
SAN SIGISMONDO CHURCH 
 

 
 
Description 

We know nothing about the author of the initial project nor of the other architects who, over the years, 

were in charge of the construction site: critical literature has often repeated, without discussing it, the 

affirmation of Giambattista Zaist who, in 1774, assigns to Bartolomeo Gadio, Sforza military engineer, the 

design of the church. It is also very probable that the initial design, given the long construction times, has 

been profoundly modified over time. 

The S. Sigismondo church has a simple structure: the plan is longitudinal, with a transept aligned to the 

perimeter walls and a single nave, illuminated by the clear light that comes from the large “oculi”. All the 

splendor of the interior is in the decoration, very rich and finely chiseled, which completely covers the walls 

of the nave, the vault, the arches of entrance to the chapels, the pillars, the apse. 

Above all, as Marco Tanzi (1999) underlined, the "general tone of almost pagan happiness" which is felt in 

the ornamental parts of the frescoes is surprising: "walls crammed with grotesque masks, fantastic animals, 

vegetal entanglements, maliciously shameless nudity: in the years of the Council of Trento such boudoir 

licenses represent a profane unicum in religious painting in northern Italy". 

The decorative campaign began in 1535 and from that moment S. Sigismondo became the liveliest building 

site in the city; here, in the thirty years that the enterprise will last, the best artists of that time will pass, 

Camillo Boccaccino, Giulio and Antonio Campi, Bernardino Campi and Bernardino Gatti. 

The iconographic program, perhaps elaborated by Marco Gerolamo Vida, bishop of Alba, but from Cremona 

and a very fine man of letters, is organized around the figure of Christ. 

Camillo Boccaccino was the first to be called, son of the greatest Cremonese painter of the previous 

generation, Boccaccio Boccaccino. The contract with the S. Sigismondo factory, signed on 25
th

 May 1535, 

entrusted Camillo Boccaccino with the fresco decoration of the apse dome and the presbytery vault, to be 

completed within two years, and specified the main subjects to be carried out; a few years later, in 1540, 

they asked Camillo to fresco the walls of the presbytery with two great scenes from the life of Christ, the 

Resurrection of Lazarus and Christ and the adulteress. 

Together with Camillo, or a short time later, Giulio Campi had also arrived at the S. Sigismondo construction 

site for the large altarpiece to be placed on the high altar. Probably in 1539 the altarpiece was completed, 

with a couple of years of delay on the times foreseen by the contract. 

Around 1545, or shortly thereafter, through probably Camillo Boccaccino, who was his friend, Bernardo 

Campi also began to work in S. Sigismondo. In fact, throughout the sixties, the works continued in the main 



nave, entrusted to the care of all the artists present on the site: Bernardino Campi, Bernardino Gatti, Giulio 

Campi weave, in the sails of the vaults and in the cornice, tapestries of fantastic figures, putti, exotic 

animals, plant and ornamental motifs; at the center of the sails they paint small, highly refined 

monochrome sacred stories and, in the triangular spaces left free, insert the noble, thoughtful figures of 

the Prophets. 

 

Historical news 

On 25
th

 October 1441 Bianca Maria, the last heir of the Visconti family, married Francesco Sforza, son of the 

leader Muzio Attendendo: Bianca Maria brought with her a sumptuous dowry, which included the city of 

Cremona and for this reason the wedding ceremony, sumptuous as befitting the importance of the event, it 

took place in the small, ancient church of S. Sigismondo, located not far from the city. Twenty years later, 

on 20
th

 June 1463, Bianca Maria wanted to found a monastery and a new large church on the site of the 

ancient chapel which had seen her wedding, as a prayer "for the safety of the most illustrious consort, and 

ours, and of our children ", and as thanks to God for the great benefits granted to her and to Francesco, 

during their existence. 

However, we know very little about the site's first events: in fact, the documents that mention it are rare. 

Bianca Maria died in 1468 and at that date the works had certainly already begun both at the church and at 

the monastery; in fact, the Duchess, in her will, laid down the obligation for the heirs to provide for the 

financing of the enterprise, which, however, would in fact be abandoned until the coming of Ludovico il 

Moro (Ferrari, 1974). Only in 1488, in fact, Ludovico il Moro decided to resume the work and finally pay the 

monks the money that was due to them (Ferrari, 1974). 

Silence falls again on the factory. Only in 1517 we have news of the church again: a bull of Pope Leone X 

which orders the abbey's capital increase defines the construction "imperfecta illius et ecclesiae eiusdem 

structurae" (Ferrari, 1974). The works probably continued for a few more years: they were certainly 

completed in 1535, when the decorative campaign began. 

 
 

(from www.lombardiabeniculturali.it) 


