
 
 

BERGAMO 

Its 120.000 inhabitants are famous for living “de hüra” or “de höta” i.e. up on the hills in the 
“sità”, in the medieval and artistic city of Bergamo, or in the “i borgh” i.e. in the lower boroughs 
on the plains, the lively financial, industrial and administrative center of national importance. A 
panoramic funicular railway of the eighteenth century and many narrow alleys, medieval streets 
and steep stairways connects the two parts of the city. Both communities form this Lombard city 
situated 40 km far away from Milan and called “Berghèm” in local dialect. Its name seems to 
derive from the Celtic word “Bergh-Heim” which means hill-town. In fact, the city was built on the 
hills of Fara and St. Euphemia located on the foot of the crown of the Orobie pre-Alps, in front of 
the Po Plain.   
According to the legend, Cydno, son of Ligure the founder of the Liguri Orobi tribe, no longer than 
501 years after the universal deluge founded Bergamo. Its original name was Barra. 
The city was first dominated by the Etruscans and then by the Cenomani Galls until the second 
century BC when it became a Roman colony and a flourishing Municipium. The Roman town plan 
can also be appreciated in the upper city as shown by the Gombito/Colleoni streets (the last called 
“Corsaröla”), which follow the route of the ancient “decumanus maximus”, and the S. 
Lorenzo/Mario Lupo streets the “cardo maximus”. 
These main roads, heart of the city, were provided with major public and religious buildings. At 
their crossroad was the Roman Forum and in the twelfth century of the Middle Age the fortified 
Gombito Tower was built and named exactly after its location – “compitum” being the Latin word 
for bifurcation or crossroads. 
The original one was 65 meters high but today counts only 52 meters. It belonged to the city’s 
powerful Del Zoppo family, Ghibelline nobles, and it maintained its defensive function up to the 
1500s, when it was converted to civil uses.  
The Lombards ruled Bergamo transforming the city into an important Duke centre in 568. In 774, it 
became seat of a County under the Franks. In the Middle Age, from 1098 to end of 1200, it became 
an autonomous Commune recording a strong commercial and economic activities and a significant 
population growth.  
The upper city expanded and  many important architectural structures were built as the Basilica of 
Santa Maria Maggiore and the Palazzo Vecchio, seat of the Commune, later called “Palazzo della 
Ragione” under the Venetian Republic rule. At that time, the religious mendicant orders strongly 
contributed to the development of the labour organisations of the Arts and of the professional 
Guilds in the city.  
In the 1300, the Commune fell under the Visconti Family control and lost progressively its 
independence and strength. To protect the city, a fortress called the Rocca, was built at the top of 
the hill of St. Euphemia.  
However, the milestone in the history of Bergamo was its incorporation into the Venetian State in 
1428, which lasted for over three centuries and a half ensuring a long period of social, political, 
cultural and economic wealth.  Under the Serenissima Republic Bergamo became a strategic place, 
as it was the westernmost defence system of the Venetian possessions and closed between the 
Spanish properties and those of the Duke of Milan. To defend the city the Venetians built in 27 
years, between 1561 and 1588, the still preserved imposing fortified encircling walls, 6.2 km long, 
up to 50 meters high, with 14 ramparts, moats and four gates named after the demolished churches 
to provide space for the imposing structure. They were: St. Alessandro (the city’s patron saint), St. 
Giacomo, St. Agostino and St. Lorenzo (named Gate Garibaldi from 1907).  
 



 
 
A bas-relief of the winged lion of St. Mark decorated all four doors as a reminder and symbol of the 
Serenissima Republic. In the lower area of the city hill, the walls “le Murine” were erected to 
isolate the rural villages from the plain. The entire huge protection was never used for military 
purposes and through the centuries has become the preferred promenade of the citizens and a 
beautiful green public area such as the walls in Ferrara, Lucca and Grosseto.  
After the invasion of Napoleon’s troops in 1797 and the defeat of Venice, the Bergamo Republic 
was created becoming first part of the Austrian Empire and then of the Kingdom of Italy. 

 
On 8 June 1859, Giuseppe Garibaldi entered triumphantly Bergamo through the gate of St. Lorenzo 
and 180 brave local youths jointed up the struggle to unify Italy and participated in the Mille 
expedition.  
Since then, the city is known as the “città dei mille”, City of the Thousand, and the motto is written 
in its coat of arms becoming the only Italian city to boast such official recognition. In honour to 
Garibaldi, the citizens of Bergamo have even invented a soft bread loaf named Garibalda. 
 
The railways and the main train station built in 1857 in the Lower City encouraged the economic 
development of the lower boroughs on the plain and the Upper City started to lose its predominant 
role. The first decades of the ‘900 are the period of great urban expansion of the Lower City first 
with the construction of the current heart of Lower Bergamo, the Piacentini Quartier by the Roman 
architect Marcello Piacentini.  It were erected then the residential houses along the main roads, 
linking Bergamo with the other cities of Lombardy and the countryside, rich on craft, commercial 
and industrial activities and refurbished the “Sentierone”, the actual main, large, paved, tree-lined 
street connecting the western and eastern suburbia with the old city.  This was built in 1620 by the 
Bergamo merchants and once served as a venue for the trade Fairs of St. Alessandro, trade, 
exhibitions, recreational and public events and today is the traditional Sunday stroll. 
 
 
In the upper city 
 
The most famous artistic and historical places of Bergamo are located in the upper old city on the 
hill.  
It can be reached by car, bus, bicycle, taking the funicular railway or on foot climbing the 
“scorlazzini”, the flights of steps and the ancient alleyways that connect the plain and the hill 
enjoying breath-taking views. 
The most known and visited upper Bergamo area is the Old Town Square, the ancient political and 
administrative centre, and the adjacent Piazza Duomo, the religious centre. Both represent the 
genuine heart of the upper city and are separated by the twelfth century Palazzo della Ragione, the 
oldest existing municipal building in Lombardy, distinguished by a double portico with rounded 
arches. It was re-built in 1453 with the stone grand staircase to access the first floor and the lion of 
St. Mark dating back to the Venetian dominion. The Contarini Fountain, donated to the city in 1780 
by the Podesta' Alvise Contarini, stands in the centre of the square. To the west side rises up the 
home of the Venetian Podesta’, a stranger mayor in charge for six months in order to ensure  



 
 
impartiality.  Next to it is located the civic Tower, known as the Campanone. Every evening the 
main bell strikes 100 times, at 10 pm, to signal the ancient night curfew and the closing of the city 
gates. The monumental palace with a white marble façade was home of the Town Hall up to 1873 
and today hosts the Angelo Mai public library.  
The adjacent piazza Duomo, once piazza St. Vincenzo, houses the Bergamo’s finest example of 
Lombard Renaissance architecture: the Colleoni Chapel built between 1471 and 1475. It is a 
creation of the architect and sculptor Giovanni Antonio Amadeo and hosts the tomb of the 
condottiere Bartolomeo Colleoni with an equestrian statue and the tomb of his daughter Medea. It 
is decorated with gorgeous sculptures and multi-coloured marble decorations. On its walls, the 
Venetian artist G. B. Tiepolo painted in the eighteenth-century a cycle of frescoes telling the life-
stories of Saint Johann the Baptist.   
The Cathedral of the patron St. Alessandro, the Baptistery built by Giovanni da Campione in 1340, 
and the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore complete the square. This latter Church is the most 
important building in the city and was erected by the people of Bergamo to fulfil a vow to the Virgin 
against the plague. It hosts the choir with its wood inlay panels based on the drawings of the 
Venetian Lorenzo Lotto, a great High Renaissance painter who created numerous works in the city. 
It also preserves the burial of the local composer Gaetano Donizetti, dead in 1848 and Maestro of 
the nineteenth century Italian melodrama. His best-known works are Lucia di Lammermoor and 
Anna Bolena. 
 
Of great historical interest is the Rocca, the fortress set up on the rise of St. Euphemia. 
It is believed were Celts to found the first inhabited nucleus in the fourth century B.C, then the 
Romans erected the Capitoline and the first Christians the ancient church of St. Euphemia. The 
fortress was built in 1331 under the rule of King John of Bohemia and was then completed by the 
Visconti Family.  
Transformed then into an arsenal and later in a prison for the Venetians and the Austrians until the 
early years of the twentieth century. After its renovation, it became the site of the Museum of the 
Risorgimento and today is home to the city’s Historical Museum dedicated to the nineteenth century 
and to Giuseppe Garibaldi.  
The highest place of upper Bergamo is at 492 metres above sea level and the funicular railway of 
1912 leads to the top with extraordinary views. It is the hill of St. Vigilio hosting the little church of 
the same name and the rests of the twelfth century city castle of St. Vigilio. The Visconti Family 
erected the castle in 1343 and the Venetians completed it with secret tunnels to reach the 
underlying city.  The castle underwent various demolitions under Napoleon rule and is currently a 
public garden offering a sweeping view towards the plain and Bergamo Pre-Alps.   
 
 
In the lower city 
 
Of great artistic interest is the Academia Carrara.  
In 1795, the local collector and scholar Count Giacomo Carrara founded the museum that holds 
one of the largest and important collections in Italy. It contains more than 2000 Italian and foreign 
paintings from the XV to the XIX century in addition to drawings, prints, sculptures, small bronzes 
and coins. It hosts two paintings by Sandro Botticelli: the “portrait of Giuliano de’ Medici” and 
“the story of Virginia Romana”. Many are the Venetian paintings of the Renaissance by Giovanni 
Bellini, Andrea Mantegna and Carpaccio. It preserves several Lombard works of the seventeenth 
century by Carlo Ceresa, Cerano, Morazzone and Giulio Cesare Procaccini. Paintings by the  



 
 
German Albrecht Dürer, by the Dutch artists Paul Rubens and Antonie van Dick and by the Spanish 
Diego Velasquez. It counts 18th-century Venetian landscape schools by Canaletto, Francesco 
Guardi and Luca Carlevarijs.  
In front of the Academia is placed the museum of Modern and Contemporary Art (GAMeC) located 
in two ancient former convent of the fifteenth century. The Manzù Collection is the heart of the 
museum, composed of sculptures, paintings, drawings and etchings by the great Bergamo sculptor 
Giacomo Manzoni, born in 1908. He obtained national popularity for his bronze busts of Cardinals 
with expressionistic and dramatic character. 
 
 
THE RIUNITI HOSPITALS OF BERGAMO  
 
The Riuniti Hospitals of Bergamo was a local State Hospital with a log story. 
The first hospital facilities of Bergamo area date back to Middle Age and were a type of hostel 
along the main roads organised by religious communities or confraternities with care provided by 
monks and nuns. They offered hospitality and charitable assistance, without specific medical cure, 
to the pilgrims, orphans, elderly alone, sick, poor. Once, offering hospitality was one of the main 
charitable tasks required of a loving Christian.  
During the late Middle Ages, the hospice became a “hospital”, a civic institution often attached to 
monasteries and run by a religious order with voluntary nurses, members of religious communities, 
and a doctor permanently present. Some hospitals were multi-functional while others were founded 
for specific purposes such as leper hospitals.  They could survive thanks to the considerable 
donations, bequests and gifts by private citizens.  
The period between the twelfth and fourteenth century, during the era of maximum expansion of the 
monastic community, saw the development of eleven hospitals on Bergamo area and, at the time of 
the Venetian Republic rule, the Bishop Giovanni Barozzi merged them together into one single 
institution. On 5 November 1457 the Hospital of Saints Maria and Marco was established and 
called “Ospedale St. Marco”.  
It was erected in the current area of hotel St. Marco, at the foothill of Upper Bergamo. The only 
remaining evidence of the ancient structure is the present Church of St. Rita, once of Saints Maria 
and Marco.  In 1536, architect Pietro Isabello expanded the Hospital. During the century, it was 
enlarged to respond adequately to the increasing demand for hosting illegitimate children, sick and 
pilgrims.  
Its main mission was to provide hospitality, care and cure to the sick, the abandoned children and 
the poor up to 1930, when the Bolognese engineer Giulio Marcovigi erected a new great building 
enriched with updated medical technologies and the addition of new spaces. The location was St. 
Lucia valley sheltered from the strong winds from the North. The future King of Italy Umberto I and 
wife Maria Josè, Princess of Savoia, inaugurated the structure with a ceremony on September 20, 
1930.  The Hospital was entitled “Princess of Savoia” after the name of the Princess of Piemonte 
until the advent of the Italian Republic when it became     “Ospedale Maggiore” and later, in the 
Seventies, “Ospedali Riuniti di Bergamo”. 
The 30.000 square meters structure with its equipment and services represented the most 
technologically advanced Hospital in Italy spread out over a wide area of 150.000 square meters, 
with a total of 1000 beds hosted in 8 wards: Medicine, Surgery, Maternity, Ophthalmology, 
Paediatrics, Dermo-syphilispatia, Tuberculosis and Isolation. The Hospital consisted in eight 
wings, horseshoe-shaped, on three floors located around a large central garden where the Medical 
and Surgery units faced the entrance.   



 
 
Behind the central building were located the independent blocks for skin health patients, the study 
centres of anatomopathology, the engine and boiler rooms, the waste disposal chimney and the 
laundry.  The infectious diseases and tuberculosis blocks were separated from the entire unit to 
safeguard the patients.  
After the Second World War, the building continued to expand over the years adding the 
departments of Traumatology, Neurology, Radiotherapy, Urology and reaching 1800 beds 
accommodation in the late Sixties.    
In 1956 was founded the internal professional school for nurses which was later moved in an 
educational pole outside the Hospital holding four Bachelor degree in Physiotherapy, Midwifery, 
Physiotherapy, radiological  X-ray imaging and Radiotherapy.  
Over the Sixties, the new divisions of Vascular Surgery and Nuclear Medicine were activated and 
the Paediatric Cardiac Surgery section became operational and known in the Seventies as a 
national reference point. 
In the middle of the Seventies, the entire structure turned into a State Hospital and in 1972 acquired 
the “Ugo Frizzoni” Paediatric Hospital, in 1973 the “House of the Angels” of Mozzo and in 1975 
the “Matteo Rota” Orthopaedic Institute founded in 1879 as care service for rachitic children.  
In these years, the “Ospedale Maggiore” changed its name into “Ospedali Riuniti di Bergamo” 
counting 3800 employees and 1100 hospital beds. 
In 1972, the external Pharmacy opened and in 1975, the Cardiology and Pneumology divisions 
were established. In 1978, Primary School courses for children patients in the Hospital were set up 
and the Psychiatric Diagnostic and Treatment Service became operational.  The divisions of 
Endocrinology and Haematology and the Anti-diabetic Centre opened in 1979.  
In the early Eighties were set up the Maxillo-facial surgery division, the Intensive Care Unit, the 
facilities for Immunohematology, Occupational Medicine, Microbiology, Neurology,  
Neuroradiology,  Dentistry, multicardioanalysis. 
In the Eighties, the Obstetrics and Paediatrics departments were realised and provided with new 
delivery rooms and operating theatres where Professor Lucio Parenzan used to operate. He died in 
2014 and was one of the most famous Italian cardiothoracic surgeons, pioneer of the Italian 
Paediatric Cardiac Surgery, and awarded the Golden Medal of Merit of Public Health for his 
meritorious clinical practice and scientific activity to fight and cure the childhood diseases. In more 
than thirty years of activity, he carried out more than 15000 surgical interventions and 350 were 
heart transplants. 
His first heart transplantation on a child in 1985 became famous being the third in Italy after those 
performed in Padua and Pavia. He performed the first open-heart surgery on newborn babies, on 
infants under three kilos and saved the life of many “blue children” i.e. children suffering from 
Tetralogy of Fallot. 
Under his guidance, the centre became “the most important Cardio Paediatric Centre in the 
world” as described by Albert Starr, the inventor of the heart valve. In fact, the first Paediatric 
Cardio surgery world congress took place here in 1988. 
In 1991, the Hospital obtained official recognition as centre of major importance and high 
specialisation and opened the operative unit of Nephrology and Dialysis, in 1995 the new operating 
theatres blocks, in 2000 the Physical and Safety health operational unit and the new 
Cardiovascular department building. 
Many organ transplant were performed in this Hospital as: the multi organ on a 17 months old 
infant, the liver and lung transplant on a 23 year old boy, the lung transplant on a 6 years old little 
girl, the intestine transplantation on a 10 year old boy and other delicate and complex surgery such 
as the plant of the lung valve without extracorporeal circulation. 



 
 
Since December 2012, a brand new Hospital has replaced the entire ancient Ospedali Riuniti 
structure. Its name is “Giovanni Papa XXIII” (HGP23) named after the Bergamo citizen Angelo 
Roncalli who became Pope Giovanni XXIII in 1958 and a Saint in 2014.  It is located just outside 
the Lower City centre, in the Trucca district, and is a creation of the Parisian architect Aymeric 
Zublena. The extremely modern Hospital consists of seven reinforced concrete towers with five 
floors each connected by a central core. It accommodates 36 operating theatres, 226 medical 
offices, 1200 beds and a heliport. 
The old “Ospedali Riuniti di Bergamo” is nowadays no more operative and the building is going to 
become the Headquarters of the Guardia di Finanza, the Finance Police, hosting their training 
Campus and the accommodation units.  


