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The Loggia di 
Davide hallway 
connects the interior, 
the courtyard of 
honor, and the 
garden.  It used to be 
a place of rest with 
beautiful garden 
views decorated 
with plentiful plants 
and flowers.  The 
hallway is adorned 
with frescoes, 
arches, columns, 
and sculptures 
illustrating various 
episodes from 
the life of King 
David, including 
his anointment 

by the prophet Samuel, his victory over Goliath, and 
his reign as king of Israel.  These scenes are rich in 
detail and convey the drama and heroism of David's 
story.  King David's choice as the frescoes' subject 
highlights leadership, faith, and artistic achievement 
themes.  These themes resonated with Renaissance 
humanist ideals, which celebrated the potential and 
accomplishments of individuals. 

The Secret Garden is a captivating example of a 
Renaissance Garden.  It features classic elements of 
Renaissance Garden design, such as geometrically 
arranged flower beds, well-manicured hedges, and 
ornamental pathways.  This design reflects the 
Renaissance ideal of harmony and order in nature.  The 
Secret Garden blends nature, art, and architecture to 
create a private and intimate space, offering a tranquil 
retreat from the grandeur and formality of the rest of 
the Palace.  Its secluded setting made it an ideal spot 
for relaxation and contemplation for the Gonzaga family 
and their guests.  This intimate garden, meticulously 
arranged as a series of rooms at the heart of the villa 
around a rectangular garden, was built in 1595.  Its 
precise geometrical layouts, embellished features, and 
serene atmosphere reveal the Gonzaga family's taste for 
aesthetic appeal and preference for secluded, balanced 
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spaces.  The loggia, opening 
onto the garden, boasts 
three arches supported by 
two marble columns and 
is adorned with frescoes 
on the vault, depicting 
various stages of human 
life from birth to death.  In 
addition, the upper walls 
feature eighteen niches, 
each containing figures from 
Aesop's fables.  The grotto 
comprises two interlinked 
rooms with water features.  
Its decor is an eclectic mix of rock concretions, shells, 
colored stones, stucco, mother-of-pearl, and crystals.  
In the main hall, niches display heroic Gonzaga family 
feats, and the doors are embellished with frescoes 
of sea horses.  The smaller hall narrates episodes 
from Alcina the Alchemist's story, symbolizing the 
four elements, while the niches are decorated with 
paintings of sea battles.

Marquis Ludovico I Gonzaga commissioned the Basilica 
of Sant'Andrea to enhance the city's international 
prestige following the Vatican Council held in Mantua in 
1459.  Construction began on the basilica in 1472.  It was 
designed by Leon Battista Alberti, an Italian Renaissance 
humanist, architect, philosopher, and artist.  The 
elaborate design featured an arch inspired by the Arch of 
Trajan, fluted Corinthian columns, and a vaulted roof.  It 
took more than 300 years to build the basilica.  Filippo 
Juvarra designed the large dome that sits on top of the 
building in the late 18th century, and the final interior 
decorations were completed in 1790.  The church facade 
reflects classical influences with a large triumphal 
arch, pilasters, and Corinthian capitals.  The interior, 
measuring 103m long, 19m wide, and 28m high, follows 

a Latin cross plan with a single nave and a barrel vault.  
The church also houses relics, including what is believed 
to be the precious blood of Christ, brought to Mantua 
by San Longinus, a Roman soldier who converted to 
Christianity after piercing Christ's side.

The Rotonda di San Lorenzo, the oldest church 
in Mantua, dates back to the 11th century and was 
constructed under the reign of the Canossa family.  
Inspired by the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 
Jerusalem, it features a circular plan and is a fine 
example of Romanesque architecture with Byzantine-
style frescoes.  Built primarily of bricks in the Lombard 
tradition with some marble detailing, the church 
was dedicated to the martyr St. Lawrence after its 
construction.  The Rotonda remained largely untouched 
for centuries until Duke Guglielmo Gonzaga closed it 
for worship in 1570 and it was deconsecrated in 1579.  
For the next three centuries, the church was forgotten, 
repurposed as a warehouse, and integrated into 
surrounding houses and shops.  After losing its dome, 
it served as a private courtyard for the city's Jewish 
quarter.  In 1908, the demolition of nearby buildings 
revealed the Rotonda again, initiating a long restoration 
process.  Since 1925, it has been managed by the 
Dominican community, ensuring its preservation and 
opening it to the public.

Opposite the palace entrance stands the Mantua 
Cathedral (Cattedrale di San Pietro), which serves as 
the seat of the Mantua bishop.  The original construction 
of the cathedral dates back to the Early Christian era, 
but it was destroyed by fire in 894.  The only remaining 
artifact from that period is the bell tower basement, 
believed to have originally been a Roman tower built 
on an Etruscan foundation.  A Roman statue head is 
positioned above the windows of the bell tower.  The 
church was built in the Romanesque style during the 
14th century and restored in 1545 by Giulio Romano 
under the patronage of Francesco I Gonzaga.  



Romano only rebuilt the interior, modeled after Saint 
Peter's Basilica in Rome.  The last significant change 
to the cathedral occurred between 1756 and 1761 when 
a Baroque facade was added.  Many of these different 
artistic styles are still visible in the cathedral today. 
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Sabbioneta is a Renaissance city located approximately 
30 kilometers southwest of Mantua.  Its name comes 
from the Latin word "pabulum," which means sand.  It 
is situated in the lower Po Valley between Mantua and 
Parma, on land that once had sandy deposits from the 
Po and Oglio rivers.  These sands dried up following a 
reclamation project by Benedictine monks in the 11th 
century.
   Sabbioneta is a distinctive creation from the late 
16th century, designed by Vespasiano I Gonzaga.  The 
city's layout features well-planned streets, squares, 
and buildings and embodies Renaissance urbanism, 
showcasing harmonious and functional urban spaces 
that reflect classical ideals.  Influenced by Vitruvius, 
Gonzaga constructed enduring monuments, making the 
city a symbol of the Renaissance era.  
   Sabbioneta, founded in 1556 and completed in 1591, 
is known as one of the most beautiful villages in Italy.  
Its influence extends globally, shaping urbanism and 
architecture.  It took 35 years to build, and it exemplifies 
Renaissance design.  Intended as an ideal capital for the 
Duchy, it is home to invaluable artistic and architectural 
treasures and is surrounded by a large, star-shaped 
defense wall built in 1554.  Today, Sabbioneta is a 
testament to the Renaissance era's artistic achievement 
and urban planning.

The Ducal Palace, built by Vespasiano in 1560-1561, 
is the oldest of his constructions and was Vespasiano 
Gonzaga's primary residence.  It showcases Renaissance 

architecture across its four levels and contains richly 
decorated rooms and a notable art collection.  The 
Palace was initially connected to surrounding buildings 
by a covered walkway.  The elegant facade features 
an ashlar portico with five arches crowned by a 
grand cornice and mezzanine towers above the roof.  
Decorated corners and coats of arms remain visible on 
the façade.  Unfortunately, some original elements, 
like the carved oak cornice and Bernardino Campi 
frescoes, have been lost over time.  The large windows, 
aligned with the loggia arches, are framed in marble and 
topped with alternating curved and triangular gables.  
Vespasiano's name is inscribed on the architrave.  In the 
16th century, corbels above the windows were adorned 
with marble busts of Roman emperors, now replaced 
with resin busts of the Gonzagas.

Galleria degli Antichi (Gallery of the Ancients), or 
Great Corridor in the Castle Square," as it was initially 
called, was built between 1583 and 1586.  The external 
structure is made of exposed stone and has twenty-six 
arches on the lower level, totaling approximately 97 
meters.  It is the third-longest covered gallery in Italy, 
after the Gallery of Maps in the Vatican and the Uffizi 
Gallery in Florence.  The gallery was used to exhibit 



Vespasiano's incredible archaeological collection, a series 
of antique marbles bought after the Duke's return from 
the Spanish court in 1578.  The collection included busts, 
statues, epigraphs, and bas-reliefs, predominantly 
acquired in Rome and Venice.

The Galleria degli Antichi leads to the Palazzo Giardino, 
Vespasiano's private villa.  It's adorned with detailed 
designs, and the adjacent garden showcases the 
Renaissance's emphasis on proportion and harmony.  
Built in the late 16th century, Vespasiano Gonzaga 
designed it as a leisure and cultural spot, reflecting his 
ideal city concept.  It's a prime example of Renaissance 
architecture, featuring elegant proportions, symmetry, 
and classical details.  The interiors are decorated with 
frescoes, stuccoes, and classical motifs.  The Sala 
dei Miti (Hall of Myths) displays frescoes of various 
mythological scenes, showing the Renaissance's interest 
in classical antiquity and mythology.  The gardens 
surrounding the Palace are designed in the formal 
Renaissance style, with geometric patterns, fountains, 
and arranged plants and flowers, serving as a place for 
leisure and reflection.

The Church of the Incoronata (Church of the Blessed 
Crowned Virgin), located in Sabbioneta, is a royal 
chapel and dynasty pantheon.  It houses the mausoleum 
of the duke, whose tomb is adorned with the prestigious 
Golden Fleece pendant.  The church's unique octagonal 
design, defying the guidelines of the Council of Trent, 
makes it ideal for a mausoleum.  Construction of the 
church took place between 1586 and 1588.  It is built on 
the sites of two former places of worship, one dedicated 
to St. Blaise and the other to St. Nicholas.  The church's 
elevation is divided into three parts, each incorporating 
painting and architecture to create an emotional illusion.  
The mausoleum, commissioned by Giovan Battista della 
Porta and Isabella Gonzaga, is located to the high altar's 
left and constructed using rare and valuable antique 
marble.  The bronze statue of the founder, located in the 
square, depicts him seated on a curule chair, dressed as 
an ancient Roman emperor.  A room within the church 
showcases various valuable items such as silverware, 
precious fabrics, chalices, religious objects, and coins 
from the State of Sabbioneta. 



The Teatro all 'Antica was Europe's first permanent, 
purpose-built theater, constructed from scratch.  Its 
design in 1587 is credited to the architect Vincenzo 
Scamozzi, a pupil of Palladio under the patronage of 
Vespasiano Gonzaga.  It showcases elegant proportions 
and exquisite frescoes, blending ancient style with 
innovative features.  Construction began in 1589 and 
was overseen by Scamozzi and his craftsmen.  The 
theater's interior was decorated with frescoes of 
triumphal arches, loggias, and Roman emperors.  It 
had seating for nobility, a loggia for the ladies, dressing 
rooms for actors, and a space for musicians.  The stage 
had fixed scenery depicting painted wooden buildings.  
The loggia's ceiling was painted to resemble the sky, 
giving it the feel of an ancient amphitheater.  The 
theater incorporated late Mannerist elements, including 
a bust of Cybele symbolizing divine protection and 
the personification of Sabbioneta.  It was designed 
in a classical style, with inscriptions on the exterior 
façade emphasizing the city's connection to Rome.  
The theater featured paintings of Rome's landmarks, 
stucco statues of gods and goddesses, and depictions 
of Roman emperors.  The restoration of the theater in 
1996 highlights the influence of classical architecture in 
Renaissance Italy.

Vespasiano commissioned the Church of Santa Maria 
Assunta in Cielo in 1562.  It reflects Renaissance art 
and architecture. This common church was built, 
featuring an octagonal chapel and a double dome.  The 
church interior has a single nave with five chapels 
on each side, a transept, presbytery, and apse.  The 
dome showcases the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary, 
while the compartments depict various prophets.  The 
church houses sacred relics, including the Holy Thorn 
of the Crown of Our Lord Jesus Christ and a miraculous 
crucifix donated by St Charles Borromeo.  As requested 
by Isabella Gonzaga, the sacristy is a beautifully 
decorated space with frescoes, stuccoes, and paintings.  
It also houses a collection of paintings, including ovals 
depicting important events in the life of the Virgin Mary.

Sabbioneta has two main gates: Porta Vittoria and 
Porta Imperiale.  Porta Vittoria, built in 1567, faces 
west towards Spanish Lombardy.  Its exterior is brick 
with four 
white marble 
half pilasters.  
The gate has 
three arches 
and a plaque 
identifying 
Vespasiano as 
the marquess 
and founder 
of Sabbioneta.  
Above the 
plaque is a 
marble coat of 
arms.  Inside, 
the floor plan is 
cross-shaped, 
with small cross 
vaults. 
Porta Imperiale, 
constructed 
in 1579, faces 
east towards 
the Duke 
of Mantua's lands.  Its facade is white marble with 
three arches.  Originally, it had two drawbridges, one 
specifically for vehicles.  The entrance's tympanum was 
replaced in the 19th century.  Above the entrance, a 
plaque notes Vespasiano, the Duke of Sabbioneta, as 
the gate's sponsor, along with the duke’s marble coat of 
arms.  Inside, there are small barrel and cross vaults.  A 
noteworthy detail is that Porta Vittoria's gatehouse was 
once used for low-cost housing.  The main entrance of 
Porta Imperiale features a marble face decoration on 
the keystone.
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