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Redrawing the city and its historical transformations: two examples in Palermo

(riarn Adarco Gfrg?ﬂﬁ. (rudiara &nﬁbﬂﬂeﬁi

THE REPRESENTATION AREA I8 ROWADAY CALLED UPON TO FACE HEW
CHALLEMOES FOR NEW COMPUTER TECHWOLOGIES THAT HAVE DEVEL-
CIPED (1Y ER THE LAST FEW YEARY.

WISUAL COMMUMBIATHN AND MULTIMEDRLA LANGEIAGE EXFERIENCED A
RADICAL CHANGE REFRESENTATION AND VISUALTEATION, THOUGHT AND
IMAGE ARE HASED 0ON THE BRANCH OF COMMUNICATION AND THEREFOREA
(W THE TRASMISHIN OF KROW LEDGE THAT CANMOT BE SEPARATED FROM
THE INTERIMSCTPLINARITY.

QIGATAL IMAGERY CHALLEMGES MORE AND MORE AMALOG IMAGERY,
CREATING A SCENE THAT 18 INDEPENGENT FROM THE CONSTRUCTRED RE-
ALITY AND SOMETIMER REACHING TO OYERLAP AND MERGE WITH T2
THEREFGRE THE REFRESENTATION B3 MO LONGER JUST A REPETITION OF
THE REAL, HUT BECORMER ITSHELF AN AUTOROMOUS REALTTY, RETTERATING
FI4 HECRIETIC POSYER ARD CALEMNG THE CRISIS OF THAT TRUTHFLL, AL-
THOLUGH SUBDRDINATE CHARACTER THAT WaS ATTRIBUTED TN THE PAST.
Ir THES STULFY WE ARE INTERESTED IN URBAN REPRESENTATIONS, AND
WE ASK THE QUESTION CF MENDING BETWEEN PAST AND PRESENT.

KEvywoRDd: VIRTUAL RECONSTELUCTION — LUIRHAN ANALYEE — ALN-
MMENTED REALITY SYETEMS

Infraduciion

There is no dombt that until today the city has boen analbyred according
i specific and arcal torms, with rather abstract conceptual distinetions,
The now digital tools and the now navigation systems that use hy-
pertext mode bocpme the preforred instroments for the anabysis of
the ancicnt city, to read the formation and the cvolation processes, o
understand the physical patterns, and finally to compare and corrclate
the urhan shape (that is ztatic and can be read only on the maps) with
its perspective and immersive imsage made possible thanks fo the vir-
tual sunpmented reality.

Ohur inferest is dirccted towards this arca of rescarch: we have cho-
sen, as the suhject of investigation, some urban portions of Palormo
that, over the centurics, hasve radically alicred their tface and their
meanings. We reconstructed the native configurations from original
documents {cartographic maps, surveys, vintage photos) in order to
tell the story of their cvolution and transformations.

I. Piazza San Domenico: history of a square

The first cxample is related o the three-dimensional reconfiguration
of Plarra San Domenice in Palermo.

It is a site that has radically changed itz urban strecture over time.
The eurrent shape of the 2quare 18 related to an nrhan accomodation
of the Baroque age (AW century) that has been upact hoarcer by
the hack of the via Roma in the sarly tarenticth contury: this new
road had to be a new conncction axis bebacen the railwan station
and the now quarters of urhan cxpansion to the north of the city.
The opening of the new drinveway has profoondly changed the spatial
cnvelope and has overtorned its meanings. We will show why in the
following anabysis.

The sive in 1703 (from Lagzara)

Bt the history of the gite is prior to the Barogue squarc’s project, and
it iz possible —ewen if its more difficalt- to reconfigure the state of
places as they looked like before the cighteenth-contury intervention.
Char intention is, in other words, to reconstrect dynamieally the his-
tory of urban transtformations along the course of the ages, and then
te procecd to the architcemral analysis,

The Dominican friars were prosent in Palermo since the carly de-
cades of the thirtcenth century, when their religicaes onder was found-
cid. They purchased in 1270 a large garden in the neighborhood that
was called “Amalfitania™ near the harbor: later the mother church of
their order was baikt here. The land was at the confluence of the long
head of the “Seralcadio™ {a long market-road that crossed the north-
ern subur of the ancient city) and the port itself, which wasa
crossroads of lodges, banks and business. It i3 also possible to read
the choice of the urban settloment at a larger scale, considering the
whole circuit of the medicval market-roads of Palermo and the co-
cval aettlements of the other mendicant orders (the Augustinians, the
Franciscans and the Carmelites). B.Guidoni has scen a definite sym-
Teolic scheme inthe choice of places and in the motual distances that
characterize the presence and the inclusion of religious ovders in the
Ttalian citics of the Middlc Ages.

The site in 1877 in comparizan with @ curredr view

The tourteenth-coentury church together with the adjacent cloistcer had
relatively lowr proportions and was longitudinally developed for abouat
30 macters (it stood roughly in the arca that today stands betarcon the
apsc and the transcpg).

The Dominicans decided to enlarge the church in 1420 thanlkes to be-
gqucsts and sohsidics of wealthy familics in Palermo and of the same
king Altonso W,

The work of enlarging and retmilding lasted from 1457 to 1480 in
this year the apse and the forum were completed.

Amather and more substantial expansion project of the asilica began
in 1640 and was continued unti] the charch did not reach its current
size. Up fo thiz date the work touched only the church: the square
in front of it, that was little meore than a widening of the strect on
which the building stoed, had not yet taken the shape of the magnif-
icent “scenic machine™ that was designed in the next century. Fowr
traces remain of the fourtcenth-century church: the cloister instead
remained inits ariginal form in tero of its four sides.

It is possible to read the state of places prior to the opening of the
sguarc in seome maps of the city of Palermo which were made in the
sixteenth and seventeenth contury: these are axonometrics that have
heon marked on quite correct plans; the width of the voids (mainby
the roads} has becn conventionally enlarged to cnsure the legibility
of architcctural fronts. It is possible o reconstruct casily the plan and
overlap it to the maost recent magps that were realized with photogranm-
metric tochniques.

We used the survey in the Gactano Lazzara’s “Plano de la Cludad
de Palerme™ (1T03) to recontigure the throe-dimensional sic, The
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isornctric view 18 drawn from the cast side and clearhy shows the apse
of the church and the whaole block where the monastory, the cloister
and a amall cometery were. The tagade is nog visibie bat its “silhon-
cttc™ 18 guite readable: the wrbhan context is perteetly identificd. We
reconfigured virtnally the entive hlock and we superimposed it to the
current one (that we had previously recognizmed): we noticed that the
plan at ground level has remained almost unchanged cxocpt for some
substantial modifications.

Since 1717 the Dominicans started to oy the aildings in front of the
cnitrance of the chmrch, with the intention to make a square: architect
Tommasoe Maria Wapel, who was a member of the order, Isegan the
work in 724 when

he died Gicvanni Amico continued the suporvision of works.

Kome imeges of the sguare and it buildings

The square, which was initially called “piazza Imperiale”, was onc
of the first wrhan sohafions of the cightecnth century with a clear in-
tention of urban decor enteria. It summed ap the apatial concepts of
the Barogue period: it was sqoarc-shaped and it overfurned horizon-
talby the width of the fagade of the church; in this way the architect
created a “culse space” that was highhghicd by “false seenes™ of the
neighboring buildings {the Montalbano palace in the west side and
the Tractta palace in the north side: the fagades of the two palaces
wore designed considering moere the necds of the cxterior than the
inner distribution). The space of the square, despite the breadth of
s size, appearcd gathered in relation with the swrrounding strects
and 1t was connected to the city through the side strects that werc of
smaller cxtent. The main link, that was the commercial axis of the via
Bandicra, ficoved into 1t ina decentralized manner: later, the columm
dedicated to the Immaculate Conception was placed at & point which
catablished ditforent vanishing points on the side strects: thess were
the via Monteleone and the via dei Maccheronai, lmbking the square
with the Vuceiria market and with the Olivella distriet.

The perception of space was thos subjoct to mmltiple points of vicw
that were inged from the fulemom of the vertical column: in this way
the fagadc of the church wsed to dilute its grandeur and lent faclt
i a dynamic gamc of glimpses with the side scenes of the square,
The fagades of the two palaces rocent rebuailt settled symamictrics that
wore arranged with the rrthm of the pilasters, with the same height
of the caves and with the right angle formed in the westorn and in the
northern side. The south side kopt the asymmctry and the curviliner-
ar motion of the previons road,

Firmwal reconfiguration of the square

The opening of the via Roma, at the carly 1908, definitely schocked
the structare and the formal balance of the Barogque sqoare: the roate
of the new road, that in this stretch wras made atter 19006, destrowed
altcgether the Montalbano palace and rectificd the cortain whers lat-
cr the current Moncada-Paternd palace was tailt; a long gasgh was
o opencd to the ™MW direction, with the remaoval of about one-third
of the Block between via Monteleons and via Torre di Ghotto, Duae to

632/1221
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A Bome images aff the square and its buildings
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the cut the base of the statue of the Immaculate Conception camec to
ho almost adjacent to the now road layout corventhyr there is only a
thin sidewallk that scparates the one from the other, The beautiful
and elegant Baroque square lost in this way its prerogative of apace:
it was no longer enclosed in buildings equally composed without
ather oponings except the narrow alleys, and it becaime an open and
frayed space. The sudden opening of the sguare to the city at a large
traffic way alse altered the perception of the church fagade in the
relationship hetween solids and voids: it can be noted that the repre-
sentations of the square made before the cut favored foreshortoned
wicws, with a rich and imvoldving dymamizm {all the protagonists of
the urhan zcenc are depicted: the colammn, the bell-towers, the other
zidoa); subsequent reproscntations, instead —like postcards and tour-
igtic images- portray only the church tacade in its nigid frontal, We
supposc that this reversal of sense is doe to the new conception of
space offcred by the square,

633/1221
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The lavish and superabmndant design face of palazzo Moncada-Pa-
ternd (which replaced the Montalbano palace) tried to counterbalance
the monumentality of the church, while the northern side (where there
was the Tractta palacc) remained incomplete: almost half of the taild-
ing remaing were demodished, and in the western pant a leveling work
of the road surtace was made: a small triangular square was oponed
o conncet the ditforent scotions, Expropriations liberated a large arca
where a new building (palazzo Bonomels) was built: this one pre-
forred the face in front of the via Roma, and its avchitecture appeared
in stark contrast to the remaining facade in tront of the square.

Disegnare per lu citte costruita 633
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& The original sits in compansen with o current view
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INgital modeling aperations

In the 70s the entire hlock was further demolished {except the Ba-
roqque facade) and was replaced by the modern “mall™ that now hous-
ca the “Rinascente™

The recconfiguration work of the locations before the curting of the
via Roma has been made thanks to the survey n the cadastrial map
of 1877 it was possible to redraar the urban fronts thanks to several
vintage photos that we have collected: 2o we have overlaid the virtual
image of the ancicnt aquars in the current one, and we put the results

into a virtmal sugimented reality softerarc, Thanks to the managoment
of ditforent layers wie have alse incloded the conjectural reconfizura-
tion of the medieval place as it appeared in the sarvey of 1703,

The model, starting with the current urban image, is thus able tootell
hackwards its cern history, with a simaltancons comparizon of the dif-
terent transtormations and oftfering & “memaory virtual toor™ o view-
CTE.

In rccent tinses and for special scasomal events the axia of the via
Fomna has been cloged to vehicular tratfic and has been turned into a
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podestrian “rambla’™ this pedestrianization has somchow seacd the
market-road of the via Bandicra with the Vuceiria, the commercial
suburh of the ancicnt toern, and freed the sguare of the uncomtort-
able role of parking taken in the meantine; it has also granted to the
square that original role as a link between the markets and the port
{even it only for the duration of the event). The panoramic terraces
of the “Rinascente”™ are today an additional attraction for tourists and
visitors, and mean that the square space contimazs to live and move,
tramstorming the meaning and the perception of its forma.

I1. A Omarter of Palermo in the Art Youvean Period read throogh
its significant huildings

The sccond cxample, instead, 15 concerning the history of a gquarter
built i the carly ®Hs, and we want to read it through the analvsis of
some of its main and significant boildings.

The main urban transtormations of Palermo in the Art Nooveau peri-
od concerncd the arca which was just located fo the northern side of
thi city walls: thiz was marked by the cocpanzion axiz of the via della
Liberta and by the propulzion of the great monumental architcetare
of theaters (Teatro Masgimn Vittorio Emanucle, 1870-497; Poltcamsa
Craribaldi, 1874). The new growing city could afford to be built in a
land portion that was practically free foom precxistong buildings and
from constraints duc to previous tracks: the main guidelines were the
“trazzere’”, some saburban roads that connected the historical conter
with the outer suburbs and with the neighboring countrics toward
Carini.

The originel sife i comparison with a chrveni view

The face of the new city, modern, modernist and open to the infcrna-
tional Art Moavean stvle, gave to the architects the chance to cxpress
their creativity at the better way, in a compositional freedom that was
close to the bourgenis sentiment of one of the major capitals of Haly
after the Unification.

We realize, re-reading the buildings of this period, that the face ofthe
city relating to this period of its history is irroversibly compromizsed
and transtormed from its original vocation, and this happened a lot
mmiore of the similar facts of the historical conter.

There was, in other words, a process of arban transtormation much
e sudden and radical than the others that we have shown: all this
was done, oddhy (and diftercnthy from previous mutations) without
major uphcavals of the road layout. It took place in a point-like and
spontancous way, because it was a phenomenon that regarded the sin-
gle architecturcs. These were brand new buildings for the time, and
they were the main opportunitics to try out new typologics and new
constrction technologies. They were, in cesence, *temporary forms™
from both points of vicw, because of their lightness and their innate
propensity o obsolescence.

W are referring o the architecture intended for recreation and en-
tertainment: kiosks, coffoe-houses, “kurseal” and halls for cincma
projection. They wore the new protagonists of the urban scenc and
the reforence typologics of the bourgeois ity Such prescnces con-
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noted the new district along the main way from via Ruggicro Scrtimo
tr via della Libertd much more than the isolated and predominant
cvent of the the grear theaters. The wrban blocks, that were arranged
according to 2 strictly perpendicalar grid, filled with these baildings
and were immersed in the gardens of preexisting villas; in this way
the city image turned the idea of a “walking”, playful and filtering
neighborhood that was differentiated betewcen crossing alleys and
main drivewsay axes. The subssquent and inevitable demolition of
these tuildings detcrmined the loss of all the green arcas that were
comnected to them, and the replacement whith banks, offices and other
buildings that changed the image of the quarter into a contempaorary
administrative and residential "oy,

Salvatore Caronia Roberti (1887-1970) was onc of the greatcst archi-
tccts of this secason: he desizned both the Ard Mowncau architecturs
and the second ones, and he significantly contribwted to this change.
In the present study we analyzed two of his projects for cincma:
the "Modernissimo™ (1914} and the *MNuowvn Excelsior Supcreine-
ma” [(1924]). We think that the story of these buildings summarizes
the history of the entire district, The first one was demolished in
1973; the second one is still standing, although it was deeply upsct
in itz architcctural interiors and in its relationship with the urban
COTIECHT.

The “Modermissime " in a virtage ot

We repularly reconfigured the three-dimensional model of haoth
buildings, and we pat them into a (GI5 virtual globe platform: we aim
tor reconfignre the image of the whole quartcr as it appearcd at the
beginning of ¥, for the purpeses of a vivtual documentation.

The “Modernissima”™

It was bmilt on a plot that was alveady cccopied by an "outdoo™ the-
atre called the “Cinorkestron™; it had teo entrances: onc from the
garden of the palares Cerda in via Stabile, and another one from a
paszage that had been honsed in the lobby of the palarzo Tagliavia,
invia Ruggicro Seftimo. Itz one of the first projects of the E. Basile’s
voung student, and it st shows strong links with the master’s style.
The main design intentéions face the problem of an intcrior composi-
tion ditterent from the theatre (thers isn’t the progcenimm; the hall is
arranged according o projection needs; the gallory is only used tor
crnamental purposcs). The hall was of considerable size and necded
a strong conerete structure. Caronia dovised a strongly ehorthmosee hall
with three "naves™ and a frame with cight spans which was formed
by beams and columns, The projection hooth, that was lecated n
one of the short sides, had also a function of stroctural support. The
“nrotorationalism™ of style was tempered by a diffuse surface decora-
tiviam, althoogh the choice of arnamentation was more ¢lagsical than
the "campy” Basile’s style.

The project is amply illostrated in the plates of the 5.Caronia Eoberti
archive which is kept at the Department of Architecture of the Paler-
mo University, and in several vintage photos ghowding the tfront and
the interior,
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W The “Madermisimoe™ in u vinkzgs phidn

Ad maodel af the “Modernizsimo ™

The “Musvoe Excelsior Supercinema™

It was opened in 1924 and 1t had, unlike the "Modernizsina™, 8 mized
use; for this reason the interior design necded to b closer to the the-
atre architecture, with a real and walleable gallery and with a large
stage whers it was possible to place actors and musicians. It was baikt
on & plot of 1000 sgm-inside the garden of the palazee Galati, and its
presence divided the garden in twoo portions: one of these was for the
mublic and tor outdoor performancces (caté-chantant, tabarin), the ath-
or ong remaincd as a private property of the prince (ralati: he asked
the architect to take advantage of & large terrace on the moof which
was anchored to the theatre.

And it we read the project shape we can understand how this ter-
racc was the real design matrix of the whole complex: it duplicated
the square arca of the adjacent building and it proposced a woid of
thi samnc size and of considerable urban impertanee. The back of the
prosceniom was covrered wnth falze scenes overlooking the Prince’s
privats terrace.

The interior of the theatre underwent contimuous revisions and alier-
ations; thiz was mainky canscd by the need to update the sound and
the projection systemea, The first distortion was oporated by the same
Caronia in 1950, when all the ornamental lids were remonred and the
walla were lined with sound-absorbent meaterials, The boilding styvle
was cxtcngively modified, bur the technolegical needs of the film

industry were stronger than those of monument coneervation.

In the same years the architect realized amother and more modern
cincma {Astora, 1953) simaltancoashy to a large urban renovation of
one urban hlock in that neighborhood: thia (like also other prior or
contemporancoes realizations) presented the final and accomplished
version of the “cinema-building™ architectural type, which was often
combined with a condominmm building. This new group of buildinga
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was more resigtant than its precedessors, which were instead almnst
all demolished: together whith their cancallation, the image of the en-
tirc district camc &0 change completclhy.

The Excclsior comiplex, atter a long period of closure dus to the film
industry crisis, has been ve-used recently as a mmltimcdia store, with
a hookshop and a shop for music products. The necds of internal dis-
tribution had to clear of torce the full-hcight space of the great hall,
with a lot of questionable choices, The caxtornal clevations, although
i 8 lesser oxtent, have lost similarly their importance, which was
aiven mainly by urban relationghips and pathways.

The work of wirtual reconfipuring aima to bring back that image of
the city that today has changed drarmatically, ae that it will be possi-
ble to cnjoy its peorspective viows once again, and sc understand its
original meanings.
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107 A lengiboding] sectiom of the *RMuovo Excalsior Supercinema™
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