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Palermo and the sea up to Acqua dei Corsari 

The history of the city and the relationship with the sea

The first configuration of Palermo as a city is due to the Phoenicians of Tire (now Lebanon) in the seventh century. 
B.C. even if the first documented human settlements date back to the Paleolithic, from the third millennium BC. 
After that it was inhabited by the Sicans, the Cretans, the Elimi and the Greeks around 700 BC. 
 
The Phoenicians initially chose it as a port city and called it Mabbonath which simply means "inhabited city" later 
they transformed it into a splendid city and called it Zyz which means flower, perhaps due to the chalice of flower 
configuration drawn by the two rivers that rana cross it (the Kemonia and the Papireto) which then merged forming 
a funnel in the port (the current bay). 
 
The city had an older core, the Paleapolis, in the upper part, corresponding to where the cathedral is located today, 
where the public and administrative buildings of the city stood. This part was surrounded by walls with one door 
towards the sea and the other on the opposite side towards the countryside. And then the Neapolis arose which was 
mainly residential and commercial and extended from the ancient nucleus towards the sea. Since then, there have 
been several ethnic groups living together in the territory. 
 

 

The city remained under the control of the Phoenicians until the First Punic War (264-241 BC), when it was 
conquered by the Romans. 

The plan of the Phoenician city Zyz than the current 
city. 

In blue the sea and the courses of the Kemonia and 
Papireto rivers, in orange the town, in yellow the 
necropolis. 
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It was the Greeks, 8th century BC, who changed this last name to Panormos, that means “all port”, inspired by the 
extension of the vast coast. When the Romans conquered it, in 254 BC, the name was simply adapted to the Latin 
form Panormus. 
 
From 535 to 883 the city, together with all of Sicily, was annexed to the Eastern Roman Empire and then passed un-
der the dominion of the Arabs who enhanced both its commercial and cultural characteristics, so much so that it be-
came the capital of their Kingdom in the Island. It was them that gave the city the name Balarm. 

       
Seventeenth-century reconstruction of the wall circuit         The Arab city 

A flourishing time, the Arab one, which finds continuity with the subsequent Norman domination (1061).  Trade, pol-
itics  and culture flourish and the name changes to Balermus. 

In 1185 the Swabian dynasty began thanks to the state marriage between Constance of Altavilla, daughter of Roger 
II, and Henry VI, son of the German emperor. With their son Federico II, the dynasty reached its peak of splendor. 
The dynasty lasted until 1266 when the son of Frederick II, Manfredi, was defeated by Charles Anjou, brother of the 
King of France. 

The Angevin domination lasted until 1282. The Anjou exploited Sicily with taxes and charges and moved the capital 
to Naples. The dissatisfaction of the Sicilians culminated in the revolt of the Vespers, on March 31, 1282, follone by 
the expulsion of the Angevins and the beginning of the reign of Peter III of Aragon. 

The Aragonese dynast was marred by a war that lasted ninety years, until the Treaty of Avignon in 1372, and by the 
rivalry between the main Sicilian noble families. 

In 1458, upon the death of the Aragonese Alfonso I the Magnanimous, Sicily became a Spanish dependency with the 
role of viceroyalty. During this dynasty trade with the Republic of Genoa and with Spain flourished with the exchange 
of raw materials and handicraft products. 

It will be follone by the Spanish nomination, which  lasted almost two hundred years from 1516 to 1713. 
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View of the city before the new city walls  BRAUN GEORG – HOGENBERG FRANZ 1572 

 
Palermo becomes the seat of the Viceroys, who were entrusted with power on the island to be shared with the Sicil-
ian Parliament, which guaranteed true independence to the island. The city enjoyed great artistic activity and the 
construction of sumptuous public and religious buildings, the construction of the Via Maqueda with the scenograph-
ic Quattro Canti of 1620 and the new strong walls and bastions for the defense of the territory. 

            
The walls of the sixteenth-century city                             Map of Palermo by Orazio Maiocco around 1580 

 
Until the sixteenth century the defense walls of the city were in direct contact with the sea. Between 1577 
and 1580 the Colonna road was created to facilitate the movement of goods from the port and to give the 
Palermitans the possibility of finally facing the sea. 

The walk along to the seaside  was particularly appreciated and in 1581 the path was enriched by 
fountains. In the same year, the viceroy extended via Toledo (the current Corso Vittorio Emanuele) to the 
sea and started the work of Porta Felice. 
In 1681, an open-air theater for music was created, designed by Paolo Amato, which was placed next to 
the fountain of the Mermaid. 
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  Porta Felice on the sea                                                                         The music theater on the Colonna road 

 

In 1713, with the Treaty of Ultrecht, Spain signed the document for the transfer of the island to the Savoy. 

 

Map of Palermo from the 1700s with the 1600 walls 
still present and the new port built between 1567 and 
1590 by the will of the Viceroy of Sicily Garcia de 
Toledo when the ancient port of Cala becomes 
insufficient for the growing needs of the city. 

As can be seen from this 1820 map, the city is still 
closed within its walls. 
It will be the housing needs that will make the first 
villages outside the walls and on the coast grow 
already between the 12th and 18th centuries. 
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In 1825, the Colonna road,  now called Foro Bourbonico, inspired by the Parisian boulevards so popular at that time, 
was divided with rows of trees into three avenues for walking, horseback and carriage. 

                 
                The Foro Borbonico (Carlo Bossoli 1845) 

In 1848, the popular uprising dismissed the monarchy, entrusting the command to a committee chaired by Roger 
Settimo for sixteen months. With the return to the throne of Ferdinand IV, the Bourbons governed the city until 
Garibaldi arrived in 1860. In 1861 Sicily will choose with plebiscite the annexation to Italy that would become a king-
dom. 

All the peoples who have conquered Palermo have made it a city full of very different architectures and for this very 
reason fascinating.

Between the end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century Palermo had a "very happy" period 
thanks to a new entrepreneurial class, the Florio family in primis, who transformed Palermo into a European city, 
with new theaters, the national exhibition, the tree-lined avenues, the 'liberty architecture and various activities for 
fun and leisure. 

 

In the first half of the nineteenth century the 
seaside village of Santa Lucia, located just north of 
the center, quickly became an important port for 
the city. 
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The sea begins to be frequented for summer leisure 

  

Testimony of this new lifestyle is the Florio Stand, a building built by the Florio family to a design by Ernesto Basile in 
1905 on the south coast of Palermo. 

The building was only partially built, the original project also included a large Kursaal on the sea. It was frequented 
for a long time by the Palermitan nobility for pigeon shooting competitions and water sports. 

But the Florio's interest in the sea went far beyond leisure. They gave rise to the largest Italian shipping company 
together with the Genoese Rubattino family, the "Navigazione Generale Italiana", at the Palermo Shipyard in 1893, 
at the seaplane base in 1917, they owned several tuna traps and were also the innovators in the field of 
conservation tuna inventing preservation in oil. They also exported their wines and sulfur by sea. 

   
The “Corriere Siciliano” steamship equipped with 1st and 2nd class cabins                       Residence of the Florio family at the Arenella tonnara 

Until the early twentieth century, the mercantile activity of the port of Palermo was significant and characterized the 
city. From the historical cartography and from the following images, the expansion that the port has had with re-
spect to the city is clearly visible. And the city was open to the harbor. 
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Palermo in 1919 

The first expansion of the city beyond the walls took place with the extension of the Via Maqueda in both directions 
but, towards the south, the presence of the Oreto river represented a natural limit and also made the surrounding 
areas unhealthy. The extension towards the north was therefore preferred, being a rather flat, fertile and airy area. 

Given the great demographic growth and the unhealthy living conditions in the smaller buildings of the old part of 
the city, a city planning project was already necessary in the second half of the 19th century but, after various hy-
potheses, the "Regulatory Plan" of reorganization ( by the engineer Felice Giarrusso ) was approved only in 1885 and 
remained in force until 1941. 

 
The Giarruso plan provided for the opening of four streets perpendicular to the pre-existing axes that would create 
orthogonal intersections in the center of each district of the ld part of the city. These roads, with a planned width of 
around 20 meters, would have had the task of opening up the narrow and disordered ancient road network, allowing 
the passage of air and light, making the various areas healthier. Fortunately, only one of the new roads was built, the 
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Via Roma. The works began in 1895 and were only completed in 1922, and its construction, crossing two districts of 
the historic city, to connect the new railway station to the new part of the city, severed the Arab-Norman road 
layout, causing the demolition of many houses and buildings of historical interest and led to the silting of the 
Kemonia and Papireto rivers. In orde to displace the population from the areas affeted by the works, new 
neighborhoods were created, located above all by the sea, allowing residential construction on both sides of coastal 
road, forever precluding the view of the sea and separating the port from the city. 

The sea at the origin of  Palermo’s economy begins to be denied 

In the meantime, still between the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the seaside resort 
of Romagnolo ( whose name is due to the ex-senator Corradino Romagnolo who contributed to its first urbanization 
at the end of the eighteenth century) became an elegant area with important bathing establishments, restaurants, 
noble villas and prestigious residences. 

   
Between wealth and poverty Palermo continues to grow, on the one hand the theaters, the tree-lined avenues and 
the universal exhibition on the other, the Spagnola epidemic and typhus that make the historic center, with its high 
population density, a danger. In addition, the owners, fearing expropriations for the implementation of the Giarruso 
plan, begin to fail to maintain the properties in efficient. The economic crisis of the 1920s after the First World War 
and later the Second World War put the city to a severe test. 

The terrible bombings of the Second World War devastated the historic city, the port and the ancient Castello a 
Mare. 

   
Porta Felice, Casa Professa and the “Cala “ bounded by the Castello a Mare before World War I 

  
Porta Felice, Casa Professa and the Castello a Mare after the bombing 
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In  1945, Palermo was included among the cities that had to adopt a reconstruction plan. The 1950s saw intense 
building activity in the city. To meet the housing needs,the reconstruction plan allowed the construction of a very 
unpleasant  residential building,  absolutely disrespectful of the architectural presence of the past. 
The entire seafront of the current Foro Italico  was filled with the rubble of the war. The walled city no longer faced 
the sea. Between the 60s and the 80s this embankment was even used as an amusement park. The sea could not 
even be seen from a distance. 

 
The Foro Italico (former Boubon Forum) before the Second World War runs along the sea 

 
The Foro Italico after  e the Second World War  and the il embankment with the Luna Park  

In 1956 work began for the drafting of the new Town Plan. The plan will undergo over 25 drafts before being 
approved in 1962. 

Because of the numerous changes, very bad for the development of the city, the lower endowment of equipment 
and greenery and above all the change of the  building index made  overnight. Building speculation began and the 
mafia built the new city known in contemporary history as the "sack of Palermo". The golden valley with its citrus 
groves was cemented and thousands of cubic meters of earth and demolition were poured onto the coast. And the 
coast became a landfill. 

The history in images of the coast of Romagnolo, from Sant’Erasmo to Acqua dei Corsari, now called the 
"south coast". 

Due to the beauty of its wide panorama of the Gulf of Palermo, in the nineteenth century it was depicted several 
times by the painter Francesco Lojacono (Palermo, May 16, 1838 - Palermo, February 26, 1915), considered the most 
important Italian landscape painter of the nineteenth century. 
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The activities related to the summer season, which became all the rage in the early 1900s continue until the 70s with 
the presence of bathing establishments and well-known fish restaurants, but the noble villas and prestigious 
residences disappear. Of some of them not even a photographic trace is left. The Corradino Romagnolo’s home was 
the original nucleus of the current Buccheri La Ferla hospital and was demolished in 1930. 

    

The only evidence of a "prestigious" residence is the Villa of Ugo della Favara, still in excellent condition, that hosted 
Garibaldi on 28 March 1882 on the occasion of the celebrations for the sixth centenary of Vespers. 

   
In 1878                                                       In 1882 for the feast of the Vepers     Villa of Ugo della Favara today          

There  is also a ruin of the holiday villa of Francesco Moncada Prince of Larderia (1738-1798) who preferred it to the 
more imposing villa in Bagheria because it is more functional and overlooking the sea. 

Panorama of Palermo from the "Colonnella" at the end of 
the 19th century. On the right of the postcard you can see 
part of the wall enclosure with a sphinx in the garden 
belonging to the Senator of the city Corradino Romagnolo. 
 
 
Statue of the Colonnella built in 1790 by Senator Corradino 
Romagnolo in front of his holiday home. In a print of the 
time, in a nineteenth-century painting and in a photograph 
of today. 
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Villa Larderia in 1965 (inhabted until 1980)                               Villa Larderia today 

The Florio stand of 1905, created for pigeon shooting, over the years suffered improper use, tampering and aban-
donment. During the Second World War it was used as a warehouse for troops, then by the Buccheri la Ferla hospital 
as a solarium, then as a restaurant and finally as a billiard room, restored in 1985 and brought back to its original 
shape and then abandoned again. In 2019 it was recovered and managed by private individuals for cultural events 
and refreshments. 

   
The Florio Stand before the last  restauration and today  

The former Sant’Erasmo locomotive depot was built as a railway station in 1882. From it  the Palermo - Corleone 
railway line departed, ran along the coast to Acqua dei Corsari and then went inland. Abandoned in 1956, renovated 
in 2004, it became the Eco Museum of the Sea 

 
The blue arrow indicates the station near the small port of Sant’Erasmo, the tracks at the Colonnella, la station of Acqua dei Corsari 

 
The former locomotive depot today is the  Eco Museum of the sea 
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The very existence of this narrow-gauge railway line favored the influx of families to this stretch of coast and the 
consequent multiplication of bathing establishments and seaside restaurants. The fashion of the "Baths" first 
reserved for the aristocracy alone becomes first bourgeois and then increasingly a mass phenomenon. 
At the Colonnella there was the Margherita bathhouse which already in 1899 advertised its healthy baths, later the 
Trieste-Virzì establishment of 1896 with its monumental carousel, the Delizia Petrucci of 1900 with the swing and a 
diving board for diving and baths Virzì and active until the 1970s. 

    
The Trieste-Virzì plant with its monumental carousel 

Bagni Virzì actives until the 1970s 

At the Sperone since 1928 we find the Bagni della Salute, the Bajamonte factory and the Savoja factory. At the 
Bandita there was a small bathing facility since 1926. 
In the area of Acqua dei Corsari, the first structure dates back to 1928 and in 1930 the Santa Rita plant was built,  
follone after the war the Lido Olimpo and the Bagni Italia plant. 
This is followed by further photographic documentation that makes us understand how attendance has changed 
over time, becoming a leisure activity open to everyone. 

  

  



 

Associazione Parco Libero - Via Lombardia, 20 - 90144 Palermo  

13 

While on the coast of Romagnolo bathing becomes a mass phenomenon, the aristocracy first and the bourgeoisie 
later no longer frequent this coast, preferring the beach of Mondello, north of the city, created following the 
reclamation of the so-called "quagmire" which began in 1891. In 1910 the Antico Stabilimento was born, a 
prestigious structure in Art Nouveau style and in 1920 Mondello was one of the best seaside resorts of the time  

   
Mondello in the early 1900s 

 
Mondello today 

The activities related to the summer season were not the only ones present in the area. The presence of the Oreto 
river, the source of Favara and Acqua dei Corsari made the land very fertile and the countryside, behind the houses 
on the coast, was cultivated. The source of Acqua dei Corsari fed the water mills used in brick factories and food 
preserves. 

 
The ruins of the “steam brick”by Giuseppe Puleo 1870-1975 in Acqua dei Corsari 

Another activity was fishing, with the small port of Sant'Erasmo already used since 1440 for tuna fishing with the 
foundation of the trap known as the "Tonnarazza" and which remained active until 1788. In 1920, in Piazza della 
Tonnarazza, the first Sicilian fish-canning industry, Coalma, which still produces Sant'Erasmo tuna today but 
elsewhere. 
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The village, which extends to the mouth of the Oreto river, over the years has lost its identity suffocated by illegal 
constructions, dilapidated houses, warehouses and abandoned land. 

 
The arrival of the tuna in Sant’Erasmo                          The marine before its recent recovery 

  
The view of the urban “chaos” from the marina                               Tonnarazza square today 

Fishing was practiced at the Bandita. The Port of the Bandita of Palermo, with its current configuration, was built in 
the 1970s as a fishing port. Its conditions are appalling. Until the 1980s there were about a hundred fishermen, now 
there are about ten left who can only go to sea with small boats. 

 
The original nucleus of the village                  The arrow indicates the originals nucleus between bad building and silted harbor 

During the years of the Second World War the decline of the south coast begins due to the consequent economic 
crisis but the real irreversible damage is created during the post-war reconstruction and during the years of the "sack 
of Palermo". Near the mouth of the Oreto, at the Bandita and at Acqua dei Corsari, the coast line is modified with 
the creation of landfills with the earth coming from excavations and demolitions. These landfills called mammellone 
have led to sea pollution and the silting up of some areas. 
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The “mammellone” of  Acqua dei Corsari, the landfill was used until the 1980 

In 1971 the coast from Sant’Erasmo to Acqua dei Corsari was declared polluted. The bathing establishments are 
definitively closed, ugly council houses partially replace the typical buildings of the villages and also the industrial 
activities of Acqua dei Corsari are closed. 
Storage and trading activities, with state-owned concessions, take the place of the seaside resorts on the coast, 
interspersed with houses and shacks. Gradually a barrier is built between the road and the sea. 
It is absolute decay, the whole coast loses its identity and finds itself just an ugly and disorderly suburb. The 
following photographs are very eloquent. 

 

 

Recent history 

As we have seen, the sea no longer interested anyone or was reserved for those who built their  villas on the cliff 
tanks to the absence of landscape protection plans. 
In the second half of the 1900s, Palermo was mercilessly ugly and never modernized. 
The historic center was and with abandoned and with  it its markets and its trades. 
The north coast with Mondello becomes the only bathing place in the city, the Baths and seafront restaurants on the 
south coast closed, the illegal houses and shacks blocked  the view of the sea from the coastal road via Messina 
Marine. 

In 2000, finally, a new sensitivity for the livability of the city was born and the coast had to be recovered, to date that 
are many projects but still very little has been done. 
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Our times are always very dilated. Between good intentions and a lot of bureaucracy there are, alas, even bad 
administration and the efforts made are thwarted. 
Following are some of the interventions carried out or in progress that aim to reconcile Palermo with the sea. 

 
The Foro Italico today 

The Foro Italico has become a large lawn thanks to a reclamation intervention carried out by the Municipality of Pa-
lermo on the occasion of the UN conference on the fight against the mafia which was held in December 2000. Mayor 
Leoluca Orlando obtained the concession of the area from the port authority, removed the rides and started the 
work. 

   
The Cala in1950                                                      The Cala today, marina with  promenade and restaurants  

  

In 2005, the renovation works of the Cala began, including the recovery of 19 submerged wrecks abandoned in the 
seabed for years. The restyling of the Cala included the modification of the sewer system of the historic center that 
previously flowed into the port and the dredging of the seabed which made the air unbreathable for the miasma. 
The works were completed in 2011. Today it is really pleasant to walk around the Cala and it is an excellent business 
card of the city for boaters arriving in Palermo. 
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The Cala and the port                                                          The future landing of hydrofoils for the smaller islands 

The project is continuing northwards with the port once again open to the city and the recovery of the Castello a 
Mare area for the landing of hydrofoils. The works have begun and these are the projects. 

  

The goal is to heal the wound between the port and the city by creating a new interface with walkways, spaces, 
greenery and multifunctional buildings with services for passengers and operators. 

Returnig to the south coast in 2019, the recovery of the small port of Sant’Erasmo was completed. Now it is a safe 
landing place with a new promenade along the seafront with a bar and restaurant that gives continuity to the lawn 
of the Foro Italico. 

 
The small port of Sant’Erasmo 

The project for the Oreto park was approved and financed. On the coast it will develop from the small port of 
Sant’Erasmo until it reaches the beach of Romagnolo. Along the river it will extend from the Foce up to the Corleone 
bridge and provides, in addition to the indispensable interventions for environmental recovery, the creation of paths 
and bridges for the use of the area and the recovery of some buildings for the construction of a naturalistic museum, 
an educational area and a visitor reception center. 
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The mouth of the Oreto today                                                           The park project 

The recovery of the beach of Romagnolo has haless luck with works that are questionable for their usefulness, such 
as the Romagnolo footbridge, a pier that ideally extended via Amedeo D’Aosta for a walk on the sea and which 
housed services for bathers in the basement. The work, commissioned by the Province, was begun in 2003 when the 
sea was not yet suitable for swimming and the beach was heavily degraded and, even if completed, it has never 
been tested. With the abolition of the provinces, no one was more responsible for its maintenance. It cost 2.3 million 
euros and is now under seizure as it is dangerous for its deterioration. 

   
The Romagnolo footbridge 

  
The beach of Romagnolo 

The coast in this stretch has been freed over the years from building abuses and a green arrangement and the cycle 
path have been created but a sign prohibits bathing even if it does not report any date and no ordinance. The sample 
made on June 8, 2020 shows how the presence of bacteria is below the minimum threshold for bathing: zero 
Enterococci and 10 Escherichia Coli, on a maximum limit of 200 and 500 respectively. As long as the water is clean; 
you need services, no drains, cleaning and many other things that at the moment the area of Romagnolo does not 
offer. 
The interventions for the purification of water, for which there will be no more spills into the sea throughout the 
coast, are underway and will be completed by 2021. 
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The beach of Bandita 1950                                  From the same point of view until 2019                            Cleaned up in june 2020 

A the beach of the Bandita it went even worse. In June 2020 it was cleaned up but the sea is not yet suitable for 
swimming. 
The cycle path currently exists only in a stretch of the south coast and since the Via Messina Marine is a high traffic 
road it is rather useless because it is impossible to reach it safely. Plus, in its short stretch, it's often interrupted by 
badly parked cars, street vendors and, incredibly, billboards. The new light mobility project from Via Archirafi to 
Parco Libero Grassi in Acqua dei Corsari has already been developed and the first section has already been funded. 

 
The cycle  path today                                                                                 The new layout of the cycle path                       

At Acqua dei Corsari the coast has been irremediably changed from the mammellone which remained active as a 
landfill until the 1980s. In the meantime, as we have already seen, the industrial activities are also closing with the 
exception of the Vernengo terracotta factory still in operation on the edge of the Free Park. The tall brick chimneys 
still characterize the area today. In the memory of the Palermitans, the existence of the village is linked to the 
crossroads bar which for years was the indication for taking the Palermo-Catania motorway built between 1970 and 
1975 before the extension of the ring road in the 1980s. 
Today it is often identified with the Parco Libero Grassi which is the park that doesn't exist. 

  

In 2013, the park built on the mammellone of Acqua dei Corsari was named after Libero Grassi, an entrepreneur 
killed by the mafia in 1991 because he publicly opposed the extortion racket, but the history of this park begins ear-
lier. 
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After the 1980s, when the landfill could no longer be used, the mammellone became no man's land. The 
administrations did not take care of this environmental disaster and in the meantime the sea slowly eroded this 
artificial hill bringing large quantities of land to the seabed, polluting it and destroying or compromising many forms 
of life. 
After many years of major rehabilitation projects, punctually followed by a stalemate,  in 2005 some preliminary 
examinations of the land were carried out, it was decided for the following year to start urgent works to secure the 
area. 

 
The engineering project has implemented all the interventions useful to stop the erosion of the coast together with the 
landscape architecture project that led to the construction of an open-air theater, paths and landscaping with hundreds of 
trees and plants. The completion of the safety works directed by Sering took place in 2008 and the testing was carried out 
in March 2009. But the park has not been open to public use and the site is abandoned. 

During the years of abandonment, the 400 trees planted died, the water system, the irrigation network and the 
downspouts for the disposal of water were vandalized and the park was once again a landfill. 

In 2018 it finally turns out that it has not been opened because the Environmental Characterization and the related 
Risk Analysis had never been done. From these analyzes it emerged that the site needs environmental remediation. 
The reclamation project has been funded and foresees the end of the works in 2023. In the meantime, the Parco Li-
bero Association, which has signed a memorandum of understanding with the Municipality of Palermo, is promoting 
a series of initiatives that will lead to the design of a multifunctional park and hopefully its future realization. The 
hamlet of Acqua dei Corsari will also have its own new identity. 

Arch. Alice Grassi 
Daughter of Libero 

President of the Associazione Parco Libero 
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NOTE 
If the original source of some images has not been reported correctly, I apologize to the author, thanking him for the 
involuntary contribution he made to my non-profit research. The text will be reserved for participants in the 
"Competition of ideas for the Parco Libero Grassi ad Acqua dei Corsari in Palermo" as didactic material to be 
consulted to support the design. 




