and for the decorative details, 
is deliberately classic with clear and persistent 
references to ancient times.
The apartment has eight rooms: the Room 
of Horses, which originally conserved nine 
paintings of Giulio depicting examples of well-
known Gonzaga’s horses, now missing; The Hall 
of the Heads, also known as the Hall of Jupiter 
for the representation of the father of the gods at 
the centre of the vault, which still preserves, on 



a wall, two fragmented paintings with Victories 
writing on shields, attributed to Giulio; the Room 
of the Caesars, so called because it once 
housed eleven Portraits of Emperors painted by 
Titian in 1537-1538, destroyed and represented 
here by copies made in the sixteenth century 
by Bernardino Campi. Then, there are the 
rooms of the Birds and the Falcons, with a 
small interposed loggia, and finally the Room 
of Troy and the Marble Loggia, both with official 
functions, as intended for official audiences.
The iconographic programme of the Room of 
Troy, prepared by a court scholar, Benedict 
Lampridius, was translated by Giulio in drawings 
which, as normality at that time, were then 
carried out, under his supervision, by artists 
such as Luca da Faenza, Rinaldo Mantovano, 
and Fermo Ghisoni. The paintings are based on 
episodes of Homer: on the walls there are the 
Rape of Helen, Hecuba’s Dream, the Judgment 
of Paris, Thetis handing up his arms to Achilles, 
Laocoon and Ajax struck by lightning on the 
rock; on the cornice there are instead the Deeds 
of Diomedes, while from the centre of the vault 
the Gods of Olympus attend the combats. The 
decorations designed by Giulio for these places 
reached their peak here: the epic narrative and 
the sumptuous setting with strong emotional 
contents are designed to astonish the visitor.
The taste for the antique continues in the 
Marble Loggia, now also known as the Gallery 
of the Months, which closes the enfilade of the 
apartment overlooking the ‘Big Garden’, later 
called the Festival Courtyard or the Courtyard 
of the Horsewoman. The loggia was originally 
very bright, since it was open to the outside 
on three sides; it was designed with only three 
spans but, in 1572, it was doubled in length 

The Rustica
View from the Exhibition courtyard, Ducal Palace

by Bertani. Giulio had intended it specifically 
to house ancient sculptures, thus constituting 
one of the first examples of location specially 
intended to preserve and display classic works 
of art properly. Unlike the Room of Troy, here 
paintings appear to have a subordinate role to 
the architecture structure and to the stuccos. 
The passage from the Room to the Loggia was 
originally intended to arouse great astonishment 
for the abrupt change (Giulio’s typical language) 
between the two settings regarding the 
atmospheric, the luministic and the expressive 
style.

The Rustica

The block of the Rustica encloses one of 
the short sides of the Festival Courtyard or 
Courtyard of the Horsewoman looking on the 
opposite side towards the Garden of the Simple. 
In 1538-1539, while he was completing the Troy 
Apartment, Giulio Romano began to work on this 
new building: intended to be used as a summer 
residence by Federico II Gonzaga. For that 
purpose, Giulio designed an isolated building, 
perpendicular to the lake shore, characterised 
by the presence of strong rusticated ashlars 
and twisted columns on the main facade, 
giving it a rustic and picturesque appearance. 
By using the rusticated ashlar in architecture, 
Giulio again proposed the unfinished style that 
Michelangelo adopted in sculpture; whereas 
the twisted column, generally understood as a 

symbolic reference to the temple in Jerusalem, 
here loses its sacred meaning and is covered 
by vine shoots and leaves wrapping themselves 
around.
The building has two floors: the outside has a 
portico with rusticated ashlar-work topped by 
a floor, ashlar-worked too, in which there are 
rectangular windows framed by arches and 
twisted columns. The building houses inside 
the Summer apartment or Exhibition apartment, 
where little remains of the decorations of the 
Giulio Romano period, while most of the work, 
commissioned by Guglielmo Gonzaga, was 
completed in 1560 by Giovan Battista Bertani, 
who succeeded Giulio as Prefect of the Gonzaga 
Buildings. The interior was decorated by Fermo 
Ghisoni and Lorenzo Costa (the younger) 
according to a figurative intellectual programme 
where ancient myths are tied to representations 
of the natural world in a complex scheme to 
demonstrate the wonderful homogeneity of 
the universe. It is important to recognise that, 
after Giulio’s death, Bertani took over to define 
the current appearance of the Courtyard of the 
Horsewoman too. In fact, according to Giulio’s 
project the Rustica building had to be connected 
to the New Court through two open corridors 
enclosing the long sides of the courtyard that 
was then organised like a garden. In order to 
give regularity to the courtyard prospectuses 
intended to house tournaments, parades and 
parties, Bertani built the current portico which 
extends towards the lake, as well as the facades 
corresponding to the Exhibition Gallery and 
the Troy Apartment, creating a double ashlar-
worked order of arches and twisted columns, 
which is based on the facade framework of the 
Rustica by Giulio Romano.



4 - THE CATHEDRAL
Piazza Sordello

The Cathedral,
View of the right aisle

The Cathedral of St. Peter the Apostle is the main 
house of God in the city of Mantua, the mother-
church of the same diocese. The cathedral is 
located in the central Sordello Square, not far 
from the Ducal Palace and the Basilica of St. 
Andrew. The church, of early Christian origin, 
but rebuilt in the Middle Ages, was originally 
Romanesque (the bell tower is Romanesque, 
too). It was enlarged in the early fifteenth 
century by Francesco I Gonzaga. In these years, 

the cathedral was next to two rows of Gothic 
chapels, decorated with spires and marble and 
terracotta pinnacles, also designed by Jacobello 
delle Masegne, whose wall structure is still 
visible in the right flank. The original mixed line 
facade in marble, with a porch, rose windows 
and pinnacles, designed by Jacobello and 
Pierpaolo delle Masegne, is witnessed by a 
valuable painting by Domenico Morone, which 
is exhibited in the Ducal Palace. The current 
facade, entirely in marble, was instead built 
between 1756 and 1761 by the Roman Nicolò 
Baschiera, engineer of the Austrian army. In 
1545, commissioned by the Cardinal Ercole 
Gonzaga, the cathedral was again renovated 
by Giulio Romano, who left the facade and the 
perimeter walls intact, but substantially altered 
the interior, transforming it into a form similar to 
the ancient Christian Basilica of St. Peter’s in 
Rome, before the intervention of Bramante and 
Michelangelo. The interior of the cathedral is a 
Latin cross, the hall is divided into five aisles of 
four rows of fluted Corinthian columns. While the 
central aisle and the two side aisles are covered 
with a flat ceiling in deep and finely carved 
ceiling moulding, the two inside aisles instead 
present a barrel vault decorated with a drawing 
of connected figures highlighting the plasticity 
and the ‘chiaroscuro’. The higher central aisle 
has large windows above the entablature 
framed by pilasters, alternating with niches 
with sixteenth century statues of Sibyls and 
Prophets. Along each of the two lateral aisles 
there is a row of side chapels, whose altars are 
decorated with altarpieces of the most important 
artists of Mannerism in Mantua. The ensemble 
is striking for the unexpected and suggestive 
contrast between the austere simplicity of the 

Sacristy, tomb of
Sigismondo Gonzaga

View of the lateral aisles roofing,
Detail, Cathedral

architecture and the variety and the subtlety 
of the decorative solutions of classical taste. 
The space is marked by the slow and solemn 
rhythm of the columns, but it is animated by the 
continuous variations in the compositions and 
by the ‘chiaroscuro’ vibration of the decorated 
surfaces. In fact, Giulio does not renounce 
to amaze and fascinate the spectator using, 
even for a holy building, variations based on 
the unexpected and the articulation of space 
according to various points of view, playing 
with the light on the surfaces embellished with 
decorations.

On the east wall of the Sacristy of the Cathedral 
of Mantua, fragments of frescoes are preserved 
concerning a tomb built or renovated in 1537 by 
Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga for the Bishop-Cardinal 
Sigismondo Gonzaga, who died in 1525. The 
fresco is what remains of a wider representation 
designed by Giulio Romano and carried out by 
Fermo Ghisoni. The design of Giulio’s project, 
much more complex than the one actually done, 
is kept in the Louvre. The central part of the 
fresco was destroyed following the construction 
of the seventeenth century altar against the wall.

In 1546 Giulio’s death marked a long interruption 
of work, which continued in 1549 under Giovan 
Battista Bertani, probably altering the first 
project, especially in the construction of the 
presbytery. The walls of the transept and the 
dome with octagonal tambour and without 
lantern were frescoed by Ippolito Andreasi and 
Teodoro Ghisi between the end of the sixteenth 
century and the beginning of the seventeenth. 
The great fresco of the apsidal conch with 
the Apotheosis of Redemption is attributed to 
Antonio Maria Viani.
Among the works of art preserved in the 
Cathedral, there are also an early Christian 
sarcophagus, in the first chapel on the right, 
the frescoes of the baptistery (early fourteenth 
century), the Cappella dell’Incoronata, with a 
similar architecture to Leon Battista Alberti, 
and the sacristy (formerly the Offering Chapel), 
with the vault frescoed by a disciple of Andrea 
Mantegna.



5. TORELLI HOUSE LEANING
AGAINST THE BROLETTO TOWER

Piazza Broletto

This is a project dating back to 1527, under 
a license granted by Federico II Gonzaga to 
Nicola Torelli, official of the ducal treasury, 
allowing the construction of a private house 
adjoining the Broletto tower. Giulio Romano, 
Prefect of the ducal buildings at the time, could 
reassure the Gonzaga that the construction 
would not have damaged the tower. Although 
the building has come to us somewhat changed 
and the attribution to Giulio is not documented, 
the construction features are definitely in Giulio’s 
style: for example, the idea of the first floor 
characterised by enlarged serlianas, projected 
on the facade to simulate a loggia, is entirely 
new for its time.

Torelli house, 
view from Broletto square

Funeral monument to Pietro Strozzi, particular, 
Petrozzani Chapel, Basilica of St. Andrew

6. BASILICA OF ST. ANDREW
Piazza Mantegna

According to tradition, the Basilica, Co-cathedral 
of Mantua, was built over an ancient place of 
worship of the ninth century where Longinus, the 
soldier who is said to have struck Christ in the 
side, after conversion is said to have hidden a 
piece of soil soaked in the blood of Jesus, before 
suffering martyrdom. Once found, the sacred 
relics of the Most Precious Blood, were kept 
here and they became a place of pilgrimage, 

Rinaldo Mantovano, pupil of Giulio Romano, 
Discovery of the Precious Blood,
fresco, Chapel of St. Longinus, Basilica of St. Andrew

still venerated and preserved in the crypt. In 
order to accommodate the many faithful, the 
present church was built by Ludovico II, from 
1472, according to the project by Leon Battista 
Alberti, as a symbol of the political power of 
the Gonzaga. The great project of Alberti was 
carried out by Luca Fancelli and completed 
in 1494 without deviating from the great idea 
of Alberti. The facade, which associates a 
triumphal arch with a classical temple pediment, 
is the most remarkable external element. The 
overall concept shows a setting that seems 
to be inseparable from ancient models. The 
impressive barrel vault, with coffered decoration, 
gives the internal building a great solemnity 
and clearly illustrates how Alberti, using the 
architectural concepts of ancient Rome, has 
been successful in achieving a sense of 
Triumph. The side chapels, with a barrel vault 
too, repeat the structure and the rhythm of the 
façade in the same scale, giving the building a 
profound sense of unity. The dome (1733-1765), 
80 meters high, is by Filippo Juvarra.
On the inside, the rich pictorial decoration was 
designed by Andrea Mantegna, by his pupil 
Antonio Allegri, known as Correggio, by Giulio 
Romano and his pupils, by Domenico Fetti, 
Francesco Borgani, Giorgio Anselmi, Rinaldo 
Mantovano, Felice Campi, and Andreasino.
Among the chapels, it is worth mentioning the 
first chapel on the left which houses the tomb of 
Andrea Mantegna, decorated by Correggio on 
the basis of a project by Mantegna. It is possible 
to admire the Baptism of Christ by Mantegna on 
the right wall, completed by his son Francesco, 
and the Holy Family and the family of John the 
Baptist, on the altar.

The Basilica preserves numerous works by 
Giulio Romano



Some of Giulio Romano’s works are located in 
the Chapel of St. Longinus (also called Boschetti 
Chapel), the sixth one on the right of the nave. 
In a certain sense, the chapel summarises the 
religious history of Mantua: to the left of the altar, 
it preserves the urn of St. Longinus, and two 
large side frescoes representing the Crucifixion 
with the collection of the Blood attributed to 
Giulio for the softness of its execution and 
its gentle colouring and the Discovery of the 
Precious Blood assigned to Rinaldo Mantovano 
based on a design by the master. The altarpiece 
by Giulio with The Adoration of the Child and 
St. Longinus, now in the Louvre, completed the 
frescoes. The restoration works of the entire 
chapel date back to 1536 and it is likely that 
even the restoration of the marble artefacts of 
the chapel, with the urns of three saints located 
here (St. Longinus, St. Gregorius Nanzianzeno 
and the Blessed Adalberto) and the tombs of 
Castiglione Boschetti’s family, are by Giulio 
Romano. According to Vasari, the chapel was in 
fact built for Isabella Boschetti by Giulio, with the 
help of Rinaldo Mantovano.

On the right wing of the transept, there is the 
grandiose Cantelmi parietal monument, coming 
from the monastery dedicated to the Presentation 
of Mary at the Temple, suppressed at the end 
of the eighteenth century. The sarcophagus of 
Margherita Cantelmi, Duchess of Sora, flanked 
by two male busts with the portraits of the two 
children of the deceased, lies within a niche 
with a triangular pediment. The attribution of the 
imposing mausoleum design to Giulio Romano 
is justified by stylistic and commission reasons. 
The Mausoleum was in fact commissioned by 
Isabella d’Este to respond to the testamentary 
requests of the deceased who had bequeathed 
a large inheritance to the Duchess of Mantua. 
The work was carried out from 1535 to 1539. 
There are many elements referring to Giulio in 
the structure, as well as in the decoration of 
the monument: the overlap of an order of Ionic 
pillars to a base made up of Tuscan pedestals, 
the presence of a little slender niche, the motif 
of winged putti above the sarcophagus and the 
chromatic contrast between the red Verona 
marble, the black backdrop and the gilding 
ornaments. The sarcophagus, flanked by two 
fluted bands ending with lion’s paws, is a variant 
of an ancient model imitated by Giulio Romano 
on many occasions.

Chapel of St. Longinus The Cantelmi Monument Petrozzani Chapel,
funerary monument to Pietro Strozzi

Petrozzani Chapel, funerary
monument to Gerolamo Andreasi

The sixteenth-century Mausoleum of Pietro 
Strozzi is preserved inside the Petrozzani 
Chapel in St. Andrew’s Cathedral, located on the 
left wing of the transept. The tomb was actually 
carried out in the Church of San Domenico 
in Mantua in 1529. When the complex of 
San Domenico was demolished in 1789, the 
monument was transferred to St. Andrew’s 
(1805) and located in the Petrozzani Chapel.
The tomb is attributed to Giulio Romano for 
stylistic reasons and for the strong archaeological 
taste of the monument. Four caryatids, two 
all-round frontal and two in high relief arising 
from the back, support a classical entablature 
which forms the base of the sarcophagus itself 
characterised by the Strozzi coat of arms with the 
three crescent moons. The idea of the deceased 
lying, his clothing in ancient toga and sandals, 
the decoration in bas-relief and especially the 
four caryatids supporting the stone sarcophagus, 
all refer to classical types. Several studies on 
the monument setting have shown that the 
model that Giulio referred was the Loggia of the 
Caryatids of the Erechtheum, in Athens, surely 
mediated by graphic reproductions.

A second funerary monument, dedicated to 
Gerolamo Andreasi, is the project by Giulio 
Romano as shown in a drawing in Hamburg, 
also located in Petrozzani Chapel in St. Andrew’s 
Cathedral. The sarcophagus was built for the 
Church of Carmine in Mantua between 1534 
and 1535. In 1785, following the destruction of 
the monastery, the monument was housed in St. 
Andrew’s, initially in the entrance porch, then in 
the Petrozzani Chapel. The structure proposes 
an unusual model, with the sarcophagus placed 
above a triumphal arch of reduced size and not 
within the barrel vault. The sober line of the 
sarcophagus, from an antique exemplar facing 
the Pantheon during the Renaissance, is in 
contrast with the rich decorative bas-relief of the 
triumphal arch.



7. CUSTOMS PORTAL
Via Pomponazzo, 27

Customs Portal

Customs Portal,
detail of the decoration

In 1538, Federico II Gonzaga identified the 
building formerly occupied by the Council of 
Elders, in the current Broletto square, next to 
the Masseria, as the new office of the customs. 
As Prefect of the ducal buildings, Giulio 
Romano was once again in charge of its design. 
Unfortunately, in the course of time, the ancient 
building has undergone changes such as to 
make Giulio’s structures unrecognisable. 
As for Giulio’s works, only the monumental portal 
still remains intact; in 1787 it was displaced 
from its original site and relocated in the former 

convent of the Carmine in via Pomponazzo, now 
headquarters of the Revenue Office.
The architect Paolo Pozzo, appointed by the 
Austrian Administration in order to follow the 
transfer of the Offices of the Customs to the 
new headquarters in the former convent of 
the Carmine, was in charge of  the relocation 
of the portal, which became the symbol of the 
institution responsible for controlling goods. 
The attribution of the marble portal to Giulio is 
supported by stylistic reasons: the Ionic style 
of the semi-columns with Corinthian bases on 
pulvinate pedestals, with unusual and 
archaeological taste, is typically Giulio’s style.
 The relief figures of the porters, embedded in 
the plumes of the arch, curved under the weight 
of the big bags, are explicitly Giulio’s style, too.

The Fish markets of Giulio Romano (or Loggia 
of Giulio Romano), built in 1536 on the project 
of Pippi, were dedicated to the fish trade. The 
building consisted of two porticoes with round 
arches in Giulio ashlar-work, with an attic 
above where rectangular windows framed by 
pilasters are inserted. The fish markets were 
located on the side of a medieval bridge over 
the Rio, a stream crossing the city of Mantua 
from the Superior Lake to the Lower Lake, 
excavated between 1188 and 1190 following the 
rationalization of the city’s water system. They 
were connected with the adjacent so-called 

View of the Loggias of the Fish markets
from the Rio

8. FISH MARKETS
Via Pescheria

Beccherie, a public slaughterhouse which was 
built in the same period, the project also being 
by Giulio Romano, but demolished in 1872. 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the 
fish markets were also restored, losing their 
original function.



9. GIULIO ROMANO’S HOUSE
Via Poma, 18

General view of Giulio Romano’s house

This was designed by Giulio Romano as a 
personal dwelling and it is one of the first 
examples of a building designed by an artist for 
himself. Building their residence, the architects 
of the Mannerist period wanted first to raise 
their social status, showing themselves as 
equals with the intellectuals and the nobles, as 
well as showing publicly their artistic skills and 
their aesthetic programme, in a form of work-
manifesto.
Starting in 1544, Giulio Romano built his 
residence in Contrada Larga after his 
establishment and achievements in Mantua 
at the service of the Gonzagas. He did this by 

renovating existing buildings and he reviewed 
a type of building, developed by Bramante and 
Raphael in Rome, consisting of a base with a 
Tuscany style arch vaulted order. In Giulio’s 
house the ashlar, reduced to a minimum graphic 
element, entirely covers the facade made of 
plaster and stucco with terracotta finishing. 
Giulio does not renounce to surprising with other 
inventions, such as the frame that is broken to 
form the incomplete tympanum, at the entrance 
of the palace, in addition to re-proposing 
elements of his style such as the niche windows 
with tympanum delimited by arches. At the 
entrance, a niche houses a statue of Mercury 
(original classic marble restored by Primaticcio), 
while above the windows’ tympanums there are 
some typical mannerist masks. Inside, in the 
main hall, the building, privately owned, hosts 
frescoes by Giulio with the walls frescoed with 
Doric pilasters delimiting panels decorated with 
archaeological statues and bas-reliefs, also 
fresco painted. The project also includes a large 
fireplace similar to those kept at Palazzo Te.
In 1800, the building underwent an intervention 
by the architect Paolo Pozzo who widened the 
facade from 6 to 8 aisles. This intervention 
definitely changed the building’s appearance 
described by Vasari, who saw it during a visit to 
Giulio, as characterised by a “fantastic facade, 
all decorated with coloured stucco”.

10. SANTA PAULA
Piazza dei Mille

Giulio Romano and aids, The Vision of Ezekiel, 
fragment of fresco, Church of Santa Paola

In the mid-1500’s, the church of Santa Paula 
became, for a short time, the place designed 
to be the burial place of the Gonzaga family. 
Isabella d’Este (1474-1539) was the first to 
choose this church, breaking the tradition of 
the Gonzaga, buried in the family chapel in San 
Francesco. Even Federico II Gonzaga (1500-
1540) chose this church to be buried in and 
after him, his son Francesco III and his wife 
Margherita Paleologus. The tomb has been lost, 
but there are traces of frescoes designed by 
Giulio Romano on the occasion of the solemn 
funeral of Federico II Gonzaga. In fact, for the 
occasion, permanent decorations, characterising 
permanently the church decoration, are to 
be found next to temporary decorations. On 
the walls of the single nave, painful figures 
and macabre representations are painted on 
the model of the Triumphs of Death, unusual 

in Giulio’s repertoire, but documented since 
the Middle Ages, especially in the ephemeral 
structures. The church was heavily sabotaged 
after the suppression in 1782 and today a few 
fragments of Giulio’s decorations still remain: 
only traces of a rustic architectural frame, closed 
at the top by a frieze, defining the entire nave, can 
be seen. Large fake openings in the wall reveal 
skies full of clouds and desolate landscapes, 
dotted with urns and sarcophagi. The only 
recognisable story, monochromatically painted, 
is the Vision of Ezekiel of the resurrection of 
the dead, referring to an engraving by Georgio 
Ghisi in 1554, which enables us to reconstruct 
the original overall scene.
In the absence of precise documents and 
considering the state of difficult conservation of 
the frescoes’ fragments, the critics assume that 
the general structure with the rustic architecture 
reflects Giulio’s project and that the scene of 
Ezekiel has been inserted by Bertani instead, 
perhaps on the occasion of the funeral of 
Francesco III Gonzaga (1533-1550).



11. PALAZZO TE
Viale Te, 13

View of the entrance portal of the Loggia 
of David, Palazzo Te

The wonderful suburban villa of Te, 
commissioned by Federico II Gonzaga and 
specifically designed, built and decorated 
by Giulio Romano between 1524 and 1534, 
is one of the masterpieces of the late Italian 
Renaissance. The villa, which is considered the 
most important work of Giulio, originally stood 
on an island surrounded by the fourth lake of 
Mantua, Paiolo Lake, later drained.
The unusual name could derive from tiglieto 
(linden tree wood), or tegia, from the Latin 
attegia, hut.
Federico II Gonzaga, who commissioned the 
villa located south of the city, just outside the 
city walls, wanted to create on the island, where 
his father – Francesco II – had the stables of 
his most precious horses, a place for leisure and 
rest and where to organise lavish receptions with 
his most important guests, far from institutional 
duties. A dedication inscription in the Chamber 
of Psyche describes the building as some sort 
of place to be used for ‘honest idleness’, as a 
pleasant and refined activity, to be cultivated in 
free time, far from the serious occupations of 
government.
Giulio Romano created an ideal place of great 
beauty entirely designed on the tastes and 
desires of his noble client. The skill of Giulio 
Romano, the sole ingenious creator of the 
building, was that of being able to combine 
together poor materials and precious gilding and 
classic architecture with deliberately dissonant 
compositions, in an eccentric, provocative and 
unexpected way using the repertoire of technical 
and formal solutions of the classical tradition 
in an unconventional way in order to create 
something absolutely new that Vasari defined as 
‘anciently modern and modernly ancient’.

Giulio Romano
and aids,
Head of a
Gonzaga horse,
detail, fresco,
Hall of Horses,
Palazzo Te

The use of poor materials, with few significant 
exceptions, easily available in the territory of 
Mantua, pretending to be noble and precious 
materials, is a fundamental characteristic of the 
construction and decorative techniques of the 
building. Therefore, the palace appears entirely 
built with ashlar stone, while it is actually built 
with plastered brick to imitate a rustic ashlar; 
the same columns, apparently in marble, are 
made of brick and then plastered. The interior 
decoration is largely fresco painting, imitating 
architectural elements such as architraves, 
cornices, doorways and portals in fake coloured 
marble, alongside the figurative scenes. 
The frescoes are combined in a harmonious 
composition, with elegant and refinished stucco 
to imitate the marble. The only exceptions are 
the precious marble used for the doorways and 
the fireplaces, especially in the reserved spaces 
of the Apartment of Federico II Gonzaga.
The palace has unusual proportions: it looks like 
a wide and low block, on a single level, whose 
height is about a quarter of the width. The 
entire external surface is rustic ashlar and has 
an immense order of smooth Doric columns. 
Inside, the building is structured around a large 
square courtyard marked by an order of semi-
columns based on a perfect Doric entablature, if 
it were not for the triglyphs that seem to slide to 
the centre of each intercolumniation, on the east 
and west sides, as it were in an ashlar keystone. 
These details surprise the visitor and give the 
ensemble a sensation of ‘unfinished’. Originally 
the building was also painted on the outside, but 
the colours have disappeared, and the paintings 
are only visible in the frescoes of the precious 
inner rooms.
As stated above, the decoration of the rooms in 

the complex was entirely carried out to a design 
by Giulio Romano, who not only conceived the 
spatial layout and the architectural composition 
of the building, but the marvellous decorative 
cycles, the friezes, the fireplaces, the ceilings, 
the floors too, taking care of every single 
detail and then entrusting implementation to 
his qualified staff. In the interior decoration, 
the vibrant and refined sensuality in the use 
of colour, the energy of the ‘chiaroscuro’ effect 
astonishes, where forms, light and colours are 
merged in a unique creation of harmony and 
expressive power. The walls, apart from being 
decorated with frescoes, were once adorned with 
leather drapes and silver and gold applications, 
while the doors were made of bronze and inlaid 
woods and the fireplaces, still largely present, 
were made of precious marbles.
The most important decorated rooms are on the 
ground floor of the main building that houses the 
Apartment of the Metamorphoses in the northern 
wing, the Apartment of Federico II Gonzaga 
in the north-east wing and, the Apartment of 
representation in the south-east wing, in addition 
to the spaces redecorated in the Napoleonic era 
in the southern wing. Among the most sumptuous 
rooms there are the Chamber of the Horses, 
where the most valuable thoroughbred of the 



The portrait of
Giulio Romano,

by Titian

Titian,
Portrait of 
Giulio Romano,
oil on canvas, 
1536-1538, 
Palazzo Te

prince are depicted in full-size; the Chamber 
of Cupid and Psyche, illustrated by numerous 
episodes of the story of Cupid and his beloved 
princess, inspired by the narrative of Apuleius; 
the Chamber of the Giants, where the visitor is 
involved in the tragic fall of the Giants, cruelly 
punished for climbing Olympus and attempting 
to overthrow the throne of Jupiter. Today, the 
rooms on the upper floor, which were originally 
for servants or used as service environments, 
house the Museum’s collections.
The small complex of the Apartment of the 
Secret Garden is alongside the main building, 
located beyond the Esedra Garden, known also 
as the Grotto, a private place of contemplation 
and rest, decorated with paintings and reliefs 
alluding to the culture and the virtues of the 
classic world.

After the ticket office, in the first room of the 
palace is the precious portrait of Giulio Romano 
painted by Titian in 1536. In that year, Titian was 
in Mantua, in contact with Giulio, with the charge 
of painting for the Gonzaga family the ancient 
emperors for the Camerino dei Cesari in the 
Ducal Palace. The work is first recorded in the 
Gonzaga collections of 1627, among the works 
of art sold to King Charles I of England. After 
several changes in ownership, in 1996 it was 
finally purchased by the Lombardy Region and 
by the Province of Mantua, choosing to exhibit 
the work permanently at Palazzo Te.
In the painting Giulio Romano is depicted in 
three-quarters profile, in a pose to become 
characteristic of the official portrait painting of 
the sixteenth century. Titian fixed on the canvas 
the good-natured and sharp expression of 
Giulio collecting his traits of elegance so well 
described by Vasari: Giulio was neither tall nor 
short, rather plumper than thin, beautiful face, 
with black hair, black and cheerful eyes, really 
loving, good behaviour, balanced with food and 
imprecise in clothing and he lived honourably. 
His profession as architect is revealed by the 
layout of a building on the cartouche that Giulio 
holds in his right hand and points to with his left. 
It is perhaps the project of a central plan religious 
building, never realised, and many assumptions 
about its purpose have been made.
The magnificent portrait, in shades of gray and 
black with the subtle variations of a great artist, 
can be compared to other works of the period 
between 1536 and 1538.

The sanctuary of Santa Maria delle Grazie, 
in an higher position among the canes of the 
river Mincio, has the lake behind it and the 
facade facing the village. Started in 1399 and 
consecrated in 1406, it is in Gothic-Lombard 
style, graced by a loggia consisting of thirteen 
round arches supported by fourteen columns. 
The lunettes under the porch, frescoed in the 
seventeenth century, tell the story of the place. 
The plan is rectangular with a single nave 
without transept. The architect was identified in 
Bartolino from Novara, the same who planned 
the castle of San Giorgio in Mantua. Inside one 
is struck by the large number of votive offerings, 
by the numerous and original statues made of 
different materials placed within specific niches. 
The sculptures are the background of a sixteenth 
century and Baroque theatre of miracles. There 
are 53 niches out of 80 containing a sculpture.
The chapels of the church house extraordinary 
funerary monuments, such as the one – by Giulio 
Romano (1529) – in the family chapel decorated 
with grotesques, the resting place of Baldassarre 
Castiglione, intellectual and diplomat, author of 
one of the most read books of the time, The 
Courtier. The funerary monument to Baldassarre 
Castiglione is preserved in the first chapel on the 
right dedicated to St. Bonaventure. It is square 
in shape with four columns at the corners 
and decorated with exquisite frescoes. The 
great mausoleum to Baldassarre Castiglione, 
designed by Giulio Romano, stands out on 
the rear wall. A truncated pyramid with steps is 
based on two solid pedestals between which the 
sarcophagus of red Verona marble is installed. 
At the top of the pyramid stands the statue of 
the Risen Christ. The inscription dedicated to 
Baldassarre, on the left pillar, summarising his 

Monument to Baldassarre Castiglione
Castiglione Chapel, Church of Santa Maria delle Grazie,
Grazie di Curtatone

STOPS OUTSIDE THE CITY

12. MONUMENT TO BALDASSARRE 
CASTIGLIONE IN SANTA MARIA

DELLE GRAZIE
Piazzale Santuario 4

Grazie di Curtatone (MN)



life, is by Pietro Bembo:

BALBASSARI CASTIGLIONI MANTUANO OM-
NIBUS NATURAE DOTIBUS PLURIMIS BONIS 
ARTIBUS ORNATO GRAECIS LITERIS ERU-
DITO IN LATINIS ET HAETRUSCIS ETIAM 
POETAE OPPIDO NEBULARIA IN PISAUREN. 
OB VI RT. MILIT. DONATO. DUAB(US) OBITIS 
LEGATION(IBUS) BRITANIC:A ET ROMANA 
HISPANIENSEM CVM AGERET AC RES CLE-
MENTIS VII PONT. MAX. PROCURARET IBIQ. 
LIBROS DE INSTITUEND. REGUM FAMIL. 
PERSCRIPSISSET POSTREMO CUM CARO-
LUS V IMP. EPISC. ALBULAE CREARI MAN-
DASSET TOLETI VITA FUNCTO MAGNI APUD 
OMNES GENTES NOMINIS. Qui VIX. AN. L MS 
II D. I ALOYSIA GONZAGA CONTRA VOTUM 
SUPERSTES FIL. B. M. P. AN. D. MDXXIX

(To Baldassarre Castiglione from Mantua, 
adorned with every gift of nature and extensive 
knowledge, an erudite man of Greek and Latin 
letters, and also poet of Italian language, he 
received as donation the castle of Novilara in 
Pesaro for his military worth, after completing his 
position as Ambassador to Britain and in Rome, 
and while he was working at the court of Spain 
and conducting the business of Pope Clement 
VII, he wrote the Courtier there for the education 
of the nobles, finally, after the emperor Charles 
V had chosen him as Bishop of Avila, he died 
in Toledo having a good reputation among all 
populations. He lived 50 years, 2 months and 
1 day. In 1529, his mother Luigia Gonzaga, 
surviving her son, left this memory against his 
desire).

Next to the mausoleum of Baldassarre there is 

the one of his son Camillo, who died in 1598, 
and his wife Catherine, Countess Mandelli, from 
Piacenza, who died in 1582. There are elegant 
inscriptions for Ippolita Torelli, Baldassarre’s 
wife, Luigia Gonzaga, his mother, and other 
Castiglione family members. This chapel is a 
truly valuable temple for its history and art. The 
portrait of Baldassarre Castiglione (82 x 67 cm) 
was painted by Raphael around 1514-15 and is 
now in the Louvre Museum in Paris.

The Benedictine Abbey of St. Benedict in Polirone 
was founded at the beginning of the eleventh 
century by Tedaldo of Canossa, transforming 
the earlier basilica in coenoby. The Countess 
Matilde of Canossa made frequent donations and 
she wished to be buried there. Between the late 
fourteenth and the early fifteenth century, it was 

Overview of the Church of St. Benedict in Polirone

13. CHURCH OF ST. BENEDICT
IN POLIRONE

Piazza M. di Canossa, 7
San Benedetto Po (MN)

View of the 
interior of the 
Abbey Church, 
San Benedetto Po

in a deep crisis; the sources describing it even in 
ruins. In 1420, the prothonotary apostolic Guido 
Gonzaga aggregated it to the Congregation of 
Santa Giustina of Padua. From this time, a real 
renaissance of St. Benedict began, it returned 
to receive donations, to enhance the library and 
the activities of the already famous scriptorium. 
Then the works of restoration began in order 
to transform the old Romanesque church into 
a building full of Gothic styles, with cross-
ribbed vaults in the central nave, a series of 
four chapels on each side and outside an 
octagonal tiburium. In the sixteenth century, 
these works progressed into an extensive 
project of restoration and embellishment of the 
building structures according to the canons of 
that time. The project was then entrusted to 
Giulio Romano, already operating at Gonzagas 
court, who accepted the commission, thanks 
also to the intercession of Cardinal Ercole 
Gonzaga. The works started between 1539-
1540. Specifically, he intervened on the complex 
without demolishing the old Romanesque and 
Gothic structures, as fundamental element to 
identity the ancient church, adopting original 
solutions to bring together different architectural 
styles, creating an ensemble respecting the pre-
existing styles but renovated in the classical 
and old style. In fact, the ambulatory and the 
walled columns, still visible in the presbytery, 
are Romanesque while the tiburium and the 
vaults are late Gothic, although masked with a 
rich mannerist decoration by Giulio Romano. Its 
interior, with three naves, is entirely frescoed. 
There are paintings on the walls depicting 
episodes from the Old and the New Testament 
(1726). In the 10 side chapels there are frescoes 
of Giulio’s school. The beautiful sacristy, with a 

vault frescoed at the time of Giulio Romano, 
houses precious cabinets carved by the 
Piantavigna brothers in 1561-63. Giulio also 
made an altarpiece for the church with St. Peter 
and the disciples saved from the waters, an 
eighteenth-century copy of which remains still 
today. The loggia in the facade is also due to an 
eighteenth-century intervention. The presbytery 
incorporates Romanesque columns and also 
houses a beautiful carved choir of 1550, where 
a crowd of human heads decorates 71 stalls. 
Before the sacristy there is the tomb of Matilda 
of Canossa, whose remains were transferred to 
the Vatican by order of Pope Urban VIII in 1632.

SCHOOL OF GIULIO

Giulio Romano made use of a large number of 
aids and collaborators to comply with the innu-
merable tasks and deal with the various com-
missions. Even after the Master’s death, there 
were many artists from the school of Giulio who 
continued to work according to his style in the 
area of Mantua. Their works, paintings in parti-
cular, are numerous and many are preserved in 
the museums and churches of Mantua.



14. RURAL COURTS AND GONZAGA 
VILLAS IN THE TERRITORY

In Mantua area, there are still many rural 
courts, villas and hunting lodges linked to the 
Gonzaga family. These include some related to 
the work of Giulio Romano as a designer who, 
as mentioned, was involved in almost all the 
Gonzaga fabrications from his arrival in Mantua 
until his death.
The following deserve particular mention:

1a) Spinosa Court
Via Spinosa 18, Porto Mantovano (MN)
1b) Court of Pietole 
1c) Court of Marengo

These are three rural courtyards linked by 
the same client. The person in charge of their 
construction was in fact Carlo Bologna (1482-
1542), the powerful state treasurer, very 
close to Federico II Gonzaga. After Federico’s 
death he fell into disgrace and, accused of 
misappropriation, was executed in 1542, 
when all his property was confiscated and 
went to Gonzagas. The most important estate, 
perhaps the favourite residence, especially for 
its proximity to the Gonzaga villa of Marmirolo, 
is the Spinosa Court (private property), whose 
project is recognised by critics as in the style 
of Giulio Romano. The manor part consists of 
a long porch and a palace, also with a porch, 
facing the granary, the pier and a warehouse.

4) VILLA ZANI IN VILLIMPENTA
Via Roma 72 - Villimpenta
The villa, attributed to Giulio Romano for stylistic 
reasons, but considered by others to be the work 
of Bernardino Facciotto, was sold to Gonzagas in 
1587 by a certain Antonio da Passano. In 1610, 
it became the property of Count Massimo Emilei, 
whose coat of arms adorns the building facade. 
In 1847, Giovanelli’s princes took possession of 
it, until it finally became the property of Zanis 
family, the current owners.
Many elements typically associated with the 
style of Giulio Romano appear on the facades 
of the villa: the covering of the rustic work, the 
Doric order and the attic above the entrance are, 
in fact, reminiscent of Palazzo Te in Mantua. 
The villa has a rectangular plan. The main 
floor is on a base with three ramps of steps. 
The central area is occupied by a double-
height hall extended by a couple of bi-absidal 
lodges. On the sides there are two separate 
and independent bodies. On two sides, it is 
surrounded by a garden, also privately owned.

3) CASTIGLIONE COURT IN CASATICO
Via Nuova, 1 - Casatico
Built in the fifteenth century and renovated in the 
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, it consists 
of a series of courtyards leading to the noble 
building, flanked by a star-shaped tower with 
frescoes by Giulio.
Outside it is surrounded by a moat and an 
entrance with fake crenellations by Fancelli 
bearing the Castiglione crest. The monument 
consists of two bodies: a minor one of the 
fifteenth century, where Luca Fancelli probably 
intervened around the 1470s, and a major and 
composite one, on which, on the initiative of 
Count Camillo, a renovation occurred in 1546, 
according to a drawing by Giulio Romano, kept 
by the family. A further important restoration was 
carried out in the mid-eighteenth century.
The writer Baldassarre Castiglione was born on 
6 December 1478 in this court. The birth room 
of Baldassarre is a recent discovery, located in 
the smaller wing of the building on the upper 
floor. In 1576, some followers of Giulio Romano 
painted in the palace (their works are still largely 
visible): Giulio Rubone in the ancient loggia 
and in the great hall and Giangiacomo from 
Mantua in the star-shaped tower built by Count 
Camillo in 1546. Giulio Romano was mentioned 
for the tower paintings, which present figures 
of gods and winds taken from the Cabinet of 
the Caesars of Giulio Romano in the Ducal 
Palace in Mantua, but to date there is no certain 
documentary evidence.

2) THE EPISCOPAL VILLA OF QUINGENTOLE
Piazza Italia, 23 - Quingentole (MN)
The building, now the Town Hall, was built in the 
first half of the fifteenth century, as the bishop’s 
residence. It was enlarged for the first time at 
the end of 1400 and was enriched internally in 
1500 with decorations by Giulio Romano and 
externally by a magnificent garden. The building 
is on a rectangular plan with a central courtyard, 
following the example of the neighbouring 
country residences of Gonzaga family, as the 
neighbouring Ducal Palace of Revere.
In the sixteenth century the villa continued to 
house the bishops of Mantua succeeding in the 
episcopate; among these Ercole Gonzaga, to 
whom we owe a new decoration, visible on the 
ground floor of the building, and the arrangement 
of the garden variously articulated and provided 
with two labyrinths.
On the ground floor, the recent renovations have 
enhanced the frescoes of the vestibule and the 
architectures painted by Giulio Romano. The 
painting simulates rustic architecture; on the 
long tripartite sides, an order of Doric pilasters 
framing a portal, opening deceptively on the 
external landscape. The fragmented image 
of two swans struggling with an eagle can be 
recognised in one of the perspective recesses: 
it is a deed of Cardinal Ercole, illustrated in a 
drawing by Giulio (Paris, Louvre), accompanied 
by the motto sic repugnamus.
The ashlars crossing the arches and reinforcing 
the vertical supports are rustic: the rapid 
brushstrokes accentuate the impression of rough 
surfaces. In correspondence of the columns, 
there is an alternation of different drafts for size 
and prominence, only the capitals, decorated 
with agarics, emerge from this rough bark.



Giulio Romano and aids, Mars,
fresco, Villa of Galvagnina, Moglia

5) VILLA OF GALVAGNINA IN MOGLIA
Località Galvagnina, Moglia
The origin of the structure is uncertain: according 
to a bold hypothesis, it could date back to 1461 
designed by architect Giorgio Guastalla upon 
the Marquis of Mantua’s order, Ludovico II 
Gonzaga. According to another hypothesis, 
it could date back to the time of Francesco II, 
husband of Isabella d’Este, used as a hunting 
lodge. Federico II Gonzaga is said to have 
called Giulio Romano to fresco the walls. The 
mansion is in fact internally decorated with 
frescoes of Giulio Romano or pupils of his school 
(Fornaretto Mantovano and Bernardino Campi). 
It has a square plan and it is extended over two 
storeys, with a large hall on the ground floor. 
In addition to the painted decorations, the floor 
with original tiles and coffered wooden ceilings 
is very valuable, too. A coat of arms painted over 
the fireplace certifies that the building belonged 
to the lords of Mantua. The name Galvagnina 
derives from the owners, the noble Galvagni, 
who probably purchased the building between 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
After many changes of ownership, the building 
was used for decades as a farmhouse and in 
part as a rustic dwelling. In 1939, it was saved 
from destruction, but it fell into disuse causing 
structural failures. In 1967, it was purchased by 
the city of Mantua which restored it and, in 1989, 
the villa was opened to the public with a large 
flow of visitors. Currently, the country house 
needs delicate and prompt restoration work in 
an attempt to recover its historic structure, which 
suffered damage during the earthquake in May 
2012 and is currently unusable.
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