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INTRODUCTION TO THE THIRD EDITION
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THIS IS AN expanded, and I hope improved, edition of a book written in 2005 at the suggestion of Umberto Allemandi. The patterns of civilization lie more thickly upon the Italian peninsula than on any commensurate area of the earth. Successive civilizations have left their trace: Greek and Etruscan, Roman and Byzantine. Invaders have come and gone. But the peoples of Italy have shown an irrepressible artistic resilience unmatched elsewhere. England was in the van at certain moments. So, arguably more often, was France. Holland had its great century. But only of Italy can it be said that for three millennia no century or indeed generation has failed to leave its contribution; and that, with a consistency that can only humble the foreigner, so many strata of this creative achievement have determined the course of civilization throughout Europe.


Like anyone who revisits a country he loves, I am irresistibly drawn back to the places and works of art that aroused and have sustained that love. But I always try also to see sights that are new to me. In this respect Italy has proved – and will always prove – to be inexhaustible. Umberto asked for a selection of the fifty places that matter most to me; self-indulgence led me to raise the number to fifty-two. A hundred and one were included in the second edition of this book: now there are a hundred and fifty. As will be obvious to the reader, my deepest interest lies in painting of the Italian Renaissance. The pursuit of this determined the course of my early sightseeing. But pictures – and sculptures – only make proper sense in the context of the buildings for which they were commissioned. These reflect the political and religious complexion of their cities and towns, which in turn must be seen in the context of their landscapes, the territories from which they drew their livelihood and upon which their strategic or economic importance depended.


Umberto charged me to be personal in the expression of my views. No sightseer is unprejudiced. I selected the places I myself would most have liked to revisit, and which, perhaps selfishly, I thus believed would give most pleasure to others. Where great towns are concerned, I outlined what I would choose to see again, the walks or perambulations I would take, the churches or museums in which I would linger. Buildings, however wonderful, that are not readily accessible to the public are omitted. It is not within the scope of this book to record opening hours of museums. But in Italy, churches open early and the traveller is advised to take advantage of this.


The selection was mine and involved many sacrifices. As I write I hear the advice of Ester Bonacossa, Etta to her English friends, when I was planning tours: ‘don’t forget Cividale’; ‘don’t neglect Cefalù’. In the second edition Cividale was one of four dozen additional places, many of obvious importance but others equally eloquent of the past, that ought to be better known. For this third edition, in which Cefalù duly appears, I have been more self-indulgent in my selection. Some of the omissions for which I was fairly taxed – and indeed regretted myself – have been made good. A number of smaller towns have been chosen, mostly because they can readily be visited in conjunction with more major centres, particularly in areas that offer most to the sightseer. Montesanto is here as a warning not to neglect opportunity.


But much, too much, more inevitably is still omitted: Aosta and Ivrea in Piedmont; Vigevano and Lodi in Lombardy; magical Torcello and unselfconscious Chioggia, Fanzolo and Treviso in the Veneto; San Danieli del Friuli and Spilimbergo in Friuli; Faenza in the Romagna; and in Tuscany, Collodi. I have had to be equally ruthless in Umbria, forfeiting Spello, Amelia, Narni and Norcia, as well as Senigaglia, Jesi and Recanati and Tolentino in the Marche, not to mention numerous remote early churches both there and in Abruzzo. Nearer Rome, many interesting places are passed by. So further south is Herculaneum, as well as Barletta, Bari, Altamura and Otranto in Apulia. In Sicily Taormina is still an absentee, as are Catania, Noto and Erice.


Some sites are briefly touched upon in the entries for neighbouring places, and in a few instances, particularly in Sardinia, churches and other places that can be conveniently seen on brief journeys are linked. A few places, including Ninfa, are absent because I have not visited them; while others are passed over for the irrational reason that they failed to come up to personal expectation. Those who want to explore are admirably served by the red guidebooks of the Italian Touring Club and that pocket-sized volume so indispensable to my early Italian sightseeing, the 1932 Oxford edition of Berenson’s Italian Pictures of the Renaissance.


Italy has changed since I came to know it in 1966, and continues to change. White oxen are no longer used to plough in Tuscany. Peasant farmers have left for the towns. Tracts of country have been suburbanized, whether by Italians or foreigners, their former farmhouses severed from the landscape by intrusive fencing. Windfarms have invaded the hills of Basilicata, as effectively as the Normans did. New building in many areas has been uncontrolled. So has the motorcar. But prosperity has meant much that seemed in danger has been safeguarded; and just as the Italian authorities have long sought to restrain the export of works of art, so they have taken heroic steps to preserve a prodigious architectural inheritance. Despite valiant efforts to prove the contrary, many of the artistic achievements of twentieth-century Italy do not represent a natural or organic process of evolution. And I am certainly not qualified to write about these. While I would love to see again that enchanted room muraled by Severini for the Sitwells at Montegufoni, I cannot claim a strenuous appetite for Modigliani or Morandi. I have been more impressed by architecture of the fascist period in Libya and Ethiopia than in Italy and do not intend to revisit Carlo Scarpa’s celebrated mausoleum at Riese, although I do admire Giancarlo dei Carli’s cascading additions to the University of Urbino and his housing scheme near Terni. But it is not for such things that most tourists go to Italy.


Works of art cannot be taken by storm. Buildings and towns take time to explore. I shall always be grateful to those – recorded in the same geographical order as the text – whose unstinted hospitality has enabled me to take that time: the late Contessa Ester Bonacossa in Milan and at San Remigio; Signora Francesco Sella and the Mazzotta family in Milan; the late Mrs Henry J. Heinz Jr, at the Casa Ecco; the late Contessa Marina Luling Buschetti and subsequently Diamante and Vittorio dalle Ore at Maser; the late Contessa Anna Maria Cicogna, Elisabetta Foscari, Luciana Moretti, Marina Atwater and François Borne in Venice; the late Marchese Franco Bianci di Castelbianco at San Domenico di Fiesole; the late Sir John Pope-Hennessy, the late Mrs Elizabeth Marangoni, the late Sir Harold Acton, Fausto Calderai and Neri Torrigiani in Florence; the late Mrs Vincent Astor at Montevettolini; the late Principessa Letizia Buoncompagni, the late Mrs Earl Magrath, Contessa Viviana Pecci-Blunt and the late comte Henri de Beaumont at Marlia; the Francesco Pesenti in the Lucchese; the late Conte Giovanni Tadini at Agnano; the Cavendishes at the Casa al Bosco; Jonathan and Elisabetta Mennell near Monteroni; Max and Joy Ulfane at Fighine; the late Miss Ursula Corning, as whose guest at Civitella Ranieri – and in 1984 at San Fabiano – over thirty-three summers I must have spent a total of some twenty months; the late Marchese Uguccione Ranieri di Sorbello, Marchesa Marilena Ranieri di Sorbello and their son Ruggero, almost every year since 1968 at the Casa Sorbello, Perugia, and, once, at Pischiello; the Bizzari at Todi; Alessandra Montani della Fargna at Poreta; the late Duca Roberto and Duchesa Franceschiella Ferretti di Castelferreto at Castelfidardo; the late Tomasso Buzzi at La Scarzuola and in Rome; Alice Goldet in Rome; Sir Mark and Lady Lennox-Boyd at Oliveto; Barone Maurizio Baracco at the Villa Emma; the Carlo Knights in Naples and Capri; the David Bensons at Bussento; Francesco Pantaleone at Palermo; the Dibbets family near Noto; and Adrian and Jessica White in Sardinia. As I only learnt to drive at the age of thirty-six, I will always be indebted to those who motored me in the past: to Ester Bonacossa; to Ursula Corning and so many of her guests, including the late Mrs Cyril Egerton and her niece, the late Mrs Simon Ricketts; to Hugh Roberts; and, not least, to my mother.


The original edition of this book owed much to the editing of Anna Somers Cocks and her associates, who must have been sorely tried by my dyslexia. This edition has been edited with unfailing tact by Sally Salvesen; I’m also indebted for much practical help to Abbie Winter and Victoria Koehn. I am grateful for constructive suggestions to Alessio Altichieri, Jamie Macdonagh, Antonio Mazzotta, Marco Riccomini and James Sassoon. Mistakes are mine. The illustrations used in the previous volume were not available: I am greatly indebted to Antonio Mazzotta for the use of several of his images which are indicated with his initials; most of the rest are mine.


F. R.
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TURIN
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OF THE GREAT Italian cities, it is Turin of which the visitor has fewest expectations. I had cumulatively spent over a year in Italy before my first visit in 1973; Hugh Roberts, with whom I was travelling across northern Italy, wanted to spend four days, rather to my surprise. How right he was.


Until the age of the railway, Turin was the first Italian city most English or French tourists saw. Although some crossed the high passes to the Val d’Aosta with its bristling castles, most would have taken the Mont Cenis and thus descended to Susa, pausing perhaps to see the well-preserved Arch of Augustus, and then continued on the successor of the Roman road, passing beneath the spectacularly sited abbey of San Michele della Chiusa.


The natural capital of Piedmont, Turin is set on the flank of a productive plain above a bend of the river Po as this circles the north-western edge of the Monferrat range. Turin had been a major Roman city, as the gaunt Porta Palatina still attests. In 1280 it passed to the house of Savoy; and the city’s enduring fascination is inextricably linked with the course of that dynasty, counts and, from the fifteenth century, dukes of Savoy. Exiled in 1536, the Savoys returned in 1559. Their political acuity in dealing with both France and neighbouring Italian states consolidated their power. Vittorio Amadeo II inherited in 1675. His role in the War of the Spanish Succession, in which his kinsman Prince Eugène distinguished himself as the Austrian commander while Turin itself almost miraculously defied the French siege of 1706, led to his elevation as the King of Sicily in 1713 and, after the loss of that island to the Bourbons, King of Sardinia in 1720. He died in 1730, by when he had transformed his capital.


[image: Images]


Susa, the Arch of Augustus, 9–8 BC


The Palazzo Reale with its ponderous façade, begun in 1646 and completed in 1660 by Vittorio Amadeo’s father, is the central monument of Turin. The sequence of staterooms on the piano nobile expressed a determined taste for power. From the piazza in front of the palace one sees equally clearly how the ambitions of the Savoys found architectural expression. A decisive victory of 1557 prompted a vow to build a church dedicated to Saint Lawrence, but it took over a hundred years for work to begin on the west side of the piazza. In 1666 Guarino Guarini was called in, and building proceeded over two decades. Guarini’s dome at San Lorenzo, so ruthless in the logic of its internal structure and ingenious in the use of light and shadow, is a tour de force.


A short walk from the corner of the palace leads to the chaste late quattrocento cathedral, Roman in type, to which Guarini appended his stupendous chapel to house the most celebrated treasure of the house of Savoy, the Holy Shroud. The shrine was, and after its restoration will doubtless be again, the most unsettling of baroque statements, a vertiginous orchestration of black marble. Guarini was also enlisted in the urban development of Turin, a cherished project of successive rulers. The curving brick cliff of the main elevation of his Palazzo Carignano has no equal.


Opposite San Lorenzo is another major royal monument, the Palazzo Madama, with a wonderfully articulated façade of 1718–21 applied to the much-reconstructed medieval castle by that most protean of architectural draughtsmen, the Sicilian Filippo Juvarra. Within is a prodigious staircase, regal yet oddly free of pomp. The civic museum on the first floor, recently rearranged, documents the history of the area and used in an old-fashioned way to be the perfect setting for a key collection of pictures and sculptures by the masters of Renaissance Piedmont.


The prosperity of modern Turin means that the complexion of the old town has changed dramatically. Blackened façades are now clean. Crumbling palaces have been rehabilitated, sometimes ruthlessly, as banks and offices. The visitor should wander. Strike across from the Palazzo Madama and follow the Via Dora Grossa (now named after Garibaldi), turning to see how Juvarra’s frontispiece of the former dominates the axis, and return by the parallel Via Corte d’Appello to follow the Via Roma to the Piazza San Carlo, with the façade of Santa Cristina by Juvarra balanced by the copy of this at San Carlo. Linger on the arcaded Via Po, inaugurated in 1673, with its complement of churches and the Royal University – hence the number of bookstalls. To the south are more straight streets and many of the finer palazzi. Among the many churches of the area, none is more satisfying than San Filippo, where Juvarra worked from 1715 onwards; major altarpieces by the most celebrated painters of contemporary Rome and Naples, Maratta, Solimena and Trevisani, testify to the ambition of the new kingdom. Turin had become a major capital; foreigners on the Grand Tour might study there, and in the early 1760s the English Minister, James Stuart Mackenzie, reported on British visitors to his brother, the Prime Minister, while making arrangements to buy Consul Smith’s collection from Venice for the young King George III.


Like other Italian dynasties, the Savoys were driven away in the wake of Napoleonic victories. They returned in 1814. The Neoclassical susceptibilities of King Carlo Felice were satisfied in the great piazza at the end of Via Po and the Chiese Madre on the opposite bank of the river, Bonsignore’s solemn reworking of the Pantheon. The king’s cousin and successor, Carlo Alberto, commissioned the dramatic equestrian monument of 1838 to their heroic ancestor Emanuele Filiberto in the Piazza San Carlo from Baron Carlo Marochetti; for the anonymous Glaswegian author of Travelling Notes (1864) this was the outstanding artistic sight of Turin. With the Risorgimento and the transfer of the capital of Carlo Alberto’s heir, Vittorio Emanuele II, as King of Italy, first to Florence and subsequently to Rome, the Savoys ceased to reside in Turin. It became a political backwater, elegant and aristocratic.


The increasing economic importance of Piedmont was reflected by the development of the museums of Turin, notably the Galleria Sabauda, whose holdings of works by regional painters of the Renaissance were supplemented by much of the dynastic collection of the Savoys, and the Museo Egiziano, which houses the most comprehensive collection of Egyptian antiquities in Italy and is rivalled in Europe only in Berlin, London and Paris. Both institutions are housed in the former Collegio dei Nobili.
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Filippo Juvarra, Stupinigi, Hunting Lodge, designed in 1729–30.


The considerable twentieth-century expansion of the city was due in part to Fiat and the Agnelli, who, after the exile of King Umberto in 1945, became its substitute dynasty. The city has now lost its visual relationship with the hinterland. There is no longer any game to pursue in the vicinity of the great hunting lodge that Juvarra designed in 1729 for the ageing King Vittorio Amadeo, reached by an impressive avenue some five kilometres to the south of Turin. Vast though it is, Stupinigi, whose stag-crested domed central block seems to thrust upwards through the flanking wings, is neither pompous nor monotonous – as are so many contemporary palaces of similar scale. In winter the white stucco seems to echo the snow-capped mountains beyond. And despite recent thefts, the royal apartments, with furniture by Pietro Piffetti, pastoral landscapes by Cignaroli and pastel portraits by Liotard, still breathe with something of the spirit of settecento court life.


The Savoys had other palaces outside Turin, including Rivoli and Raconigi – the latter partly decorated by the Torinese Giovanni Battista Borra, who had travelled as draughtsman with Robert Wood and James Dawkins to Palmyra and Baalbec and made his mark in England before returning to serve his monarch. Even grander was the never finished Venaria Reale with a spectacular gallery and the Cappella di Sant’Uberto by Juvarra; the complex and garden have recently been restored. Yet another palace was begun behind the most dramatically placed of Turin’s monuments, Juvarra’s Basilica di Superga, the Valhalla of the Savoys, on the hill to the east, begun in 1715 and completed in 1731. The huge domed church flanked by massive towers hangs above the city; its platform is the vantage point from which Turin’s urban development can best be understood.


•


SALUZZO


[image: Images]


ON THE DEATH of Adelaide Manfredi in 1091, Bonifazio del Vasto inherited much of her father’s duchy of Turin and Susa, which was subsequently divided among his seven sons. Saluzzo fell to Manfred, founder of a line of marquises that endured until 1548 and did much to embellish their city.


The visitor arrives in the lower town, the south side of the main street of which, the Corso Italia, follows the line of the medieval walls. The Cathedral of 1491-1501 was built outside these, on the north side of the corso. The retardataire late gothic façade does not wholly prepare one for the ambitious scale of the interior. Above one of the altars on the right is a fluent Adoration of the Shepherds by Sebastiano Ricci, an unexpected Venetian rococo apparition. On the opposite side of the church are the surviving sections of a major polyptych by the northern painter Hans Clemer in which Ludovico II of Saluzzo and his consort, Marguerite de Foix, appear as donors.


Diagonally across from the cathedral is a former gate in the city wall beyond which is the former Episcopal Palace. Take one of the narrow streets or flights of steps and climb to reach the Salita del Castello, lines with lesser palaces the fronts of many of which incorporate medieval elements. Some way up, on the right, is the loggiaed Palazzo Comunale overhung by the Torre Comunale of 1462 with its sixteenth-century octagonal top. Next to this is the Palazzo dell’Arti, its façade with murals in grisaille. The salita ends opposite the wide round tower which Ludovico II added to his castle in 1491-5.


To the east of the Palazzo Comunale a street runs down to the most memorable church of Saluzzo, San Giovanni, begun in 1330 but not finished until 1504. Steps lead downwards to the nave. The glory of the church is the lavishly gothic choir, designed in 1474 by Antoine Le Moiturier as a funerary chapel for Ludovico I. On the left wall ifs the tomb of Ludovico II by the Pavian sculptor Benedetto Briosco, a recumbent effigy set in an intricately carved canopy. To the left of the church is the cloister, off which are the chapterhouse and refectory. In the former, flanked by murals of the saints is the monument to Galeazzo Cavassa, vicar general of the marquisate, who died in 1483, a work of great refinement by the Comasque sculptor Matteo Sanmicheli. Nearby, on the north side of the Via San Giovanni is the Casa Cavassa, begun for Galeazzo and altered for his son Francesco, who served as vicar-general under Marguerite de Foix. A rare survival, the house is now a museum: appropriately enough it holds Clemer’s Madonna della Misericordia, in which Ludovico II is shown as donor.
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Abbey of staffarda from the east.


Walking downwards, try to pass the Municipio in the former outpost of the Jesuits and find the small square with the painted façade (1757) of San Nicolò beside the former seminary and, at a right angle to this, the admirably fluent brick front of the deconsecrated Santa Margherita.


Some ten kilometres north of Saluzzo, clearly visible from the upper town, is the great Cistercian Abbey of Staffarda, endowed by Manfred I in 1135. On the approach the Romanesque campanile seems to vie with the conical peak of the Monviso to the west. Much of the medieval monastery survives, its scale attesting to the efficiency of the Cistersians as agricultural entrepreneurs. The entrance is now through the cloister. The late twelfth-century church with its brick piers is in every sense a muscular structure. There is a moving pigmented group of the Crucifixion datable about 1500 in the right aisle, which like so many of the treasures of Saluzzo is clearly by a northern master.


•


ASTI
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SET ON THE north bank of the river Tanaro, the former Roman colonia of Hasta remained a town of considerable importance in the early medieval age, caught up with the ambitions of regional powers including the marquesses of Monferrat, the counts of Savoy, the Angevin kings of Naples and the Visconti. In 1529 Asti passed to the Emperor Charles V to become the dowry of his sister-in-law, Beatrice of Portugal on her marriage to Carlo III of Savoy.


The main street, running from the Piazzale Torino in the west across the town, the Corso Alfieri, is named after Asti’s greatest son, Vittorio Alfieri, the playwright who lived for many years with Louise, Countess of Albany, widow of Charles Edward Stuart, ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’. With its procession of palazzi the street implies the prosperity of Savoyard rule. The first building of interest is the mid-eighteenth-century Santa Catarina by G. B. Feroggio with its elegant oval dome. Beside this is the dodecagonal Roman Torre Rosso of brick with a Romanesque upper section.


Ahead, immediately before the Palazzo Alfieri, where the dramatist was born, the first road on the left leads up to the Cattedrale, an imposing fourteenth-century building, the character of which is not significantly altered by subsequent changes and reconstruction. The earlier campanile was reduced in height in the seventeenth century; while the beautiful porch on the south flank with its statuary is of after 1450. Within the frescoes of 1696-1700 on the gothic vaults come are somewhat disconcerting. The same can be said of the way that Gandolfino d’Asti’s key altarpiece of 1501 was rearranged in the baroque altar in the right transept. The murals in the choir are by the versatile Genoese Carlo Innocenzo Carlone. In some ways the most satisfying works of art in the cathedral are Gandolfino’s Marriage of the Virgin and the terracotta Pietà of 1502 in the left aisle.


Return to the Corso Alfieri. Further on, to the left, is the Palazzo di Bellino, now a museum. Opposite the Via San Martino leads to two surviving medieval towers and the refined thirteenth-century Casa-forte dei Roero di Cortanze. The road intersects with the Via Quintino Sella, with the gothic Casa Roero: the Casa dei Roero di Monteu with its tower is nearby on Via Malabayla. This concentration of private towers reminds us that Asti, like other towns, was divided between Guelf and Ghibelline factions, led respectively by the Solari and De Castello families. Head eastwards for the gothic San Secondo, the campanile of which survives from the previous church, but like that of the cathedral was subsequently reduced in height. From the church turn right to cross the Corso Alfieri to reach the Piazza Medici with the finest of the towers of Asti, the trecento Torre Troyana. Return to the corso and continue eastwards. On the right, just before the Piazza 1 Maggio, is the Battistero di San Pietro, an early twelfth-century rotunda of great distinction.


Part of the charm of Asti is that there are few cities in Italy where so little notice is taken of the tourist.
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Cattedrale, south transept.


•


VERCELLI
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VERCELLI ADVERTISES ITSELF as a ‘città d’arte’ with some reason. It boasts one of the great gothic churches of northern Italy, and gave birth to a significant school of Renaissance painters. And although the town has grown considerably, there are still places from which the towers of Sant’Andrea can be seen across fields of waving maize.


It is at Sant’Andrea that a circuit should begin. Although much restored, this remains the quintessential Italian statement of Cistercian austerity. The deep rust of the brick contrasts with the warm stone of the windows and other elements, and the towers are striking. The church, more impressive than lovable, is perhaps seen to best advantage from the adjoining cloister. Much of the fabric of ancient Vercelli survives: a medieval core round the arcaded Piazza Cavour; the massive brick castle of the Savoys, now the Palazzo del Giustizia; palaces that are less numerous and ambitious than those at neighbouring Casale Monferrat – so loved by my old friend Giovanni Tadini, who had the advantage of knowing about their inhabitants, past and present; a scattering of good Neoclassical buildings; an appropriately eclectic synagogue of 1878; and the industrial gothic of the Mercato Pubblico of 1884. But the sightseer has come for other things.
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Sant’ Andrea, the tower from the cloister.


Some way east of the Piazza Cavour is the Museo Borgogna, housing the collection left to the city by Antonio Borgogna (1822–1906) and the municipal holdings. The most distinguished of Borgogna’s early Italian pictures was a tondo of his Sienese period by Sodoma, who was born at Vercelli. The collection of pictures by painters who, unlike Sodoma, remained at Vercelli is comprehensive, with an unrivalled group of altarpieces and smaller works by Defendente Ferrari, a touching artist who learnt much from northern pictures, as well as the vacuous productions of his follower Girolamo Giovenone and panels by the grand protagonist of the Piedmontese school, Gaudenzio Ferrari, and by his able successor Lanino. The upper floors house more of Borgogna’s pictures. The star is Hans Baldung Grien’s Charity, which with the Dürer Adoration in the Uffizi is one of the finest German Renaissance pictures in Italy; Borgogna bought it from the Manfrin collection at Venice, where once it kept incongruous company with Giorgione’s Tempesta. Borgogna was also interested in some aspects of contemporary painting. He bought pictures of historical and Arab subjects; he owned Gaetano Chierici’s La buona matrignana, showing a hen protecting her chicks from rats, and, less expectedly, a triptych of 1885 by the Bruges painter Edmond van Hove which reinterprets the art of Quentin Massys with an almost pornographic intensity.


Leave till last the noblest achievements of the Renaissance in Vercelli, Gaudenzio’s frescoes in the church of San Cristoforo. In 1529–30 he painted the Madonna del Melarancio for the high altar; the enlargement of the choir means that this is now placed much higher than the artist intended. Commissions followed for the frescoes in the chapels on either side of the presbytery. Work began in that on the right, dedicated to the Magdalen. On the east, altar, wall, is the prodigious upright Crucifixion, the lower part of which is unfortunately covered by a later altar, so that, for example, we cannot see the hands of the dice-playing soldiers. The drama is concentrated. The Virgin swoons; the Magdalen is seen from behind in profil perdu; a white horse returns our gaze. This and the equally original compositions on the right wall were executed in 1530–32.


The balancing frescoes of the Chapel of the Assumption are of 1532–4. The iconography of the Assumption of the Virgin allowed less scope for diversion than the Crucifixion. On the lower tier of the side wall are the Birth of the Virgin and the Adoration of the Magi, between which are portraits of kneeling donors in fixed profile who seem oddly less palpable than the kings and their attendant dwarf and pages.


•


VARALLO
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THE RIVER SESIA carves a circuitous course to the south-east from the flank of the Monte Rosa. Varallo has long been the principal town of the Valsesia. It is best approached by the old road from the south, which passes the still isolated porticoed Cappella della Madonna di Loreto, with a beautiful external frescoed lunette of the Adoration by Gaudenzio Ferrari. High above the main piazza, from which it is approached by a picturesque ramp, is the Collegiata di San Gaudenzio, with a notable polyptych of about 1516–20 by Gaudenzio. Below are the narrow curving streets of the ancient town, whose charm has not been reduced by recent prosperity. A short, but by no means direct, walk leads to the Pinacoteca with half a dozen pictures, including two of David with the head of Goliath, by the most forceful artist of Counter-Reformation Piedmont, Tanzio da Varallo. The impact of these masterpieces is diminished by an irritatingly theatrical display, from which the museum’s exemplary collection of maiolica is happily spared.


A few dozen yards beyond the Pinacoteca, you reach the limits of the original conurbation. To the left is the house identified as that of Gaudenzio, who is the subject of a nearby statue of 1874 by another local artist, Pietro della Vedova. This is eloquent of the high place that the greatest master of the High Renaissance in Piedmont held for the generation of Giovanni Morelli and Sir Charles Eastlake. Behind the statue is the great Renaissance conventual church of Santa Maria delle Grazie. The nave is dominated by the arcaded west wall with Gaudenzio’s prodigious frescoes of the life and passion of Christ. Executed in 1513, the series evinces that narrative instinct and sense of objective realism for which Gaudenzio was so remarkable: he leaves us in no doubt that the Bad Thief was bad and the Good Thief repentant. The frescoes, which are enriched by sections of stucco, demand patience and field glasses, and are best seen without artificial light on a clear morning when Gaudenzio’s disciplined use of colour tells to particular effect.


Santa Maria delle Grazie was founded by Bernardino Caimi, as was the Sacro Monte for which most visitors come to Varallo. Caimi returned from the Holy Land in 1481 and determined to replicate the pilgrimage route of Jerusalem. After his death in 1499 impetus was lost, but in 1517 the project was revived. Gaudenzio understood exactly what was required of him, but once again momentum faltered. After another long pause, the Sacro Monte found in 1565 a determined advocate in the Archbishop of Milan, Carlo Borromeo; and a series of additional chapels were designed by one of the most consistently rewarding Italian architects of the period, Galeazzo Alessi, who had been brought up in Perugia in the shadow of Perugino and Raphael but is perhaps best known for his Genoese palazzi. Momentum was maintained, and major Lombard and Piedmontese painters and sculptors were called in. The high bluff of the Sacro Monte hangs over the town. Although you can drive and there is a funicular, it is best to walk up the steep path above Santa Maria delle Grazie. The last two bends are marked by chapels and the pilgrim then reaches the Sacro Monte.
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Sacro Monte, Chapel V:Gaudenzio Ferrari, Adoration of the Magi (detail). A.M.


The first chapel – of 1565–6 – looms beyond the gateway: Alessi at his most simply classical. The Fall of Man is represented. The statues in painted terracotta are by local masters, while Alessi enlisted his Perugian near contemporary, Orazio Alfani, for the murals; he did not repeat the mistake. The pilgrim to this New Jerusalem follows a fixed labyrinthine route, turning and circling up the wooded hillside. The cycle continues with the Annunciation. Gaudenzio is first encountered in Chapel V, with the story of the Magi, his statues perfectly complemented by his frescoes. In Chapel VI, Gaudenzio’s Nativity is particularly inventive: the Virgin rests the Child on an ostensibly real manger. Prodigious in a wholly different way, although far less moving, is the high drama of Chapel XI, the Massacre of the Innocents, with no fewer than ninety-five statues, including the slaughtered children’s toys, and fluent frescoes by Giovanni Battista and Giovanni Mauro della Rovere.


The chapels are as ingenious architecturally as in their decoration; Chapels XXXIII–V are gathered round what is in effect a piazza, with astounding views up the narrow valley of the Sesia as it carves its course downwards from the west. Many of the finest sculptures in the higher chapels are by Tanzio’s brother, Giovanni d’Enrico, who shared his sense of realism and worked particularly happily in conjunction with one of the greatest Milanese masters of the late sixteenth century, Morazzone. Most extraordinary of all is Chapel XXXVII, dedicated to the Crucifixion, for which Gaudenzio took an earlier wooden statue of Christ as the centrepiece of a seamless combination of sculptures and murals that must have seemed startlingly original when it was created and has not lost its capacity to move. In the presence of such a masterpiece, one understands why San Carlo Borromeo saw the Sacro Monte as a powerful instrument of the Counter-Reformation. For the life of Christ is told in a language that must have been instantly comprehensible to the pilgrim. One hopes that most of those who make the pilgrimage today are oblivious to the spurious classicism of the late nineteenth-century façade of the basilica where their circuit ends.


The Sacro Monte set the precedent for those at Varese and Orta. With its sequence of classical chapels, this surely was also among the ancestors of the great gardens of eighteenth-century England and elsewhere, with their defined circuits of temples and other buildings. And in the nineteenth century it struck a strong chord with such visitors as the Revd S.W. King, whose description in The Italian Valleys of the Pennine Alps of 1858 could hardly be surpassed, and Samuel Butler, whose Ex Voto of 1888 is understandably still in print.
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••


GENOA
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SO LONG THE maritime rival of Venice, Genoa, which cleaves to hills that descend abruptly to the Ligurian coast, remains a major port. It also remains a place of contrasts, as anyone who strays from the Strada Nuova with its astonishing procession of palaces will find if he takes the narrow salita downwards to the appropriately dedicated church of the Magdalen: even on a Sunday morning whores stand in wait. But that should not deter the sightseer, for there is much to be found within the tight confines of the medieval town. Genoa rewards the patient walker who disregards fixed itineraries.


Genoa had become a significant Mediterranean power by the eleventh century, contributing to the success of the Crusades yet eventually helping to undermine the Frankish kingdom of Jerusalem. The wealth of the Genoese republic is implied by the great Romanesque cathedral of San Lorenzo; the campanile is the most splendid among several in the city, while the treasury still boasts such prized relics as the cup which Christ used at the Last Supper and a chalcedony platter thought to be that on which the head of the Baptist was delivered to Herod, with a beautiful fifteenth-century enamel head of the saint. Equally remarkable is the large silver-gilt reliquary of the saint made in 1438–45 by Teramo Danieli in collaboration with Simone Caldera. Near the site of the original castle is a secular counterpart to the campanile, the tower of the Embriachi, whose most ambitious fortification was the castle of Jebail in what is now the Lebanon. The significance of Genoa as intermediary with the East is expressed also in artistic terms, most notably in the Last Judgement at the west end of the cathedral, which is by a major master of towards 1300 from Constantinople. Parallel ties with the north are expressed in the exquisite fragments of Giovanni Pisano’s tomb of the wife of the Holy Roman Emperor Henry VII, Margaret de Brabant, who died at Genoa in 1313; these are now divided rather perversely between the new museum of Sant’Agostino and the Palazzo Spinola.


Medieval Genoa faced the sea, and despite later building one can still sense something of its waterfront – now Via Gramsci – by the old port. The city gradually expanded landwards, and one small area, round the Piazza San Matteo, gives an idea of its late medieval character, with the striped gothic façades of the houses of the Doria. The elaborate portal of one of these is surmounted by a relief of Saint George, whose popularity is attested by several others in the city, notably that of the Palazzo Valdettaro-Fieschi by the productive Ticinese quattrocento sculptor Giovanni Gagini.


The patrons of Genoa would continue to look for outside talent. Her merchants commissioned at least two works from Jan van Eyck, whose world is echoed in the frescoed Annunciation by Justus van Ravensburg (1451) in the upper cloister of Santa Maria di Castello; this is charged with the realistic detail of the north. In 1506 Gerard David supplied a major altarpiece for the Sauli family, for San Girolamo della Cervara rather than Genoa itself; four elements of this are now in the Palazzo Rosso, including the Crucifixion in which Christ is majestically silhouetted against a bank of dark cloud. Joos van Cleve’s Raggi triptych remains in the church of San Donato, while Giulio Romano’s Martyrdom of Saint Stephen, a masterly homage to Raphael, is still in the church of that saint.


Andrea Doria, ‘padre della patria’, was favoured by Emperor Charles V. His Villa Imperiali (Palazzo del Principe), to the west of the town, has now been sensitively restored by his successors. This is remarkable not least for the elaborate decorative scheme devised by Raphael’s former pupil Perino del Vaga, whose heroic Fall of the Giants is one of the less familiar masterpieces of Renaissance decorative painting. Portraits by Sebastiano del Piombo and Francesco Salviati and an exceptional group of Flemish tapestries suggest the artistic horizons of the family. The Doria also employed the Tuscan Montorsoli, in the church of San Matteo, and the Perugian Galeazzo Alessi.


Alessi, an architect of genius, was responsible for another Sauli commission, the vast domed church of Santa Maria Assunta in Carignano (1549–1602), which recalls Sangallo’s scheme for St Peter’s in Rome. Alessi may also have been consulted about the scheme for the Strada Nuova. Conceived in 1550, this is a canyon of palazzi built for members of the closely interrelated Genoese patriarchate, Pallavicino and Spinola, Lomellino and Grimaldi, among others, bankers whose wealth was vastly augmented by their control of the silver of the Spanish empire. Garibaldi, after whom the street is now named, would not have sympathized with them.
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Cathedral, west door (detail).


Although Genoa had already produced a significant painter of her own, Luca Cambiaso, many commissions continued to be awarded to artists from elsewhere. The Crucifixion by Federico Barocci from Urbino in the cathedral is a deeply felt statement of Counter-Reformation piety, wonderfully rich in colour, while Francesco Vanni’s Last Communion of the Magdalen (Santa Maria Assunta in Carignano) is a visionary restatement of Sienese sensibility. Rubens’s youthful reaction to his experience of Italy fires his Circumcision of 1605 in the church of the Gesù, where his more mature Saint Ignatius is complemented by major altarpieces by Reni and Vouet.


Such were the painters preferred by the patricians who rushed to be painted by the young Anthony van Dyck in the early 1620s. Van Dyck set the standard of Genoese portraiture for a century, and no Genoese master of the period was immune to his influence. Yet, by the mid-seventeenth century, Genoa was both less rich and less dependent on outside talent. Castiglione’s Nativity of 1645 at San Luca, in the commercial heart of the city, is an indigenous masterpiece of enchanting originality, and would, half a century later, be balanced by a comprehensive scheme of decorative frescoes by another local master, Domenico Piola, whose numerous altarpieces in Genoese churches are consistently effective. Nonetheless, outsiders continued to find employment: the French Pierre Puget supplied two prodigious sculptures at Santa Maria Assunta in Carignano and the equally extraordinary gilt-bronze high altar at San Siro, while the Bolognese Marcantonio Franceschini had in 1714 a key role in the beautifully coordinated decoration of the church of San Filippo Neri, which represents the later baroque of Genoa at its most appealing.


Damage in the Second World War and the ruthless restoration programmes of Franco Albini at both the Palazzo Bianco and the Palazzo Rosso of the Strada Nuova mean that, despite their splendid collections, one must look elsewhere to understand secular taste in baroque Genoa. The visitor should abandon the Strada Nuova and cut down through the maze of the old city for the Palazzo Spinola, which was decorated in two phases (1614–24 and 1730–37), the latter for Maddalena Spinola di San Luca. Her suite of rooms on the second floor remains substantially intact. Then make for the Via Balbi, the second of the new roads of the city constructed between 1602 and 1620, passing the all but inaccessible Palazzo Durazzo Pallavicini, to visit the Palazzo Reale, so named since its acquisition by the King of Piedmont in 1824. With twenty-five bays – as opposed to its neighbour’s fifteen – this was remodelled by Carlo Fontana for Eugenio Durazzo from 1705 onwards. Of the interiors created for the Durazzo, three are particularly memorable: the Sala del Veronese (so named for a picture which the Savoys sent to Turin) with restrained rococo decoration; the splendidly orchestrated Galleria degli Specchi, whose frames are invaded by gilded ivy; and the Anteroom beyond, with an enchanting ceiling that is the undisputable masterpiece of Valerio Castello, most appealing of the later Genoese baroque painters. The Savoys would later lay a heavy Neoclassical hand on the palace, their resourceful designer Palagio Palagi unexpectedly employing an English craftsman, Henry Thomas Peters, on parquetry floors and the furniture of a bathroom. Look out from the terrace across the restored gardens towards the sopraelevata – the road which does such visual violence to the city – and the port beyond.
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••


PAVIA
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PAVIA’S RISE WAS due to her position near the confluence of the Ticino with the Po and at the junction of major Roman roads. Conquered in 572 by the Lungobards, or Lombards, she became the capital of their kings. The Visconti established their signoria in 1359 and founded the university two years later. Already overtaken economically by Milan, Pavia was nevertheless of continuing strategic importance, and it was outside the walls that King Francis I of France was captured in 1525 by the forces of Emperor Charles V. Spanish rule was followed by that of Austria, and it is to Empress Maria Theresa and her son Joseph II that the Neoclassical university buildings are due.


Pavia is visibly prosperous. Public buildings and private palaces abound. Of the churches two, both Lungobard foundations, are of particular interest. San Michele, facing a small piazza 200 metres north of the Ticino, was reconstructed after 1117. The sandstone façade is a masterpiece of controlled decoration. Across the town, near the angle of the city walls, is San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro, which was reconstructed in 1132. The west front follows that of San Michele, but was more ruthlessly restored in the nineteenth century. Behind the high altar is the Arca di Sant’Agostino, in which the relics of Saint Augustine of Hippo were placed; the sculpture blends Pisan and local influence. To the east of the church, also restored, is the enormous brick castle begun by Galeazzo II Visconti in 1360–65. The north side of the quadrangular structure was destroyed in 1527, but the vast porticoed courtyard still testifies to the resources of the dynasty.


Interesting as the city is, Pavia’s outstanding monument is the Certosa, some nine kilometres to the north. From a distance its pinnacles strike a defiant note across the level plain. The foundation stone was laid by Gian Galeazzo Visconti in 1396, but his death in 1402 interrupted work. This was resumed and given further impetus by Francesco I Sforza, ruler of Milan from 1450. Successive architects, Venetian and Milanese, were called in. The façade was designed by the sculptor Giovanni Antonio Amadeo, but its upper half was only completed in the sixteenth century. The reliefs, so typical of Milanese Renaissance taste, are by Amadeo and his associates, while the portal of 1501–6 is largely by Benedetto Briosco. The interior is of equal magnificence. Some pictures have gone – including the main tier of Perugino’s altarpiece, which is now in London – but nowhere can Milanese sculpture of the Renaissance be studied more comprehensively, and much glass of the period survives. So do the fine choir stalls designed by Ambrogio da Fossano, il Bergognone, the one major Milanese painter of his generation who did not allow himself to be unduly swayed by the example of Leonardo. His frescoed Ecce Homo in the north transept, framed by trompe l’oeil architecture, shows how moving an artist he could be.


Leave from the south transept, pausing to examine the delicate doorcase by Amadeo, to the small cloister (1462–72). The arcades are decorated with terracotta. The luxuriant green of the enclosed garden contrasts with the varying hues of the brick of the walls and the vertiginous pinnacles of the southern flank of the church. A passage leads to the enormous Chiostro Grande, its outer wall with the twenty-four cells of the monks. The eye, lifted upwards in both church and the small cloister, is here drawn horizontally. The decoration is less sumptuous, for we are now in a world of silence and devotion.
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Certosa: Ambrogio Bergognone, Carthusian at a Window, fresco. A.M.


The Carthusians were suppressed by the reforming Emperor Joseph II, who redeployed their riches or such projects as the university. But it says much for the intelligence of the Italian state that, as recently as 1968, the Certosa was made over to the Cistercian Order.


•


MILAN
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OF THE GREAT Italian cities only Milan has been comprehensively cut off from its hinterland by modern building. So it is reassuring to ascend the campanile of the cathedral on a clear winter’s day and see the Monte Rosa gleaming on the horizon. Milan has a complex past – Roman, Byzantine and Lungobard – and has long been the dominant city of Lombardy. Power passed in the twelfth century from the archbishops to the commune, and in 1277 the Visconti established their signoria. Their duchy was taken over in 1450 by Francesco I Sforza, whose younger son Ludovico il Moro is celebrated not least as the patron of Leonardo. The French endeavoured to secure Milan, but on the extinction of the Sforza line in 1535, it passed to Spain and, in the early eighteenth century, to Austria. The French invasion of 1796 led to the creation of the Cisalpine republic, of which Milan was the inevitable capital, and its successor, Bonaparte’s kingdom of Italy. The Austrians recovered Milan in 1814, retaining it until 1859, when it was absorbed in the new kingdom of Italy, of which it was to become the financial powerhouse.


The Stazione Centrale – as good a place to arrive as any – is a gargantuan statement of Italian ambition. Designed in 1906, it took a quarter of a century to build. And later you may wish to linger in an earlier and more engaging statement of national confidence, the cruciform Galleria, with its patriotic dedication: ‘A Vittorio Emanuele II dai Milanesi’ (To Vittorio Emanuele II from the Milanese). This most spectacular of shopping arcades, off the Piazza del Duomo, was begun in 1865, and like the station remains close to the pulse of Milanese life.


Even a brief study of a map shows how Milan grew: the clearly marked line of the later walls, the names of whose gates survive, and the roughly oval circuit of streets that marks the earlier walls with which the massive brick Castello Sforzesco was associated. The Piazza del Duomo lies at the geographical centre, presided over by the unhappy façade of the Duomo itself. It is within that the great building asserts its magic, the tall columns soaring to the vaults. By day the Renaissance stained glass deserves study; at night, as candles glitter, one is lost in a primordial forest of stone. The decoration is rich, and there are two exceptional masterpieces. The Trivulzio candelabrum in the north transept, with its monsters and humans emerging from trailing fronds, is a prodigy of Norman medieval metalwork, so it is disgraceful that the tourist is now denied access to it; while the tomb of Gian Giacomo de’ Medici of 1560–63 in the south transept is arguably the masterpiece of Leone Leoni.


Milan is famous for its churches. The Basilica of Sant’Ambrogio, dedicated to the patron of the city, was the seminal building of the Lombard Romanesque; while in Santa Maria delle Grazie to the north-west, the domed crossing and choir added by Bramante to the late gothic nave represent the consummation of late fifteenth-century Milanese classical architecture. The church and its cloister are visually more compelling than the abused ghost of Leonardo’s Last Supper in the refectory nearby. Returning to the centre by the Corso Magenta, pause at San Maurizio, the Monasterio Maggiore, to see the well-restored murals by Bernardino Luini, the most consistent Milanese master of the early sixteenth century.
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Raphael, Marriage of the Virgin, 1504 (detail).


If you want to escape from fellow tourists there is a particularly satisfying walk from the Piazza del Duomo. Take the Via Torino and pause at the first church, set back on the left, San Satiro, where Bramante’s ingenious trompe l’oeil treatment of the choir disguises the constraints of the site. Further on, to the right, is San Giorgio al Palazzo, with a chapel decorated in 1516 by Luini, whose altarpiece of the Deposition is beautifully complemented by his frescoes. Head on for the Porta Ticinese, but stop at San Lorenzo, set behind a row of sixteen Roman columns that were pillaged from earlier buildings and re-erected as part of the portico of the basilica. Much of the original structure, datable about ad 400, survives. The scale of the building is impressive, but inevitably it is overlaid with much later work. Further south, just before the gate, is Sant’Eustorgio, another early foundation, rebuilt in the late eleventh century, but with an elegant campanile of 1297–1309. The church itself is fine. But it is for the Cappella Portinari, to the east of the choir, that one returns. Pigello Portinari ran the Milanese branch of the Medici bank and called in a fellow Florentine, Michelozzo, to design his chapel. The frescoes of 1466–8 are, however, by the outstanding Lombard master of the time, Vincenzo Foppa. Nowhere is the sobriety of the man more eloquently expressed. In the chapel is the fourteenth-century arca of the Dominican Saint Peter Martyr by the Pisan Giovanni di Balduccio and his assistants, which demonstrates that Portinari followed in a long tradition when he employed Tuscans in Milan.


To return by an alternative route make east for the Corso Italia. On the opposite side of this is Santa Maria presso San Celso. Work started in 1490 under the direction of a sequence of architects; Galeazzo Alessi’s front was begun in 1560. There are outstanding altarpieces by Bergognone and the Venetian Paris Bordon, among others. Returning northwards you pass San Paolo Converso with a vigorous façade designed by the painter Giovanni Battista Crespi, il Cerano. Turning right immediately after the church, you emerge on the Corso di Piazza Romana opposite San Nazzaro Maggiore, which is entered through the remarkable funerary chapel of the Trivulzio, designed by an earlier painter, Bartolommeo Suardi, il Bramantino. Not far to the north of this is Sant’Antonio Abbate with pictures by many leading Lombard painters of the post-Renaissance period, including – flanking an altar on the left – Giulio Cesare Procaccini’s poignant Visitation. Between this and the Duomo, behind the Palazzo Reale, is San Gottardo al Corte, a Visconti foundation of 1330–6, with a splendid campanile and Cerano’s visionary San Carlo Borromeo.


The museums of Milan are justly celebrated. It makes sense to visit them in chronological sequence. The earliest, the Ambrosiana, was founded by Cardinal Federico Borromeo and still contains much of the remarkable collection he presented to it in 1618, including the celebrated profile portrait of a lady long given to Leonardo, a distinguished group of panels by Luini, Caravaggio’s only pure still life, a key series of works on copper by Jan Breughel the Elder and a most remarkable survival, Raphael’s majestic cartoon for the School of Athens. Other early acquisitions include Leonardo’s wonderful Portrait of a Musician.


Housed in the former seat of the Jesuits, the Pinacoteca di Brera was founded in 1803. Milan, as the capital of the Cisalpine Republic, received a not ungenerous proportion of the spoils looted by the French from elsewhere in Italy – and because the city reverted to Habsburg rule in 1814 there was no question of restitution. The religious houses of Lombardy were despoiled – the Brera’s holding of Lombard masters is unrivalled – as were those of Venice. The Papal States in particular suffered grievous losses: from the Marche come Gentile da Fabriano’s Valleromita polyptych, Piero della Francesca’s incomparable Montefeltro altarpiece and a group of Crivellis only outshone in the National Gallery, London; and from Città di Castello in Umbria, Raphael’s peerless early Marriage of the Virgin. Beauharnais, Bonaparte’s viceroy, himself presented what is perhaps the most moving picture in the collection, Bellini’s poignant Pietà. Among the later pictures are Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus and Bellotto’s breathtakingly fresh views of Gazzada.


More recent pictures, by such artists as Francesco Hayez and Giovanni Segantini, are shown in the Galleria d’Arte Moderna, housed in the Neoclassical Villa Reale, built in 1790 for the Belgioioso family. Very different in character is the Museo Poldi Pezzoli. Gian Giacomo Poldi Pezzoli, who died in 1879, left his collection to the public. Although this core donation has been vastly expanded, the museum still just retains something of the atmosphere of a private house. Works of art complement the pictures, the most memorable of which, Pollaiuolo’s familiar profile Portrait of a Woman, two distinguished Botticellis and the Mantegna Madonna, formed part of the original bequest. The collection makes an interesting contrast with its somewhat later counterpart in the Palazzo Bagatti Valsecchi. This was built in the Lombard Renaissance style by Giuseppe and Fausto Bagatti Valsecchi, whose pioneering taste for cycling was matched by their connoisseurship. Bellini’s majestic Saint Giustina has pride of place in the most atmospheric neo-Renaissance private house in Italy.


The Castello Sforzesco is for the determined sightseer. The vast quadrangular fortress of the Visconti and their Sforza successors was subjected to a ‘radical’ restoration from 1893 onwards. Nowhere else can Lombard Renaissance sculpture be studied so comprehensively. Bambaia’s recumbent effigy of Gaston de Foix represents its high point. Happily Michelangelo’s visionary, if unfinished, late Rondanini Pietà has been moved to a gallery of its own on the west side of the courtyard. In the substantial Sala della Balla on the first floor are the tapestries of the Months designed for Leonardo’s patron, Marshal Trivulzio by Bramantino and woven at Vigevano. Wonderfully imaginative in detail, these are arguably the most accomplished tapestries ever executed in Italy and certainly stand comparison with the finest Flemish productions of their time. Rather oddly they are hung in reverse order.


•


SARONNO
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BECAUSE OF THE activity of the Arundel Society Saronno was less unfamiliar to a Victorian audience than it is today. Too close to Milan for comfort, the town itself has no claims on the tourist. But on its northern fringe is one of the most beautiful sanctuaries of northern Italy, the Madonna dei Miracoli. A miracle of 1447 led to the construction of the church, begun in 1498 to the design of the versatile Giovanni Antonio Amadeo, whose scheme for the sanctuary itself was realized. Work on the church followed, and the subtle classical west façade projected by Pellegrino Tibaldi at the behest of Cardinal Carlo Borromeo was only completed in 1612.


But satisfying as the building is, it is for the frescoes by Bernardino Luini and Gaudenzio Ferrari that this is most remarkable. Pass through the church to reach the sanctuary, where on the cupola Gaudenzio painted a Concert of Angels in 1534–6, a swirling interwoven composition whose unceasing movement seems almost deliberately to challenge the more static mode of Luini, who had died in 1532. On the left is the Cappella del Cenacolo, for which Andrea da Milano supplied an effective and characteristically Lombard polychrome group of the Last Supper.


Beyond, at the entrance to the Anticappella, are frescoes of four saints by Luini, finished in the year of his death. More remarkable is Luini’s work inside the Anticappella, with large compositions of the Marriage of the Virgin and Christ among the Doctors. Luini was aware that these would be seen laterally by pilgrims bound for the Cappella della Madonna beyond. Here the painter pulls out every stop. The lateral murals, the Circumcision of 1525 – in the background of which the Holy Family sets out for Egypt passing an accurate representation of the sanctuary and campanile from the east – and the Adoration of the Magi, whose train winds down through the landscape, are projected though arches which are shown from a position just within the chapel; there are Sibyls in the spandrels of the arches and in the lunettes above, and on those of the other walls the Evangelists are paired with the Doctors of the Church. Wind may ruffle the palm tree in the Circumcision yet Luini’s dignified classicism is immutable. This and his discursive narrative taste help to explain why the Arundel Society went to the not inconsiderable expense of reproducing the Saronno frescoes. The very sobriety of Luini’s types reminds us that he was an early exponent of the ‘Lombard realism’ that some seventy years later would be the springboard for the artistic revolution wrought by Caravaggio. Luini responded to the challenge of the commission, but may have found it more congenial to paint the less orchestrated lunette of the Nativity in the cloister. In the words of a wise fellow guest to whom I once showed them, the murals at Saronno are indeed ‘perfectly marvellous’.
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Madonna dei Miracoli: Bernardino Luini, Christ among the Doctors, fresco (detail), 1525.


••


CASTIGLIONE OLONA
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THE ROAD FROM Saronno to Varese leads through a distressing sequence of overgrown settlements. These do nothing to prepare us for the charm of the old town of Castiglione Olona, scarcely half a mile off to the left, on a spur above the wooded valley of the Olona. Castiglione was held from early medieval times by the Castiglioni family. Branda Castiglioni (1350–1443) had a successful career as Bishop of Piacenza, as Legate to Hungary and, from 1412, as Bishop of Vespré. Like other churchmen the cardinal, as he became in 1411, knew he had to build within his lifetime, but as he died in his nineties he had more time than could rationally have been anticipated to make his mark at Castiglione.


The road descends to the triangular central Piazza Garibaldi. On the east, set back, is the cardinal’s palace, Casa Castiglioni. On the ground floor is the small chapel, with rather worn murals by the Sienese master Vecchietta. The main stair mounts to a loggia with views out over the town and vestigial decorative frescoes, including a relatively unusual compartment with covered jars. Off this is the large hall, a door from which opens to the bedchamber, with contemporary murals of putti among trees by a local artist. Beyond is a further chamber with a remarkable panorama by the Tuscan master Masolino da Panicale, whom the cardinal had previously employed with Masaccio at San Clemente in Rome. This shows his see in Hungary, a sizeable town in a valley between steep bare hills, some of which are crested with castles.


Across the piazza a road rises, passing the church of the Santissimo Corpo di Cristo completed between 1441 and 1444, which has been attributed to Vecchietta. The chaste classicism of the pilastered walls affirms the cardinal’s interest in contemporary Tuscan taste. The road climbs up to the gate of his most ambitious foundation, the Collegiata. Castiglioni himself is seen kneeling before the Madonna and Child in the lunette of 1428 above the main door. The imposing brick church represents the moment when the late Gothic melts into the early Renaissance; and to experience the processional subtlety of the building (which is now entered by a side door), you should walk to the west entrance before approaching the apse. The decoration is a further affirmation of the cardinal’s leanings. The outer arch was frescoed by a lesser Florentine, Paolo Schiavo, while the vault and the upper and part of the lower register of murals are by Masolino, from whom Schiavo took over in the Stoning of Saint Stephen. The rest of the altar wall and the fictive architecture and marbelling below are by Vecchietta, as is the trompe l’oeil portrait. Masolino is at his most lyrical in the narrow triangular compartments of the vault, notably the Annunciation and the centrally placed Coronation of the Virgin, with their sinuous elongated figures. The cardinal’s tomb is on the left of the choir.


The Baptistery is to the north of the church. This is an intimate space, with an outer rectangle opening to a narrower area, in which Masolino’s murals tell to marvellous effect. Above the door there is a surprisingly accurate view of Rome, in which the Pantheon and other monuments can be seen. The frescoes represent the life of Saint John the Baptist, the Baptism itself dominating the end wall, the Jordan set in a hilly landscape which flows into that of the adjacent Preaching in the Wilderness. On the right wall of the outer section, again linked in space, are the celebrated scenes of Herod’s Feast and Salome receiving the Baptist’s Head; the loggia in which she is placed is too deep to convince. Graffiti remind us that even in the sixteenth century monuments were not invariably treated with respect.
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Palazzo Castiglioni, staircase; Lombard School, Vessels, fresco (detail), c. 1430.


The Baptistery murals reveal the workings of a painter of ineffable charm at a moment of artistic rediscovery. The reverse might be said of the extraordinary seventh-century murals in Santa Maria foris portas near the atmospheric ruins of the Roman town of Castelseprio four kilometres to the south. Here we see a beautiful last gasp of the art of the ancient world, the Virgin in her fluttering robe resting after giving birth to her tremulous Child, the Magi described in bold swathes of reddish brown with a sense of movement that would be lost for many centuries. There is no hint whatever of this in the rather haunting eighth-century frescoes in the surviving Roman tower below the town to the east which survives as it became part of the Monastero di Torba: this has recently been sensitively restored by FAI (Fondo Ambiente Italiano).


••


ISOLA BELLA
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ISOLA BELLA SEEMS to float upon the waters of Lake Maggiore. From Stresa the ordered terraces defy the drama of the hills beyond. The brief crossing conveys us to the landing stage near the palace conjured into existence for Count Carlo III Borromeo from 1631 onwards, but only completed in 1958. The palatial interior houses part of the remarkable collections of the Borromeo, rich in Lombard works both of the Renaissance and later periods; it is not difficult to understand why Mussolini arranged for the Stresa Treaty between Italy, England and France to be signed here in 1935. The grand baroque and Neoclassical rooms on the piano nobile are perhaps less memorable than the sequence of rooms on the ground floor, grottoed chambers decorated with stucco and marbles and pebbles that catch light reflected from the water. Among the objects that have come to rest in these rooms are such rare survivals as horse trappings from the time of Cardinal Federico Borromeo.


To the south of the palace is the garden, also begun in 1631. The count and his architect, Angelo Crivelli, exploited a natural hill, which was partly cut away and then built up with substructures supporting ten superimposed terraces. The resulting rectangular ziggurat dominates the island. On the upper terrace, some thirty-three metres above the lake, is the theatre, presided over by the heraldic unicorn of the family. Carlo III’s third son, Vitaliano VI Borromeo, who succeeded in 1652, continued the project, calling in Carlo Fontana and Francesco Castelli; he died in 1690, the year in which the Dutch painter Gaspar van Wittel, known in Italy as Vanvitelli, prepared the studies on which his views of the island were based. The terraces were originally planted with cypresses, citrus trees, box and vegetables. Later generations have enriched the planting, but the design of what is in effect a baroque answer to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon is unimpaired. Wandering up and down the terraces, not all of which are accessible, we are almost uncomfortably aware that we are in a garden like no other, a statement of patrician control over a once untamed landscape.


The Borromeo have held the islands that bear their name since 1501. In the mid-sixteenth century they built a villa on the larger Isola Madre, the lost terraced garden of which can be seen in some of Vanvitelli’s views. The island is now celebrated for its botanical garden. This is most easily reached from Pallanza, which is best known for the Giardini Botanici of the Villa Taranto, but more memorable for a romantic neo-baroque terraced garden, San Remigio, created from the 1890s by the half Anglo-Irish Marchese and Marchesa Silvio delle Valle di Casanova, which has until recently languished under state control.


[image: Images]


Isola Bella, the lower terraces


••


COMO


[image: Images]


COMO, AT THE southern end of the eponymous lake, is the successor of a significant Roman town and indeed retains much of its plan. After a ferocious struggle with Milan in 1118–27, Como remained independent until 1335 when it was taken by the Visconti. Thereafter the city was under Milanese control. The Piazza del Duomo, far from the port, lay at the centre of both civic and religious life. The Broletto was built in 1215, while the cathedral beside it was only begun in 1396. Como had a remarkable tradition of masons, supplying craftsmen to work throughout Italy, but the cathedral is their most impressive achievement. The early Renaissance façade with its profusion of sculpture repays close attention, but it is easier to access the key figure, Tomaso Rodari, in the Porta della Rana on the north front. The space within is unexpectedly dark, and it takes some time to adjust the eye to survey the tapestries suspended between the columns of the nave, many of which were devised by Giuseppe Arcimboldi. The altarpiece of the fourth chapel on the right is by Luini. He also painted the inside shutters of the altarpiece from Sant’Abbondio, representing the two Adorations, which with Gaudenzio’s later Flight into Egypt and Marriage of the Virgin of the outer sides now flank the third altars on both sides of the church. As at Saronno, Gaudenzio emerges as the more inventive artist.


There are two other notable churches, the late twelfth-century San Fedele of particularly ingenious plan, and, in a now rather run-down area outside the walls, the Benedictine Sant’Abbondio, which was consecrated by Pope Urban II in 1095. Thoroughly but not unsympathetically restored in successive campaigns, this is an austere masterpiece of Romanesque architecture. The deep polygonal apse is decorated with a major fresco cycle of about 1350.
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