Rural Architecturs in Sicily

" If recent decades have in general seen a trend to derura-
Iisation and the adandon of agricultural activity , the pro-
g”e331ve breaking-up of the rural environment has in Sicily
been strongly characterised by the cultural stratlflcatlon
that had developed there over the ceniuries . Present hour =
sing in Sicily is an expression of the history and culture
0f a people as a whole ; its protection and conservation is
a problem concerning the character of a civilisation .

There has been a long series of different types of constru-
c¢tion : from the period of the Greek migrations which were
consolidated in geometrical urban sites along the coast or
on precise lines of internal propagation; from the Roman
conquest of the hinterland , rationalised by a system of va-
ried communications; from the links with the Byzantine East
.end the Moslem Mediterranean ; from the Norman peridd ; from
Sicily's insertion within the Spanish administrative system
and from the period of subsequent Bourbon reform,

The geografical features of Sicily and in particular the
contrast between the easily accessible coastal strip , imme-
diately blocked by mountains , and the inland territory ,
have led to the concentration of the Population in limited
area ,Data gathered in the 1881census , before the general
exodus from Sicily , show that more than two thirds of the
population lived at an altitude of less than 500 m.

Leaving aside the early period , of which we have no sig—-

nificant traces apart from villas of the Late Empitre and in-
distinct Moslem remains , the phenomenon of rural settlemen-
t® begins to have a significant effect on the Sicilian coun-
tryside from the Norman era with fhe formation of hamlets,
- an operation directed by the feudal centre being eager to
increase its lands . '

The church appears in settlements of the 12th century as
a factor promoting colonisation and bringing together the

peasant forces within a religious but also administrative
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Sphere , .

By the 14century ’ tne pattern of open v1llages has ended
and the inhabitants are grouped together in fortified lands.
As elsewhere in Europe at this time , an agricultural ecrisis
occurred in Sicily linked to demographic decline and a de. .
crease in exchanges between city and country .

The appearance in the 15th century of numerous . sugar cane
flantations and their accompanying mills along the north and
east coasts , began the sglow process of land reclamation .

In this period a close network of towers was also set up
in order to protect the labour force from the pirate raids
which menaced the Mediterranean up to the end of the 16th
ceqﬁury e (1)

Although the crestise or repopulating 6f agricultural cen-
tres was , on the whole , rare before the last decades of
the 16th , a massive'return to the land took place between
1583 and 1714 , doubling the number of settlements on the
island . The newly founded centres encouraged by the barons
were mainly concentrated in the cereal-growing centre in the
wvest of Sicily , had been virtually abandoned since the end «
of the middle ages R

This growth in Sicily can be compared with similar changes
in the countryside of Tuscany , Venice: and Lazio and indica-
tes a turning-point in the history of the Italian agrarian
landscape . The founding of the new carefully planned cent= :
Tres was partly te the disadvantage of thoge centres that al=-
ready existed , particularly in the cities s . Wwhich lost. half
of their inhabitants . .

The new hamlets . ﬁhich were essentially rural tewns , were
located on a slight slope and determined subsequent changes
to thercountryside « Nevertheless , in many cases they lacked
With the outside word and their isolation was eften further
aggravated by geographical factors .

The c¢hurch and the palace constituted the emergent signs
of fhis new geometry superimposed en the natursl .Thus urban
geometry was itself reflected in the country design .
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In this same period ’ between the 16th and 18th centuries,
the power of the barons » which had prompted the building of
the new rural villages , also contyibuted to the building eof
sumptuous residences in the Principal cities and generated a
need for suburban dwellings , ~ (2 = 3 ) ° o |
- Palermo , the capital of the vigorous baronial class s thus
saw the spread into the surrounding countryside of a series
constructions ( bagli and villas ) in a new 01ty/country re-
lationship . '

As the population lives for the most part in compact agglo-
merations , according to the custom of most of southern Ita-
ly , with isolated houses having a subaidiary place s rural
dwellings in Sicily can be divided inte those of the plalns
and those of the mountains ., ) '

The individual mountain dwelling is of one or two storeys:
above the stalls and storage rooms , The roof is gently slo~
ping , with tiles in terracotta . Frequently found is an ex~
ternal stairway , often supported by an arch which shelters
the entrance . The materisl mostly used is compact,llmestone.

Along the coastal strip , dwellings are constructed of -
blocks of calcareus tufa which is then Plastered ., A flat
roof and external stairway are common o In the Palermitano ,
especially along the coastal strip , there are groups of hou-
ses built in rows with an external loggia or terrace .

In the Conca 4'0ro and on .the hills of Monreale , and in the
Eleuterio , houses are scattered among citrus orchards on -
terraoes with capillary irrigation sygtems ,

Whlle the large estates for cereal-growing and pasture ha-
ve tenaciously resisted on the hills of the interior , olive
and almond trees have since to end of the 18th century tended
to suzreund the residential centres of Platani and Salso .
~ In the western part , at Brice ,-a typlcal dwelling is ar-
ranged areund an internal courtyard with well and oven , and
with small windows on the external facade . The settlements
located in the Madonita area » in keeping ‘With the mountai~
nous terrain , are anlmated by spires and steeples , often
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decorated with majolica tiles . _ . _

In the monotonous hilly landscape of central Sicily, set=’
tlements are concentrated in 1arge'aggldmerations located in
dominant positions , distant from each otHer.

In the. solitude of the country , the farms almost always
retain the look of fortifications . ( 4 )

On the main side , the residence of the owner is smtuated
on the first floor with storage and other rooms below .

Small shelters for the seasonal shepherds , the pagliari,
can also be often found ., ( 5 )

The organisation of agricultural communities in the south-
east region has always been. a special .case . The lands are
divided up by a close network of dry-stone walls which mark
the boundaries of the fields and the edges of the roads .
This is characterlstic of the high plateaus of Ragusa and
Modica . ( 6 )~

Flnally » along the densely populated and intensely culti-
vated strip to the east of Etna , building is in mainly re-

gular forms with roofs of two or four sides . Particular
here is the use of lava rock , in the block walls and in win-

dowsill

Mand decoratlon R

517



AA.VV., , Le casa rurale nella Sicilia orientale,Firenze 1973 .

- ¢.B. Amico, L'architetto prattico, in cui con facilita si dan-
no le regole per apprendere l‘arch1tetturac1v1le,

: Palermo 1726,1750,

V. Amico , Dizionario tOpO?TaflcO di SlCllla ,tradotto dal ?
latino ed annotato da G, Di Marzo, Palermo 1856.

M. Aymard -H.Bresc, Problemi dell'insedismento nella Sicilia
medioevale e moderna (1100-1800) ,in "Quaderni -

: storici" n.24, a. VIII,fasc.IXII, Ancona 1973.

'F, Bmmudel, La Méditerranee et le monde méditéraneen & 1'é-
poque de Philippe II, Paris 1949-1966.
H.Bresc-F,D'Angelo , Structure et évolution de l'habitat dans
la region de Termini Imerese (XII-XV siecles), in
- "Melanges de l'Ecole Francaise de Rome. Moyen Age-

Temps modernes, t.84, 1972,2, pp. 361-402,

4. Bruschi, Appunti su alcuni elementl architettonici dell'e-
dilizia popolaresca siciliana , in"Quaderni del-
1'Istituto di Storia dell'Architettura dell'Uni-
versitd 4i Roma ,nn.25/26, 1958, pp.48-52.

L. Epifanio, L'architettura rustica in Sicilia, Palermo1939.

M, baglolo-m L.Madonna, Sicilia, la ristruttur321one del terri=

- forio : una realpolitik feudale , in"a4,VV, San
Leucio, Archeologia, storia progetto,' Milano 1977.

L., Gambi, La casa contadina ,in "Storia d4'Italia",vol.VI,To-

rino 1976,pp.479-504.

M, Giuffre, Méti e realtd dell'urbasnistica siciliagna ,Palermo
1969.

M., Giuff@e, Utopie urbane nella Sicilia del Settecento, in"

~ "Quaderni dell'Istituto di Elementi di Architet-
tura e Bilievo dei monumenti dellsa Facolita di Ar-
chitettura di Palermo" ,n.8%+9, 1966.
"M, Giuffre, 6La Sicilia fuori di Sicilia, in "Farametro",n,
7, 1978.

M., Giuffre, Cittd nuova di Sicilis (XV-XIX ‘secolo) , 1, Pro-
blemi, metodologia , prospettive della ricerca
storica , La Sicilia Occidentale . ' _

M. Giuffre-G, Cardamone , Cittd nuove di Sicilia, 2, Per una
storia dell'architettura e degli insediamenti ur-

_ bani nell'area occidentale. ‘ ‘
A.Guidoni. Marino , Urbanistica e "Ancien Regime" nella Si-
' cilia barocca , in "Storia dells citta",n.2,1977.
E. Guidoni, Indicazioni 4i metodo per lo studio urbanistico

dei centri siciliani, in "Atlante di Storia Urba-
, -nistica Siciliana" ,I, Palermo 1979,

F. La Regina , Architettura rurale , problemi di storia e con-

: servazi one della c1v1lta edilizia contadina. in

¥talia, Bologna 1980.

D. Mack Smith, A History of Sicily ,Medl val Sicily:800«=1713

: -~ Modern 31011y, After 1713, ndon 1968, trad, it.
1970.
E. Sereni, Storia del paesaggio agrario &taliano, Bari 1962.
G. Valussi, La casa rurale nella Sicilia occidentale, C.N.R.

"Ricerche sulle dimore rurall in Italia",vol. 24,
Llrenze 1963,

518




519



Rural Architecture in  Sieily

If recent decades have in general seen g trend to derurali-
sation and the zbandon of agricultural activity , the progres
sive breaking-up of the rural environment has in Sicily been
strongly chaeacterised by the cultural stratification that
had developed there over the centuries .

As the population lives for the most part in compact agglo-
merations ,according to the custom of most of southern Italy,
with isoleted houses having a subsidiary place , rural dwel-
lings in Sicily can be divided into those of the plalns aad
those 0f the mountains .

In the Falermitano , especially along the coastal strip ,
there are groups of houses built in rows with an external

loggia or terrace ,

The settlements in the Madonita area , in keeping with the
mountainous %errain , are animated by spires and steeples ,
often decorated with majolica tiles . }

In the solitude of the country , the farms almost always

e‘i’aln the 100k of fortlflcatlons ° e e e e b a5 e i+ s o S5+ e i et 26

Pinally ,to the east of Etra s building is in mainly regu-

lar form with roofs of two or four sides . Particular here
- is the use of lava rock , both in the block walls and in win-
dowsills and decoration . o |

Illustrations

1) A tower built.for the protection ef the 1landscape,
Partinico;
The rural hamlets built between 16th and 18th ’
2) Vallelunga ,
3) Aliminusa ,
'4) A farm in the solltude of central 8101ly :
'5) Pagliari , are small shelters for seasonal shepherds
~ in the Madonia region ;
6) The characteristic land of dry-stone wells of the
high pleteaus of Ragusa snd Modica . |
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L'Architecture rurale en Sicile

Au cours des dernidres décennles qui ont été partout mar-
Quées par l’abandon des campagnes et” des gsctivités agricoles,‘
on a assisté en Sicile également 4 la dégradation progressive
d'un environnement rural profondément influencé par une stra
tlflcatien culturelle séculsire ., Compte temu du fait que 1la
majorité de la population vit dans des agglomérations denses,
- suivant en cela la tradition de 1'Italie méridionale qui assi
- gneé une fonction subalterne aux maisons isolées , les hagbite-
tions rurales de Sicile se dlstinguent entre elles selon '
qu'elles sont baties en pleine ou en montagne o ,
-Dans la region de Palerme s on peut veir des rangées de mai
sons munies de loggias ou de terrssses s en particulier sur
la cote . Les sgglomérations de la région des Madonie repro
duisent le relief montagneux sur lequel on les a construites
tandis que les habitations du centre de l1'ile sont concentré.
es dans de grandes bourgades situées sur des hsuteurs et élo
ignées les unes des autres , Dans la cempagne solitaire , se
dressent des fermes syant presque toujours conservé l1l'aspect
de fortifications . . S

Enfin , au pied du versant Est de 1'Rtna , 1la plupart des
batiments presentent des formes régulidres et des toits 2
deux ou quatre pentes . L'architecture s'y caractérise par
l'emploi de roches volcaniques tant dans l'appareillage des
‘murs que dans la construction des gppuis de fenetre ou la
décorgtion .
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