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Cappella Bentivoglio (7) (coin-operated light, but sadly the gate is kept locked) that 
is the loveliest chapel in the church. It was begun by Annibale Bentivoglio, when 
in power in the city government in 1445, and enlarged by Giovanni II, who ruled 
Bologna from 1463 until 1506, when the Bentivoglio were deposed by Julius II. 
Built on a domed, centrally-planned design, inspired by Brunelleschi (the architect 
was the Florentine Pagno di Lapo Portigiani), it has superb decorations dating 
from the 1480s and ’90s: an altarpiece by Francesco Francia and, on the walls, 
frescoes by Lorenzo Costa. Costa’s frescoes on the left wall depict the Apocalypse 
in two extraordinary scenes, with the ‘celestial’ activity taking place in huge 
circular compositions: Heaven on the right and Hell on the left (with an allegorical 
representation of Annibale as Hannibal astride an elephant). The frescoes on the 
right wall show the Madonna enthroned with charming portraits of Giovanni II 
Bentivoglio and his family, including their eleven children, standing in a large group 
below. Other frescoes show the Annunciation and Resurrection. The relief of Annibale 
on horseback dating from 1458 was inserted next to it. The original majolica floor 
tiles from the Della Robbia workshop, now very worn, survive and show traces of the 
Bentivoglio coat of arms. There are three more frescoed lunettes on the walls above 
by a pupil of Costa’s.

Against the sanctuary wall, opposite the chapel, is the tomb of Anton Galeazzo 
Bentivoglio (8) Annibale’s father, showing him sitting at his desk surrounded by 
pupils (he had a degree in Law and was prior of the College of Lawyers) below his 
effigy. This is one of the last works of Jacopo della Quercia (1435; with the help of 
assistants). 

Against the sanctuary wall on the other side is a work by a follower of Jacopo della 
Quercia, the Fava monument (9) to a philosopher and a doctor both called Nicolò 
Fava. In the chapel opposite is a Crucifix (10) signed and dated 1370 by Simone 
dei Crocifissi. The next chapel has a beautiful polyptych by Paolo Veneziano 
(11) from before 1344, incorporating Byzantine and Gothic elements. The elegant 
paintings of saints surround a plain golden cross-shaped reliquary (where there may 
formerly have been another painting). It includes representations of Sts Martin and 
George on horseback and three scenes from the life of St Nicholas of Tolentino. The 
damaged frescoes of the life of St Mary of Egypt, by Cristoforo da Bologna, are also 
14th century. 

The large chapel as one leaves the ambulatory is a splendid Mannerist work 
designed by Pellegrino Tibaldi (12), who also carried out the frescoes in 1552. 

SAN GIACOMO MAGGIORE
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1	 B. Passerotti: Madonna and Saints
2	 Ludovico Carracci: St Roch
3	 Jacopo di Paolo: Coronation of the Virgin 
4	 Tommaso Laureti: Resurrection
5	 T. Passerotti: Martyrdom of St Catherine
6	 Bartolomeo Cesi: Madonna in Glory 
7	 Cappella Bentivoglio: 
	 works by Lorenzo Costa and Francesco Francia 
8	 Jacopo della Quercia: Bentivoglio tomb
9	 Fava monument
10	Crucifix by Simone dei Crocifissi
11	 Polyptych by Paolo Veneziano
12	 Chapel by Pellegrino Tibaldi
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Detail of Lorenzo Costa’s frescoes in the Cappella Bentivoglio of San Giacomo Maggiore 
(1480s/1490s).
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Benvenuti (1481). From here you can visit (usually on request at the municipal offices; 
Mon–Fri 9–1) the tiny Stanzino delle Duchesse in the Castello, entirely covered in 
wooden panels decorated with exquisite grotesques (1555–65) by Il Bastianino and 
his father Camillo. The Sala dell’Arengo has 20th-century frescoes by Achille Funi 
and another room showcases 17th-century Flemish tapestries.

THE CATTEDRALE 

Ferrara’s cathedral (map Ferrara 11; closed 12–3.30) was begun in 1135 but not 
completed until the end of the 13th century, hence the Romanesque lower façade 
which cedes to Gothic elements higher up. The structure has been amended several 
times, including the rebuilding of the apse by Biagio Rossetti. Damaged by the 
earthquake of 2012, it reopened to worship in 2024. The precinct in front of the 
west door is guarded by four fantastic animals carved in red marble. The dedication 
is to the Virgin and St George, both of whom feature prominently on the façade, 
which is divided vertically into three parts of equal height. The west front and 
enclosed narthex are the building’s most interesting features. 

Exterior of the Cattedrale
Protecting the central portal is a magnificent tall projecting tabernacle, supported 
by four carved and knotted columns held up by crouching figures and two huge 
pink marble lions, and decorated with sculptures representing the Last Judgement. It 

said to have been used by apothecaries to store potions both restorative and lethal) 
has a vault of allegorical figures and personifications, painted by Carlo Parmeggiani 
in 1927, including a portrait of Italo Balbo on the wall opposite the entrance. 

In the Appartamento della Pazienza the most interesting rooms are the two where 
Ercole II held court: the Sala del Governo and the adjoining antechamber, with a 
lovely ceiling with grottesche by Girolamo Bonaccioli (1556).

The exit is through the 19th-century Salone degli Stemmi, down a handsome 
15th-century spiral staircase. The very beautiful little Stanzino delle Duchesse can 
only be visited from the Palazzo Comunale (see below).

FERRARA AND THE DOMINICANS

A few steps west of the Castello Estense is the church of 
San Domenico (map Ferrara 6), an early 18th-century 
building on the site of a much older predecessor. The 
Dominican friary here, though now demolished, was 
once very extensive. Ferrara is the native city of two 
influential Dominicans. The first was the fiery preacher 
and theocrat Savonarola, born in 1452 and burned at 
the stake in Florence in 1498. His famous ‘bonfires 
of the vanities’ consigned profane and heretical texts 
to the flames and his furious imprecations against 

a corrupt Church and papacy are said to have influenced Martin Luther. A 
19th-century monument to him, shown gesticulating wildly, stands outside 
the Castello today. A century later, Paolo Costabili (1520–82) was a friar here. 
He too was a fanatical theologian, appointed Inquisitor General in Ferrara in 
1568, tasked with extirpating heresy. The Inquisition had its offices in the 
Dominican complex. And Ferrara was no stranger to heresy: the absence of 
sacred images on the walls of the chapel in the Castello were taken to be a 
reflection of the Calvinist sympathies of Duchess Renée, wife of Ercole II. She 
was the protectress of John Calvin, who lived for a while in Ferrara in 1536, 
under the assumed name of Charles Heppeville. Duke Ercole was forced to 
have his wife arrested. On his death in 1559, she returned to France, where her 
home became a Huguenot refuge during the wars of religion.

PALAZZO COMUNALE (PALAZZO MUNICIPALE)
This huge palazzo (map Ferrara 7–11) was first built for Azzo Novello (1243) but was 
considerably altered in the late 15th century by Pietro Benvenuti and Biagio Rossetti. 
It was given its Gothic façade in the 1920s. The bronze statues of Nicolò III and 
Borso d’Este, on the Classical arch (to a design attributed to Leon Battista Alberti) and 
column in front, were also made in the 1920s and are reproductions of 15th-century 
originals that were melted down by Napoleonic troops for use as artillery in 1796. 
Through the arch is a charming arcaded courtyard with a fine staircase by Pietro 

Ferrara: detail of the cathedral façade, with the dead climbing from their tombs on the 
Day of Judgement.
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From the central Piazza Guercino, with a statue of the artist, Corso del Guercino 
runs south to the Rocca, built by the Bolognese in the 14th century, though heavily 
altered since. 

Cento was also the birthplace of Benjamin D’Israeli, merchant and grandfather 
of the British politician Benjamin Disraeli. The town once had a significant 
Jewish population, forced by the papacy into a ghetto consisting of a group of 
intercommunicating houses overlooking a courtyard (now Via Ghetto).

PIEVE DI CENTO
In the neighbouring settlement of Pieve di Cento is a small Pinacoteca Civica, with 
paintings by the Bolognese and Ferrarese schools (14th–19th centuries), a wooden 
14th-century Madonna and 18th-century reliquaries. It is housed in a former school, 
restored and opened in 2021. On the main square is the Collegiata, with numerous 
notable artworks including an Annunciation by Guercino in the first chapel on the 
left, and a large Assumption by Guido Reni over the high altar. In the Town Hall next 
door is a theatre with a small music museum, specially focused on violin making.

PROVINCE OF FERRARA PRACTICAL TIPS

GETTING AROUND

• By bus: For services to Comacchio, 
Porto Garibaldi, the smaller towns and 
beach resorts, see tper.it.

WHERE TO EAT

Comacchio (map C, B1)
€ Al Cantinon. Welcoming place very 
close to the Trepponti and old fish 
market. Excellent fish (including eel). 
They also have rooms if you want to 
stay. Via Ludovico Muratori. alcantinon.
com. 
€ Bar Ragno. Simple, authentic place 
under the arcades of the 17th-century 
Loggia del Grano, built as part of a 
papal initiative to renovate the town. 
Built of Istrian stone and brick, with a 
handsome loggia supporting an upper 
floor, once the town granary. A good 
place to sit out in fine weather with a 

coffee or an aperitif, and a view of the 
Torre Civica clock tower.

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Comacchio (map C, B1)
Sagra dell’anguilla (Eel Festival) held 
over two weeks in late Sept–Oct. 
Tastings of eel and other fish, street 
markets and music. sagradellanguilla.it. 

Cento (map B, C2)
The carnival (carnevalecento.com) here 
is one of the best known in Italy, taking 
place since at least the 16th century 
and depicted in frescoes by Guercino. 
Held over a series of Sundays from 
Feb–March, it features parades with 
floats, stalls and activities in Piazza 
Guercino. 

CENTO

On the western border of Ferrara province is the little town of Cento (map B, C2), 
badly hit in the 2012 earthquake. It is best known as the birthplace of Guercino, 
and the Pinacoteca Civica (open Fri-Sun 10–1 & 3–7; civicapinacotecailguercino.it) 
has the largest concentration of his work anywhere, including paintings, drawings, 
sculptures and frescoes. Closed for eleven years after the earthquake, the building 
was completely restored and reopened in 2023. Other artists represented include 
Guido Reni, Ludovico Carracci and Scarsellino. 

Guercino helped oversee the design of the church of the Rosario in Cento, and 
funded a chapel inside dedicated to his family. He also painted a fine Crucifixion for 
the main altar and frescoed the vault of the nave. At the time of writing, the church 
had still not re-opened and the Guercino works were on temporary display in the 
deconsecrated 18th-century Jesuit church of San Lorenzo, with 20 other paintings 
by the artist and his school taken from sites closed for restoration (for updates, see 
civicapinacotecailguercino.it).

GUERCINO

Giovanni Francesco Barbieri (1591–1666), 
always known as ‘Il Guercino’ because of his 
squint, rose to become the dominant painter of 
the Bolognese school, enjoying the patronage of 
patricians and prelates and making a successful 
career for himself in Rome. His teacher in 
Cento recognised his talent and at the age of 18 
he was sent to Bologna for training, where he 
came under the influence of the Carracci. It was 
also in Bologna that he came to the attention 
of Cardinal Alessandro Ludovisi, and was 
subsequently commissioned to paint works for 
churches both in Bologna, his native Cento and 
Ferrara. When Cardinal Ludovisi was elected 
Pope Gregory XV, the young Guercino’s fortune 
was made. His portrait of the pontiff is now in 
the Getty Museum in Los Angeles. Guercino’s 
output was prolific and today his works can 
be seen in museums around the world, as well as in his native Emilia. One 
of the great masters of the Italian Baroque, his subjects are mainly religious 
or mythological, filled with human figures and a slightly brooding tension 
between light and dark. He never married, preferring to dedicate his life to his 
art. He is buried in Bologna, in the church of San Salvatore. 

St Romuald Resisting the Devil 
(1642), painted for a church in 
Ravenna (see p. 191).
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   Impressions of Ravenna

We ended in Ravenna and felt the splendour of Rome dying among barbarians 
in a way that I never felt again until I reached the ruins of the Levant.

Freya Stark, Traveller’s Prelude, 1950

TICKETS FOR THE MONUMENTS 

A combined ticket, valid for several days, is available for San Vitale, the Mausoleum 
of Galla Placidia, Neonian Baptistery, Museo Arcivescovile/Cappella di Sant’Andrea 
and Sant’Apollinare Nuovo. For the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia and Neonian 
Baptistery, you will need to choose a time slot. Tickets online or from the o�  ce at Via 
Giuliano Argentario 22, close to San Vitale (map Ravenna 1). ravennamosaici.it. 




