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Abstract
During his triumphal tour through Sicily, following victory in the battle 
of Tunis in 1535 Charles V, when arrived in Palermo, was hosted in Palaz-
zo Aiutamicristo, an imposing building commissioned by a banker in the 
last decade of the 15th century and considered at that time to be the most 
beautiful and suitable location for housing the emperor and his entourage. 
It was immediately after this event that new trends in the field of civil archi-
tecture can be found in the island’s capital city and its surroundings. New 
or renovated buildings testify to the “complex genesis” of modern palaces 
in Sicily at the time of Charles V; it is true also for the suburban residences. 
All’antica models started to replace previous linguistic, technic and spatial 
solutions, conceived in the wake of Mediterranean Gothic, but also condi-
tioned by other external inputs, that were linked to the visual culture of a 
multifaceted group of clients.

Although many palaces and villas built at that time have been de-
molished or heavily transformed, the scholars can count on a significant 
number of elements or fragments of previous configurations, as well as 
written sources. The focus has been placed on some themes, important for 
assessing new trends in civil architecture, or the persistence of established 
solutions linked to local examples. These are: the design of portals and win-
dows on the façades; the positioning of the stairs and their relation with 
courtyards and loggias; the introduction of loggias in suburban residences; 
the design of gardens surrounding villas. Ultimately, this contribution aims 
to investigate how far the new dimension of Charles V’s empire affected the 
Sicilian context in the field of civil architecture, one that is very sensitive to 
changes in social and cultural perspectives.

Keywords
Charles V, Civil Architecture, Palermo.

Between Local and Global, Civil Architecture in Palermo  
and the Surrounding Area at the Time of Charles V

Emanuela Garofalo
Department of Architecture
Palermo University, Italy
emanuela.garofalo@unipa.it
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Introduction
The passage through Sicily of emperor Charles V in 1535 has been consid-
ered by historiography as a kind of threshold for architectural debate in the 
island, stimulating interventions on different scales inspired by classicist 
models. Two years later, the printing of the Quarto libro by Sebastiano Ser-
lio and its immediate reception in Sicily gave a new and effective input to 
the spread of Renaissance architectural language.1 However, these circum-
stances didn’t create a sudden, global change in architectural production. 
On the contrary, a varied panorama is noted until almost the mid 16th 
century, where on the one hand all’antica elements and decorative motifs 
appear in the context of buildings conceived and constructed according to 
Mediterranean Gothic models, and on the other hand, elements or coat-
ings relating to the latter are included in spatial or typological solutions 
inspired by Renaissance examples. Moreover, other inputs come from local 
history as well as from the experiences and the visual culture of a multifac-
eted group of clients.

The field of civil architecture appears to be a particularly fertile field of 
investigation for observing the various coexisting cultural components and 
the trends taking place in the city of Palermo between the third decade and 
the middle of the 16th century and to reveal its dynamics.

The urban palaces
The choice of the Palazzo Aiutamicristo —an imposing building dating back 
to the end of the 15th century and linked to Mediterranean Gothic archi-
tectural culture— to host emperor Charles V when he arrived in Palermo 
on his triumphal tour through Sicily, following victory in Tunis in 1535, tes-
tifies to the relevance still attributed to that building in the 1530s. Even if it 
seems likely that some alterations to the main façade were made for that very 
occasion, intending to update its appearance and to adapt it to the ceremo-
nial needs of its illustrious guest,2 it is clear that the palace was still appre-
ciated and considered suitable for housing the emperor and his entourage. 
Moreover, the same palace was also the temporary residence of the viceroy 
Ferrante Gonzaga, around 1540, during the second campaign of works in 
his palace in the fortress of the Castello a Mare.3 This could be interpret-
ed as evidence of some stalling in the sector of palace construction, after 
the grandiose buildings at the end of 15th century and before the celebrated 
achievements of the second half of the 16th century, in particular related to 
the rectification and extension of the main road axis then called Via Toledo.4 
The reality that emerges from the fragmentary evidence is different and dot-
ted with a number of initiatives that show an ongoing reworking of the mod-
els already present in the city and the appearance of new ones. The greatest 
problem in reconstructing the “difficult genesis of the modern palace in the 
age of Charles V in Palermo”5 lies precisely in the fragmentary information 
available, as well as in the total disappearance or substantial reconfiguration 
of most of the buildings constructed in this era. Some significant episodes, 
however, can provide us with important elements of knowledge. 

Between 1538 and 1546, during two different work campaigns, the vice-
roy Ferrante Gonzaga started the reconfiguration of the viceroy’s residence 
in the fortified complex of Castello a Mare. We have information about this 

building, totally demolished in 1922, from 17th century iconography and 
coeval archival documents. It was a relatively small palace, but which in-
troduced some significant new elements, that may have had a certain reso-
nance in the city, also due to the prestigious role played by the client. These 
elements include: the loggia that opened onto the maritime landscape; the 
twin portals, on the opposite side, facing the fortress courtyard, inspired by 
Serlio’s models;6 the clear division between the apartments of the viceroy 
and those of his wife; the stufa (a small thermal bath) and large fireplaces 
with devices for the release of smoke “a la usanza di Italia”. The innovative 
elements, however, were to be flanked by others that were in continuity 
with 15th-century palatial architecture, such as the spiral staircase and the 
marble columns for the mullioned windows in the viceroy’s rooms cited in 
the documents.7

From the same documents we know that in 1542 a new “beautiful and 
comfortable” staircase was built inside the palace, to connect the entrance 
hall with the main floor, again unlike the model that became popular in 
15th century Sicilian palaces, namely the escalera descubierta placed in the 
courtyard.

The location of the staircase in relation to the inner courtyard and the 
connotation of the latter are themes where we can observe a tendency to 
change and update the preferred solutions. A significant example is that 
of the palace of Berlinghieri Requesens, a member of an aristocratic Cata-
lan family and general of the galleys of the Sicilian fleet during Charles V’s 
endeavours in Tunis.8 The central trapezoidal courtyard, accessible from a 
square entrance hall, refers to the 16th century configuration of the build-
ing (Fig. 1). It has a double loggia on one side only —in front of the en-
trance— showing a classicist reinterpretation of the model offered by the 
palaces in the late 15th-century Palermo, such as Palazzo Aiutamicristo.

Ionic columns are repeated with different proportions on the two lev-
els, connected by round arches on the lower floor and lowered polycentric 
arches on the upper. The use of pavilion vaults on lunettes is also in line 
with a phenomenon of progressive prevalence of models from the Italian 
peninsula, also in the construction field, as well as the decorative expedient 
of profile portraits of the patrons on the pedestals of two columns in the 
upper loggia. The staircase here is built into an open case accessible from 
the portico on the ground floor and the landing at the loggia level.

All’antica profiles, together with engraved mottos, also appear in the 
large classical aedicula windows, dating back to 1547, of the Palazzo Scav-
uzzo (Fig. 2), that is located on Piazza della Fieravecchia on the corner with 
Via Porta di Termini, onto which also overlooks Palazzo Aiutamicristo.

Although the inconsistencies that can be found in the façade, in par-
ticular in the grafting of the modillions of the window in correspondence 
with the portal, configured —according to Mediterranean late Gothic 
models— with long radial ashlars and moulded cornice, have cast doubt 
on the contextual dating of portal and windows, their construction on the 
whole falls within the middle decade of 16th century. The male face in the 
central window of the main façade certainly refers to the image of Caesar, 
probably alluding to that of Charles V, therefore to be interpreted as a trib-
ute to the emperor.9



166

E
A

H
N

 2
02

2 
_ 

C
O

N
FE

R
E

N
C

E
 P

R
O

C
E

E
D

IN
G

S

167

B
E

TW
E

E
N

 L
O

C
A

L 
A

N
D

 G
LO

B
A

L 
_ 

G
A

R
O

FA
LO

, E
M

A
N

U
E

LA

Even the inner courtyard presents hybrids that are difficult to interpret, 
with wide lowered arches supported by polygonal pillars to form a portico 
vaulted on lunettes; the space of the courtyard is again freed from the encum-
brance of the staircase, accessible from the portico through a small portal.

A similar location of the staircase also seems to suggest a document 
relating to the disappeared palace belonging to Benedetto Ram, a rich 
member of a family of Catalan origin. In 1541, a contract assigned the task 
of decorating the loggia of the building in correspondence of the staircase 
landing and the entrance to the main hall, with “istoria seu ystorias” estab-
lished by the client, to the painter and stucco plasticator Orazio d’Alfano 
from Perugia.10 This adds testimony to an aspect that today is no longer 
observable in existing casuistry, but probably not limited to Palazzo Ram 
and certainly not secondary to framing the taste and the requests of clients 
in search of affirmation within the urban patriciate.

Some fragmentary and sometimes episodic testimonies, in the con-
text of deeply transformed buildings, enrich the casuistry of hybridiza-
tions and diversified models. Among these, an example of the alterna-
tives put in place in particular for the definition of façades is that of the 
palace belonging to the jurist of Pisan origin Giovanni Luigi Settimo in 
Via Lungarini. Under the plaster layer of the 18th-century reconfigura-
tion of the façade, restoration work has brought to light a decoration that 
was probably made by 1525 using the graffiti technique, which simulates a 
covering with ashlars in the shape of diamond points divided by a cornice 
marcapiano, conceived as a continuous frieze with grottesche11 (Fig. 3). 
This is the only existing example traced to date, but from a 17th century 
manuscript we know that the painter Jacopo Vigneri, a pupil of the more 
famous Polidoro da Caravaggio, created several graffiti façades in Messina 
in the 16th century (after 1528).12

Suburban residences and villas
The construction of residences in the country-side for aristocrats and emi-
nent figures belonging to political and economic élite is not at all a novelty of 
the 1530s. However, they were usually linked to a production activity and lo-
cated at a distance from the city and, even when an aesthetical intention can 
be detected from the construction documents, they had a fortified aspect 
and were built in the shape of a tower. Authorizations to build similar tow-
er-palaces with crenellations (licentiae mergulandi ac turrim construendi) 
are still quite frequent among the acts issued by the viceroy during the first 
half of 16th century, demonstrating the strategical values of such buildings 
as well as the meaning attributed to those architectural features as a status 
symbol. What really stands out from the medieval inheritance at the time of 
Charles V is the appearance of a different way to conceive a suburban resi-
dence, as a place for pleasure to be enjoyed in more comfortable and open 
buildings, surrounded by gardens that are carefully designed and enriched 
with fountains, sculptures and porticoes. We can therefore infer that this 
was the very moment when the first attempts to create all’antica villas can 
be recorded, that were inspired by a fascination for models, linked to the 
humanistic culture, coming from the Italian peninsula.

However, we cannot overlook the existence of an illustrious precedent 
in local history, namely the sollacia regia of the Norman kings. It is surely no 
coincidence that two of the most relevant examples known of this new type 
of suburban residences were built right in the proximity of those sollacia. 
These are: the Villa Ventimiglia (today Villa Napoli) located not far from 
the Cuba, incorporating the Norman torre Alfaina (or Cuba Soprana) and 
including a pavilion called “Cubula” (small Cuba) in its garden; Villa delle 
“Quattro Camere” belonging to the powerful Aragona family, built near Zisa.

After all, recent studies have shown that neo-Norman themes can clearly 
be found in 16th century Sicilian architecture, both in the technical and for-
mal solutions, sometimes revealing the aspiration of aristocratic patrons to 
accredit themselves as descendants of the Norman lineage that came in the 
wake of the conquistadors.13 Therefore, it seems that the reference to Renais-
sance models was added to this aura of myth, which clearly also transpires 
from the pages written by the erudite Tommaso Fazello in his narration of 
Sicilian history14 and that had already manifested itself a century earlier in the 
request by Panormita for the concession of Zisa by King Alfonso V.15

In the first example cited, Villa Ventimiglia, the incorporation of the re-
mains of a building dating back to Norman times, as well as the respective 
positions of the main building and the Cubula pavilion, as the backdrop 
of a straight pathway that crosses the garden from the northern side of the 
villa, left no doubt about the importance attributed to those structures as 
elements that enhanced the prestige of the new building. Even though par-
tially transformed, the villa maintained the original overall configuration: 
a “C” plan, with two symmetrical advanced wings creating a half-court in 
front of the main façade (Fig. 4). The residential rooms were on the second 
floor of the building, lying on a first floor opened on the two wings by big 
round arches and crossed by a central passage-way, directly connecting the 
entrance in front of the villa with the garden behind it. The change from 
the fortified residences to a type of building in a close relationship with 

Fig. 1. Palermo. Palazzo Requesens, 
courtyard. Picture by the author.
Fig. 2. Palermo. Palazzo Scavuzzo, façade. 
Picture by the author.
Fig. 3. Palermo. Palazzo Settimo, detail of  
the façade. Picture by the author.
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Fig. 4. Palermo. Villa 
Ventimiglia, overal view. 
Extracted from Google Earth.

its external environment is completed here, as the presence of loggias on 
three sides on the second floor of the wings demonstrates. The only archi-
val sources known up to now that relate to this villa, the purchase of the site 
by Giovanni Ventimiglia in 1505 and the assignments given to the sculptor 
Giacomo Gagini for the realization of statues for two fountains between 
1539 and 1542, suggest a date of construction between the second and the 
fourth decades of the 16th century.16 The extraneousness of the villa’s plan 
and general layout to the local and regional context could indicate the in-
volvement of a “foreign” designer. Moreover, the overall conformation of 
the villa has similarities with the Villa Chigi in Rome. Postponing the hy-
pothesized date of construction to the early 1540s, this could be explained 
by a design by the architect Domenico Giunti.

Recalled to Sicily in 1540 by the viceroy Ferrante Gonzaga, he came 
from Rome where he had completed his training as a perspective painter, 
demonstrating, in particular, familiarity with the modes of representation 
used by Baldassarre Peruzzi. Of course, he wasn’t the only architect coming 
from the Italian peninsula who was aware of the Renaissance models of 
villas and who came to Sicily in those decades. For instance, we know that 
in 1537 the viceroy summoned from Naples the architect Giovan Battista 
Peloro, pupil of Baldassarre Peruzzi, from Naples, to do a drawing of Messi-
na with its fortifications.17 No other information is known about his stay in 
Sicily, but we cannot exclude other assignments by Sicilian clients.

What was certainly designed by Domenico Giunti is the villa belong-
ing to the viceroy Ferrante Gonzaga, built between 1540 and 1546 in the 
suburban area north of the city.18 Thoroughly transformed in the 17th cen-
tury, the main façade has only been slightly altered in, characterized by the 
central loggia and square windows with modillions on the two sides (Fig. 
5). It is probable that the main residential space of the villa, a wide rectan-
gular hall, higher than the other rooms on the two sides, was positioned 
behind the loggia. Part of these rooms still shows the original pavilion type 
vaults on lunettes, a technical and formal solution imported in Sicily from 
the Italian peninsula in the late 15th century but that became popular in 
that period. This villa is single storey, but located in an elevated position, 
connected with the lowest level of the original access road by a double 

cordonata ramp. This rather scenographic solution together with the per-
meability of the wide three arches of the front loggia clearly testify to the 
main novelty of this residences, namely the strong connection between the 
building itself and the garden.

The attention paid by the viceroy Gonzaga to the garden has been re-
corded by the correspondence exchange with his architect Giunti.19 In ad-
dition to vineyards and cultivated areas, it included pleasure gardens and at 
least one fountain, a fishpond and a rabbit hutch, close to which a porticoed 
structure had been set up to watch the hunting shows. The importance of 
the garden is also testified by references to the villa in coeval documents 
such as the garden house (la casa del giardino) or the viceroy’s viridarium. 
However, the documented use of Villa Gonzaga, when it had passed to the 
Cifuentes family, as a place for hosting the new viceroys, suggests that it 
must have been a comfortable and elegant residence, long considered up to 
that function, as part of a precise ceremonial procedure that included the 
subsequent accompaniment of the Island’s governor with a procession to 
the royal palace.20

The design of a rich and articulated garden exemplified by the models 
offered by the Medici villas and other “delights” of the Italian Renaissance 
courts seems to reach its acme with the last example we are dealing with, 
the lost villa of the Aragona family, better known as the Villa delle “Quattro 
Camere”. The date of construction is still uncertain, but it seems likely that 
it started in the 1540s, emulating the viceroy Gonzaga, and considering the 
familiarity of Giovanni Aragona with the latter.21 The information on this 
complex mainly derives from the description written by the local erudite 
Vincenzo Di Giovanni around 1620, focused on the garden.22 In the se-
quence described by Di Giovanni, after the entrance there were spacious 
courtyards, then a labyrinth of myrtles with a square in the middle, with a 
mountain and a cave with water games. Then you passed to a first square 
section of the garden, divided in turn into square flowerbeds —planted 
with fruit trees— by paths bordered by myrtles and orange trees, with 
a large sculptural fountain and, at the end of the path in a straight line, 
an artificial cave, richly decorated and with water games. Three steps on 
you came to a second square crossed by covered paths and with a vaulted  

Fig. 5. Palermo. Villa 
Gonzaga, façade. Picture  
by the author.



170

E
A

H
N

 2
02

2 
_ 

C
O

N
FE

R
E

N
C

E
 P

R
O

C
E

E
D

IN
G

S

171

B
E

TW
E

E
N

 L
O

C
A

L 
A

N
D

 G
LO

B
A

L 
_ 

G
A

R
O

FA
LO

, E
M

A
N

U
E

LA

pavilion covering a fountain, decorated with sculptures. Shortly after, you 
finally reached the house, which was given only a brief description: a cen-
tral wide loggia and four rooms, two on each side, all of them covered by 
vaults with a rich decoration (gilded stucco statues in the loggia; paintings 
in the four rooms, depicting scenes and grottesche). The description is not 
very clear on the following part, where it refers to another loggia accessible 
from a big gate and connecting with a grove of hazelnuts and wild plants, 
crossed by wider pathways and with another scenography fountain.

From this description, we can deduce that the garden was the real protag-
onist of the overall project; but the quality of the finishes in the rooms of the 
villa also bears witness to the client’s interest in the representativeness of the 
same villa, also offering some clues of hybridization of models. On the one 
hand the techniques and the subjects of decorations are undoubtedly linked 
to Renaissance models, so much that Houel, visiting the villa in the 1770s, 
believed that it was the work of artists from the Raphael school.23 On the other 
hand, the use of Valencian tiles to cover walls up to a certain height and to 
pave the loggia and the rooms is reminiscent of residences linked to the Med-
iterranean Gothic and also common in Sicily from the 15th century.

Other examples have been cited by scholars and some still remain 
(probably dating to the 1540s-1550s), showing more traditional solutions 
with limited concessions to that search for greater permeability of the in-
terior spaces, already commented on, and namely the introduction of log-
gias. This is the case, for example, of Villa Belvedere at Altarello di Baida 
owned by the merchant Sigismondo Rustici from Lucca in 1555.

In this combination of long-lasting or recent traditions and new inputs, 
that was spreading on a global scale, we cannot forget an element rooted 
in Islamic building culture, which we find in the villas around Palermo in 
the 16th century, i. e. the “camera dello scirocco”, included for example in 
the complex of Villa delle “Quattro Camere”. It was an underground space 
served by cold water, used as a refuge from the heat during the summer.

Conclusions
The framework of knowledge on civil architecture in the first half of the 16th 
century in Palermo is certainly still very fragmentary and largely incomplete, 
and this should lead to necessary caution in drawing conclusions. However, 
from the case studies known to date, and in particular from the examples 
briefly commented on in this contribution, we can observe a context that is 
anything but static and unproductive. On the contrary, the Palermo area ap-
pears characterized by a lively building activity and by architectural research 
that moves between the opposite poles of traditions —more or less ancient— 
linked to the local context, and the phenomena of diffusion of models on a 
large scale, which have in the Italian peninsula the new privileged horizon 
of reference. Languages, technical solutions and housing models, new and 
linked to established uses, are compared and frequently hybridized, not only 
due to clients’ aspirations, but also due to the frequent arrival in the Island of 
artists from different contexts in peninsular Italy. However, the relationships 
with the Iberian Peninsula, other contacts and paths of men and models are 
also not to be ignore, especially in the network of relations that revolved 
around the charismatic figure of Charles V.
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Abstract
When Japan was dazzled by the frenzy of economic growth, a group of 
young architects chose to get down in the mud and talk about collabora-
tion. Environmental concerns and participation-driven projects are com-
monplace today; however, when skyscrapers were endlessly sprouting from 
Japanese soil, Atelier Zō (Elephant Group) was already taking a ground-
breaking stand. Reiko Tomita (1938-), the first woman architect to gradu-
ate from the prestigious University of Tokyo, was one of its founders. After 
studying at Kenzo Tange Laboratory, she worked with Takamasa Yoshi-
zaka. At his office, she met Hiroyasu Higuchi (1939-) and Koichi Otake 
(1938-1983) and resolved to go independently as a team in 1971. Vastly 
differing from the typical postmodern scene, Tomita approaches architec-
ture using onomatopoeic words to communicate properties such as surface 
or proportions, seeking intimate relationships between people and things.

In 1993, one year after the bubble burst, the magazine Kenchiku Bunka 
published a special issue dedicated to Atelier Zō entitled Amaimoko (ambig-
uous). Along with their projects, they presented a manifesto of “seven prin-
ciples” and “twelve givens” for thinking architecture. The sensory world, 
cosmology, diversity, and indeterminacy were fundamental notions of their 
practice. In contrast to heroic buildings, their alternative designs were inti-
mately rooted in place. Landforms and vegetation permeate their propos-
als, ranging from houses, care facilities, schools, or landscape interventions. 
With a palette of earth, wood, clay, tiles, pebbles, or bricks; colorful and 
playful materials, Atelier Zō‘s architecture radiates a sense of timelessness 
that historians such as Riichi Miyake associate with the Jomon culture of 
prehistoric Japan. Nevertheless, its environmental consciousness and in-
volvement with the local community are genuinely contemporary. Taking 
as study material different publications and an interview with Tomita, this 
article proposes to review the work of Atelier Zō as a revolutionary practice 
that laid the foundations of ecological design in Japanese architecture.

Keywords
Japanese Architecture, Reiko Tomita, Atelier Zō, Alternative Practice, 
Ecological Design.
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