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The Aeolian Archipelago lies in the southern Tyrrhenian Sea, between 38°21ȭ54ȱ and 38°48ȭ40ȱ latitude 
North and 14°20ȭ35ȱ and 15°14ȭ70ȱ longitude East of Greenwich. It includes seven main islands (Lipari, 
Salina and Vulcano in the central sector, Stromboli and Panarea in the north-eastern sector, Filicudi and 
Alicudi in the western sector) and several uninhabited islets, the largest of which (Basiluzzo, Lisca Bianca, 
Dattilo, Bottaro) form a small group off  the East and North-East coast of the island of Panarea. 
The southernmost island is Vulcano, 20 km away from Sicily (Capo Calavà), while Stromboli is the 
northernmost and also the closest to the Peninsula, from which it is only 55 km away (Capo Vaticano, 
Calabria). 
All the islands belong to the municipality of Lipari, with  the exception of Salina, which hosts three 
municipalities (Leni, Malfa and Santa Marina). Data from the 2015 national census indicate 696 people in 
Leni, 982 in Malfa, 903 in Santa Marina and 12,807 in Lipari; within the latter municipality, 9,727 people live 
in Lipari, 1,277 in Vulcano, 825 in Stromboli, 384 in Filicudi, 154 in Alicudi and 438 in Panarea. Lowest 
density values are known for Alicudi (30.1 inh./km2), the highest for Lipari (261.4); with  the exception of 
this latter and Panarea (146.3), however, all the islands have a density lower than 100 inh./km2. 

Geographical data of the Aeolian Archipelago: a) surface (km2); b) maximum elevation (m a.s.l.); c) mean elevation (m a.s.l.); d) 
minimum distance from mainland (km); e) minimum distance from the nearest island (km). 
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Geographical and historical sketch 
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 With a surface of 37.3 km2, Lipari is the 

largest island of the archipelago. Apart 
from the main town, the island has 
several villages ɀ Canneto, Pianoconte, 
Quattropani, Acquacalda, Lami, Serra, 
Pirrera ɀ and areas with sparse but 
widespread settlements, developed 
when the agricultural exploitation was 
very intense. 
Lipari has been frequented since the 8th 
millennium BC, as documented by the 
obsidian tools found in many Sicilian 
archaeological sites. However, the first 
permanent settlement, which arose on 
the fertile Castellaro plateau, dates only 
to the mid-6th millennium BC. During the 
prehistory, obsidian was the main 
resource for the local economy and was 
traded throughout  the central 
Mediterranean. Neolithic and Bronze 
Age settlements are also known for the 
Rocca del Castello, the volcanic dome 
that dominates the harbour and the 
main town, Monte Giardina and 
Pianoconte.  

Despite its natural defensive position, the Castello settlements suffered from periodic devastations: 
two  villages of the Ausonian facies were in fact destroyed between the late 12th and 10th centuries BC. 
In the same place was built the acropolis of the Greek town, founded in 580 BC by colonizers from 
Knidos, who developed an economic-rural model based on collectivism, a rather unusual fact in the 
albeit diverse Greek world. Along with the surroundings of the Castello, other localities (Bruca, 
Fontanelle, Piano Greca, Culìa) were occupied, and even after the Roman conquest (2nd century BC), 
rural settlements experienced further  expansion, extending to Monte Giardina, Pignataro di Fuori, 
Cicirata, Palmeto, and San Nicola.  
Instead, a phase of economic and demographic recession marked the centuries between the Late 
Empire and the advent of the Normans (6th-11th centuries AD). After the Arab occupation (since the 8th 
century AD) and the conquest of Sicily by the Normans, in 1083 a group of Benedictine monks based in 
Lipari established a severe system of economic control through concessions of lands in exchange of 
tributes. The community was already home to 10,000 inhabitants ɀ although according to recent 
estimates they were no more than 4,000 in 1544, when Lipari was attacked by a pirate fleet under the 
command of Khayr al-$ĂÎ, known as Ȱ"ÁÒÂÁÒÏÓÓÁȱ. The pirates destroyed the fortified  citadel and 
deported most of the islanders. At the end of XVI century Charles V ordered to rebuild the fortifications 
and to introduce tax savings, in order to encourage the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ economic recovery. In the following 
centuries, the history of the island is marked by the alternating political fortunes of Sicily, but the 
Church retains its strong temporal power and is often involved in ȰÄÉÓÐÕÔÅÓȱ against the government or 
ɀ sometimes ɀ the inhabitants, subject to the payment of heavy tithes extended to all productive 
activities. 

Lipari 

Castellaro 

Rocca del Castello 
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This custom has continued until the Unification of 
Italy (1860), which coincided with  a period of relative 
prosperity: agricultural activities represented the 
main source of the local economy and dry raisins and 
wine were exported throughout  Europe.  
During the last decade of the 19th century, however, 
more than 3/5 of the vineyards were destroyed by 
phylloxera; under these circumstances, monoculture 
fully showed its inherent fragility. 
The following decades were characterised by 
economic recession, probably aggravated by the fact 
that in 1926 the fascist government reinstated 
confinement on the island where hundreds of 
political opponents were sent. As a consequence, 
many people left  the island looking for chance in 
extra-European countries; however, migration did 
not reach in Lipari the dramatic proportions recorded 
in the rest of the archipelago. 
In the second half of the 20th century, the advent of 
tourism and the resulting socio-economic 
transformations further  undermined the original 
rural model.  During the past few years, however, a 
reversal of this trend has been taking place through 
the gradual increase of agriculture (mainly 
vineyards).  
Most of the island surface, however, is currently 
affected by of the gradual re-naturalization of 
abandoned fields, a process partially counteracted 
by recurrent arsons. 

Vineyards near Lipari town, 1890. 

Above, the pumice quarries in 1970; below, Monte Pilato, the 
last active volcano of Lipari. 
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Salina is the second largest island in the 
archipelago (26.4 km2) and the highest, 
with  Monte Fossa delle Felci reaching 
962 m a.s.l. 
The oldest settlement, located at 
Rinicedda (southern slope), dates from 
the Neolithic and is contemporary with 
the village of Castellaro on the island of 
Lipari. There are also other prehistoric 
sites, one of which ɀ Portella (XV-XIII 
century BC), on the eastern slope ɀ is 
surely the best-preserved village in the 
archipelago. 

Salina 

Monte dei Porri, the western mount of Salina.    

After a period of temporary abandonment, Salina was occupied again in the Greek period and 
continued to develop under the Roman domination, in part due to the exploitation of the Punta Lingua 
saltpan and the related activities, such as the fish-salting factory of Punta Barone near Santa Marina. It 
is possible that the island continued to host a small resident community even in the early medieval 
period, when nearby Lipari and the rest of the archipelago were instead going through a phase of 
demographic recession. 
However, a peak of economic development was reached during the 19th century and was mainly related 
to the production of wine, malvasia and Ȱpassolinaȱ (= dry raisin), which were traded directly by local 
producers. At that time the island gained also its administrative autonomy: in 1867 a municipality was 
established, which in 1911 was further  divided into the current municipalities of Santa Marina, Malfa and 
Leni.  
However, the destruction of vineyards caused by phylloxera induced a sudden collapse of the local 
economy: a large part of the inhabitants (6,000 at the end of the 19th century) would be forced to 
emigrate to extra-European countries. 
Since the 1970s, along with  the advent of tourism, there has been a revival of agriculture in Salina; this is 
mainly due to the reorganization of viticulture according to modern and rational criteria, and to the 
D.O.C. recognition of the ȰMalvasiaȱ sweet wine obtained in 1974. 

The saltpan of Punta Lingua today (left ) and in the early XX century (right). 
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Vulcano 

The third largest island of the archipelago (20.9 km2), Vulcano, is the last to have been inhabited. Although 
it has been suggested that some artificial caves in the Piano locality may be vestiges of a prehistoric 
necropolis, archaeological evidence of permanent settlements is lacking. At least until the 17th century, 
historical sources confirm only seasonal frequentation of the island by inhabitants of nearby Lipari for the 
exploitation of mining resources and pasturelands. With such premises, Vulcano should represent an 
exceptional case in the Mediterranean, where islands have almost always undergone intense and long-
term processes of anthropization, and should therefore maintain extraordinary conditions of integrity and 
preservation. But the reality is instead very different  from that of a wild paradise. 
In the name of tourism development, lost time has been made up with  fierce determination, resulting in 
the vast and haphazard cementing of the Vulcanello peninsula and the surroundings of Gran Cratere. The 
absence of a pre-existing urban centre, paradoxically, seems to have fostered one of the most ruthless 
building speculations ever carried out in the Italian small islands. 
Some data help to better understand the proportions and the speed of local urban sprawl: Vulcano hosts 
only 7% of the permanent population of the municipality of Lipari, but has almost 20% of the entire housing 
stock of the same municipality; the surface of urbanized areas has increased from 5.6 hectares in 1954 to 
193 hectares in 2007. 

Pasturelands of Piano plateau. 

The eruption of 1888-1890 (from Johnston-Laevis, 
1891). 

Until the 1950s, in fact, there were still only 
few buildings in Vulcano Porto, including the 
ruins of the mining plants that ɀ before the 
last eruption in 1888 ɀ had experienced a 
relative prosperity. The industry was set up by 
Vito Nunziante, an officer in the Bourbon 
army, who in 1813 had started to apply modern 
techniques to the mining of sulphur, alum, 
ammonium chloride and boric acid, taking 
advantage also from the availability of cheap 
workers that came from the penal colony of 
Lipari. 
In 1860 the mine was purchased by James 
Stevenson, a Scottish businessman, who also 
improved the vineyards cultivation and built 
the Ȱ0ÁÌÁÚÚÏ ÄÅÌÌȭ)ÎÇÌÅÓÅȱȟ a house vaguely 
reminiscent of the crenelated castles of his 
country. The sulfatara produced 240 tons of 
sulphur per year, but after the devastating 
eruption of 1888 this activity was abandoned 
forever. 
In addition to the urban area that occupies 
Porto, Lentia and Vulcanello, the inhabited 
areas include scattered settlements in the 
upper part of the island (Piano) and the small 
village of Gelso, on the southern coast, whose 
foundation dates back to the 18th century. 
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The Porto and Vulcanello in 1950 (left ) and nowadays (right).  

From left  to right, La Fossa volcano, the valley of Rio Grande and Piano plateau . 

         Left, layers of pyroclastic deposits on the flank of Monte Saraceno; right, the western slopes of La Fossa. 
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Stromboli 

Stromboli is the fourth  largest island by surface (12.2 km2) and the second highest (924 m a.s.l.) of the 
archipelago. It hosts about 800 inhabitants, mostly concentrated in the homonymous village on the 
north-eastern side, while about 40 are living in Ginostra, a small village on the south-western side which 
can only be reached by sea. 
The first evidence of human presence on the island dates back to the second half of the 4th millennium BC. 
During the Middle Bronze Age (first  half of the 2nd millennium) a village ɀ subject to ongoing excavation 
campaigns ɀ was inhabited near San Vincenzo; in the same period, a settlement occurred also at Timpone 
in Ginostra. Stromboli was also inhabited during Greek and Roman ages, then underwent a phase of 
abandonment, although occasionally visited by passing travellers. However, recent archaeological 
investigations have identified a place of worship and some burials dating back to the 13th century. 
Since the 17th century, the ,ÉÐÁÒÉȭÓ bishop began extensive clearing of the smaller islands to make them 
cultivable and assigning land through concessions. In the mid-18th century Stromboli already had 700-800 
inhabitants, who became more than 2,700 by the end of the 19th century. The local economy was based 
mainly on agricultural activities, but also several inhabitants engaged in fishing and seafaring, favoured by 
the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ location between Sicily and the Italian Peninsula. 

Terraced vineyards on the N slope of Stromboli with  rows of Saccharum biflorum used as 
windbreaks in 1891 (left ) ; the same view 130 years later (right)  (see Guarino et alii, 2023). 

The crisis occurred 
between the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, as 
well as for the other 
islands, was mainly due to 
the devastation of 
vineyards by phylloxera. 
But on Stromboli it was 
enhanced by the eruption 
of 1930 ɀ six victims, as 
well as strong damage to 
homes and crops ɀ that 
had a strong economic 
and psychological impact 
on the population: in fact, 
many decided to emigrate 
to extra-European 
countries. 

Between 1921 and 1931 the number of residents decreased from over 1,800 to 1,100, and the decline of 
the local population continued until 1971, when the residents of Stromboli and Ginostra did not exceed 
400. A marked change of course in the recent history is due to the extraordinary notoriety  achieved 
after the film Ȱ3ÔÒÏÍÂÏÌÉ terra di Dioȱȟ shot in 1949, which launched the island as an evocative and 
unspoiled tourist destination; and, perhaps, also thanks to the liaison between the director Roberto 
Rossellini and the actress Ingrid Bergman. 
Today the main resource is tourism, sometime not without  problematic aspects: for example, the 
massive occurrence of daily visitors often strains the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ low carrying capacity.  
Although fairly busy during the summer season, Ginostra retains almost intact the original characteristics 
of a small rural island village: it has no real hotel facilities, the roads are sized for walkers and donkeys, 
and power energy arrived only in 2004. 
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Stromboli seen from the top of Strombolicchio, early XX century (left ), an house damaged by the 1930 eruption (right). 

Lava flow on the Sciara del Fuoco, August 2014. 

«Strombolian» activity at sunset on Stromboli;  currently the access to the top is forbidden. 
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Filicudi 

The ȰÉÓÌÁÎÄ of palm ÔÒÅÅÓȱ (ɮʋʅʉʅʆʡɿʂ), so called by Aristotle, is located in the western sector of the 
archipelago and is the fifth  largest island, with an area of 9.5 km2. Its maximum elevation is 773 m a.s.l. at 
Fossa Felci, one among many toponyms that Filicudi shares with  Salina and that indicate the occurrence of 
close relations between the communities of the two  islands during the last centuries. 
A human settlement was probably already present at the end of the 4th millennium BC. However, thanks 
to the research carried out since the second half of the 20th century by the archaeologists Luigi Bernabò 
Brea and Madaleine Cavalier, and further  carried out by Maria Clara Martinelli, we now have more 
information about the Bronze Age villages belonging to the Capo Graziano culture. The first was founded 
at the end of the 3rd millennium BC by people from the Aegean who, although also engaged in fishing and 
shellfish gathering, were mainly farmers and breeders: the recent archaeobotanical investigations 
documented a remarkable spread of cereals (barley, spelt, wheat), legumes (field beans, vetch, lentils, 
peas) and vines (Vitis vinifera), whose grape seeds are the oldest evidence of this crop in Italy. Around 
1700 BC, the settlement moved to a defensive position on the nearby Capo Graziano hill, while around 
1500 BC other people from Sicily replaced the original settlers for two  more centuries. 

Huts in the Bronze Age village of Capo Graziano. 

Stone wheels for mills carved in the rocky shores of Capo Graziano; the 
activity was abandoned in the early XX century. 

According to Pliny and Strabo, during 
the Greek age the island would have 
been used as pastureland for livestock 
farming; however, some archaeological 
evidence show the occurrence of a 
(perhaps seasonal) settlement in the 
plain of the Port since the 4th century 
BC, which was continuously inhabited 
under the Roman and ɀ probably ɀ until 
the Byzantine period. 
After a period of abandonment, the 
island was gradually repopulated 
during the 17th century. Records of 
concessions kept in the ÂÉÓÈÏÐȭÓ 
archives of Lipari show that between 
the mid-17th century and 1766, the 
Church allocated land at least for 1/10 of 
the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ surface. The local 
community grew from about 700 
inhabitants present at the end of the 
18th century to the 2025 counted in 
1861, but after this peak the trend 
became negative, especially during the 
first half of the 20th century: the 1094 
inhabitants counted in 1931 became less 
than 500 just thirty  years later. As a 
consequence, most part of the 
terraced landscape, as well as some 
peripheral settlements (Siccagni, Case 
Ficarrisi, Zucco Grande) have been 
almost totally abandoned. 
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Today the main local resource is tourism, but despite the remarkable environmental and naturalistic 
value of the island, the presences are concentrated in a rather short season, partly because of the 
frequent connection difficulties and the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ geographic marginality. 
A notable episode of the &ÉÌÉÃÕÄÉȭÓ recent history was the revolt of local people against the 
ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ decision that in 1971 sent 15 ȰÓÕÓÐÅÃÔÅÄȱ mafiosi in forced residence on the island: a 
decision that threatened the expectations of the local community just when tourism was beginning. 
After initial and vain resistance, the islanders decided to leave from the island and moving to Lipari. The 
government, unable to provide for the logistical needs of the internees, has been backed into a corner. 
After a month, the mobsters were moved to other locations. 

Terraced landscape on the southern side of Filicudi. 

Islanders protest against the police and try to 
block the landing of mobsters, Filicudi 1971. 

Capo Graziano seen from a coastal prairie of Moraea sisyrinchium. 

Columnar lavas at Punta Stimpagnato, southern coast. 

10 



Located 52.5 km off  the Sicilian coast and extended just 5.1 km2, Alicudi is one of the most remote and 
smallest islands of the archipelago, of which it represents the extreme western edge. 
It has been inhabited since the Bronze Age (first  half of the 2nd millennium BC) and again in Greek and 
Roman times. But it was not until the 1600s that Alicudi underwent a massive anthropization, through the 
foundation of the present settlement ɀ initially in the highest part, for defensive reasons ɀ and the 
construction of terraces and stone-walls along the entire eastern and southern slopes. 
Rather than a true urban centre, in fact, the island has scattered residential areas, from the coast (Porto) 
to 480 m a.s.l. (Montagna), corresponding to several Ȱcontradeȱ (Tonna, Pianicello, Bazzina, Sgurbio, 
Passo Vigna, Castello and Mulino). The cultivated lands ɀ now almost everywhere abandoned ɀ reach 
even higher altitudes, such as the plains of Dirittusu and even the hills of Filo ÄÅÌÌȭ!ÒÐÁ (663 m a.s.l.) and 
Montagnole (676 m), the highest peaks of the island. 
This community, whose main resource was agriculture, grew rapidly until the 19th century, while in the 
following century suffered from an equally fast decline, decreasing from the 813 inhabitants in 1911 to the 
106 recorded in 1991. The terraced area of the island corresponds to approximately 3 km2. 

Alicudi 

When the community reached its maximum 
population peak in the early 20th century, 
each islander could theoretically derive his or 
her livelihood from a mere 3,000 m2 of 
arable land: this perhaps strained the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ 
carrying capacity, and suggests that in the 
long-term local resources could not have 
supported such a large population.   
Nowadays, tourism-related activities have 
improved the general life conditions. 
However, the island still maintain a strong 
archaic connotation.  
For instance, the energy power ȰÁÒÒÉÖÅÄȱ 
only in 1990, and there is no roadway 
network, with  the exception of a very short 
stretch linking the ENEL power plant to the 
harbour. At the same time, after decades of 
semi-abandonment, agricultural and 
livestock farming activities are also gradually 
increasing, although they have much less 
importance than in the past. 
 

Above: terraced landscape at Pianicello. 

Left: «mannara» (shelter for animals) at Pianicello. 
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Panarea (3.34 km2, 421 m a.s.l.) is the smallest and lowest island of the archipelago. Together with  its 
satellite islets, it forms a miniature archipelago, spread over an area of about 25 km2; east of the main 
island are Lisca Bianca (3.1 ha, 32 m a.s.l.), Dattilo (2.9 ha, 103 m), Bottaro (0.75 ha, 23 m) and the rocks 
Lisca Nera and Panarelli, while to the northeast, in a more isolated position, are Basiluzzo (28.1 ha, 165 
m) and Spinazzola (0.52 ha, 78 m); to the southeast there is also the Formiche, small rocks barely 
outcropping, while off  the northwest coast there is the islet La Nave (0.38 ha, 39 m). 
Panarea and some of its satellite islets were frequented by humans as early as the end of the 4th 
millennium B.C., but the first settlement (Piano Quartara) dates back to the following millennium. It 
was also inhabited during the Bronze Age, and the most important evidence is the village of Punta 
Milazzese (15th-13th century B.C.), located in a magnificent defensive position on a narrow sickle-shaped 
promontory in the southern part. 

Panarea 

La Nave 

Dattilo 

Bottaro 

Lisca Bianca 

Basiluzzo 

Spinazzola 

After the 13th century BC, the island remained uninhabited until the Greek colonization. From that 
period ɀ as well as from the Roman age ɀ only sporadic traces are known, which however suggest a 
stable presence on the island or ɀ at least ɀ an intense frequentation of the eastern islets. On the top of 
Basiluzzo there is a villa (I-II century A.D.) and sparse wall structures, some of which are now 
submerged, and the islet was probably inhabited until the Byzantine period. 
After the Norman conquest, Panarea ɀ like the other islands ɀ became the property of the Church. The 
most intense phase of anthropization occurs from the 17th century, when cultivable lands are given in 
concession to settlers, but sometimes squatted by the islanders: in a document of 1661 and kept in the 
ÂÉÓÈÏÐȭÓ archives, the bishop Adamo Gentile mentions ȰÕÓÕÒÐÅÒÓȱ of the lands of Basiluzzo. More than 
3,000 olive trees were planted during the 18th century, a crop that proved particularly suited to the 
ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ physiographic and climatic characteristics, so much so that by the end of the 19th century the 
Archduke of Habsburg-Lorraine counted nearly 13,000. 

Panarea 

Formiche 

Lisca Nera 

Panarelli 
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However, oliviculture was not successful enough to 
protect  local community from the effects of the 
economic crisis between the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Rapid depopulation also took place on this island: from 
790 counted in 1911, the number of inhabitants fell to 
only 272 in 1961. 
ȰHo il presentimento che Panarea diverrà nel futuro meta 
di scrittori e ÄȭÁÒÔÉÓÔÉ che desiderino isolarsi dal mondo, per 
un certo periodo, e creareȱ [I think that Panarea will 
become in the future a destination for writers and artists 
who wish to isolate themselves from the world, for a 
time, and create]: so wrote  Fosco Maraini in 1951.  
Indeed, starting in the 1960s the island became a 
destination for elite tourism, which quickly erased the 
last traces of rural civilization ɀ at least in the village ɀ to 
transform it into an exclusive residential setting.  
On the one hand, this has preserved the island from 
tacky building choices or outright  speculation, such as 
those perpetrated on Vulcano. On the other hand, 
however, it has profoundly transformed the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ 
identity, shaping it according to canons that are only 
apparently conservative but mirror indeed an exotic 
imaginary: paradoxically, today Panarea reproduces the 
typical features of a ȰÓÍÁÌÌ Mediterranean ÉÓÌÁÎÄȱȟ but it 
turns out to be the least Ȱ!ÅÏÌÉÁÎȱ place of the 
archipelago.  
Fortunately, this phenomenon has only marginally 
affected the natural heritage: not far from the ȰÌÉÔÔÌÅ 
white ÅÌÅÐÈÁÎÔȱ stores, trendy bars, gardens that look 
like the realm of Bougainvillea, and elegant whitewashed 
villas that have sprung up in the place of stables, oil mills, 
or simple peasant houses, there is still an extraordinarily 
rich and well-preserved nature. 

Above: Basiluzzo and Stromboli seen from an old path 
of Panaea. Below: inaccessible cliffs on the NW coast. 

Above: The nice bay of Cala Junco (SE coast) with the tiny rock Scoglio 
Bastimento. 
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Origin and evolution of a volcanic archipelago 

The Aeolian Archipelago belongs to the category of Ȱthalassogenicȱ islands, whose origin took place in 
total  autonomy from the surrounding lands, unlike the Ȱchersogenicȱ ones that originated through 
gradual isolation from the mainland (e.g., as a result of rising sea levels). However, the emersion of the 
Aeolian Islands is closely related to the geological events that, since the Late Oligocene (25 million years 
ago), gave rise to the formation of the Apennine chain and the opening of the Tyrrhenian basin, and is the 
result of subduction processes linked to the convergence of the African and Eurasian plates. 
The Aeolian Islands are the emerged portions of a larger volcanic system of semi-anular shape, which to 
the west and northeast of the archipelago also includes several sea mounts (see the map below) and in 
the central sector is crossed by a major regional tectonic discontinuity line. This system is set on a 
continental-type crust arranged along the western and northern margins of the basement of the Calabro-
Peloritanian Arc, which is thicker (up to 25 km) in the direction of Calabria, while thinning in the abyssal 
plain of the Tyrrhenian Sea. The magmatic activity of the Aeolian volcanic ȰÁÒÃȱ ɀ with few exceptions ɀ 
has gradually migrated from West to East and experienced a progressive enrichment in potassium (from 
the oldest basaltic lavas to the latest shoshonitic products from Vulcano and Stromboli). These changes in 
magma composition are the result of the influence of fluid and sedimentary components co-occurring in 
the lithosphere involved in the process of plate subduction.  
The volcanic activity in this area began more than a million years ago, but the islands were formed only 
during the last 300,000 years and some of them are relatively ȰÙÏÕÎÇȱ (e.g., Alicudi, Stromboli, Vulcano). 
Even the oldest islands, however, have been affected by recent eruptive events, sometimes occurring 
after long stages of quiescence.  

Currently, the main active 
volcanoes are Stromboli 
and La Fossa of Vulcano.  
The last eruption of this 
latter occurred between 
1888 and 1890, while 
Stromboli is characterized 
by constant activity, with 
eruptions at more or less 
regular intervals and 
occasional lava flows. 
In 2002, paroxysmal 
episodes also occurred in 
the submarine crater off  
Panarea, awakening the 
attention of the scientists 
on the possible volcanic 
hazard. In almost all 
islands there are also 
phenomena of secondary 
volcanism, mostly 
consisting of fumarolic 
emissions. 
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Lipari 

The ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ morphology is dominated by the stratovolcanoes of Monte Chirica (602 m a.s.l.) and Monte 
3ÁÎÔȭ!ÎÇÅÌÏ (594 m), aligned in a north-south direction along the central sector. By contrast, the oldest 
volcanic products, dated around 270,000 years ago, are the lava flows and pyroclastites of the 
Ȱtimponiȱȟ a series of eruptive centres arranged along the western coast. According to the most recent 
data, the geological evolution of Lipari is divided into nine distinct eruptive epochs, interspersed with 
periods of quiescence during which intense erosional processes and some volcano-tectonic collapses 
occurred. The central epochs (between 120,000 and 80,000 years ago) were dominated by the activity 
of Monte 3ÁÎÔȭ!ÎÇÅÌÏ, whose explosive eruptions produced large volumes of pyroclastic material. 
Between 40,000 and 20,000 years ago, the southern and eastern parts were formed by the sub-plinian 
activity of the volcano of Monte Guardia and the formation of several domes (Falcone, Punta Perciato, 
Monte Giardina, Castello, Capo Rosso). The north-eastern sector, on the other hand, was affected by 
the pumice eruptions of Vallone Gabellotto and the Pomiciazzo lava flow (9,000 years ago), the 
formation of the cone of Monte Pilato and the Forgia Vecchia lava flow (776 AD), and, finally, the 
Rocche Rosse lava flow (1220 AD), which represents the last episode of volcanic activity on Lipari. 
The island is currently in a quiescent state, but the presence of low-temperature fumaroles (80-90 °C) 
and hot springs indicates the persistence of a deep magmatic system. 
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a) geological sketch of Lipari Island (courtesy of V. 
Cabianca), b) the palaeolake of Timpone Pataso 
(NW sector), c) fossil leaf of Chamaerops humilis 
from the palaeolake, d) fumarolized rocks at the 
kaolin quarries, e) the volcanic domes in the SE 
coast, f) the pumice quarries (NE sector) seen from 
Mount Pilato: mining exploitation ceased in 2007. 
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Salina 

The conformation of the island, dominated morphologically by the presence of the stratocones of 
Monte dei Porri (in the western sector) and Monte Fossa delle Felci (in the south-eastern sector), has 
inspired the Greek name of Salina (ɝʅɿʞʈʂ = twin) ; the two  mountains are separated by a saddle 
oriented in a north-south direction (Valdichiesa). 
The process of formation of the island can be divided into six distinct eruptive epochs. The first is 
characterized by the activity of the two  volcanic centres of Pizzo di Corvo (to the south-west) and Pizzo 
Capo (to the north-east); the age is still uncertain, but some volcanic products from Pizzo Capo are 
supposed to date back 244,000 years. Between 160,000 and 121,000 years ago, the formation of the 
Monte Rivi centre occurred, with the emission of basaltic lavas and a subsequent strombolian explosive 
phase, and that of Monte Fossa delle Felci, which was built up during four eruptive phases interspersed 
with  as many periods of quiescence. 
Since 63,000 years ago, the formation of the stratocone of Monte dei Porri (63,000-26,000 years ago) 
and that of the Pollara centre (30,000-13,000 years ago) took place in the western sector. The last 
hydromagmatic eruption of Pollara represents the last episode of volcanism on the island. The crater 
depression was occupied by a lake, later filled with  sedimentary material whose section in nowadays 
evident on the west-facing cliff. 

Scoglio Faraglione Islet and the cliffs of Pollara 
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Vulcano 

Together with  Lipari and Salina, Vulcano forms a single structural complex ɀ mostly submerged ɀthat 
runs in a NNW-SSE direction, parallel to the ETLM (Aeolian-Tindari-Letojanni-Malta) regional tectonic 
line. The geomorphological structure of the island is rather articulated, due to the superposition and 
succession over time of a large number of volcanic and volcano-tectonic events, which occurred within 
eight distinct eruptive epochs. The first of these, whose products are visible between Spiaggia Lunga 
and Punta del Rosario, began 127,000 years ago in a submerged centre located near Capo Secco, just 
off  the west coast. 
Since 117,000 years ago, several massive lava flows and thick scoria deposits build up the Ȱ0ÒÉÍÏÒÄÉÁÌ 
6ÏÌÃÁÎÏȱȟ which forms most of the central-southern portion of the island. Around 100,000 years ago, 
the top of this stratocone was demolished by a volcano-tectonic collapse, forming a wide caldera 
(Piano) successively filled by the products of secondary centres located along its margins.  
Then the activity shifted northwards, with  the formation of a tuff  cone in correspondence to the 
current position of La Fossa volcano, which was characterized by hydromagmatic eruptions (70,000-
42,000 years ago). Other activecentres were located at Monte Lentia (28,000-21,000 years ago) and 
near La Fossa (20,000 -13,000 years ago). The activity at Monte Lentia continued with  the effusive 
flows with  trachytic-riolitic composition that originated the endogenous domes, some of them 
stretched out over the sea giving rise to the pictoresque finger-shaped promontories of the north-west 
coast. 
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The last eruptive epoch is characterized by the formation of Monte Saraceno (8,000 years ago) and the 
present-day cone La Fossa (from 5,500 years ago), which is mainly built up through hydromagmatic 
eruptions within the caldera formed by the volcano-tectonic collapses of pre-existing centres. Another 
centre was active at the Faraglione di Porto Levante, which represents the remains of a volcanic 
outcrop intensely eroded by hydrothermalization. The latest episodes affecting La Fossa are the flow of 
obsidian-rich rhyolites (1739), locally known as ȰPietre Cotteȱȟ and the strong eruption between 1888 
and 1890. 
Vulcanello is the northern tip of the island and was formed from an initially separate centre, merged 
with  Vulcano since the 16th century through the formation of a sandy isthmus. Chronicles reported by 
Pliny the Elder and Strabo mention volcanic activity in the channel between Lipari and Vulcano as early 
as 126 or 183 BC. However, recent archaeomagnetic data indicate for Vulcanello an age of just 1000 
years. The last eruption of this centre occurred in 1626, while fumarolic activity continued until 1878. 

a 

b c 

a) fumaroles along the rim of La Fossa crater, b) a «bread crust» bomb ejected during the eruption of 1888-1890, c) another 
volcanic bomb fallen in the plain currently hosting the village of Vulcano Porto (from Bergeat, 1900). 
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Stromboli 

The volcanic building of Stromboli extends for more than 20 km along the regional tectonic line that 
dominates the eastern sector of the archipelago and for about 3,000 m in total  height, 2/3 of which is 
submerged, where the flanks descend to the Tyrrhenian Sea floor with  an average inclination of 20-25°. 
It is therefore a volcano of huge dimensions, whose geological evolution ɀ at least for its emerged 
portions ɀ has been completed over the last 205,000 years. Indeed, this is the age attributed  to the 
products of the oldest eruptive centre, that of Strombolicchio, a tiny islet off  the North-East coast of 
the main island, now largely dismantled by erosion. 

Around 85,000 years ago the basal portion of a stratocone named the ȰPaleo-Stromboli 1ȱȟ started to 
form; its andesitic lavas outcrop in the southern sector of the island. Slightly more recent are the 
products forming the ȰPetrazza ÔÕÆÆÓȱȟ belonging to an explosive phase that originated pyroclastic 
currents and deposits, with  thicknesses of up to 70 m. The summit portion of Paleo-Stromboli 1, which 
probably reached 400 m a.s.l., was finally destroyed by a caldera collapse. 
Between 65,000 and 35,000 years ago, two  main eruptions formed the ȰPaleo-Stromboli 2ȱȟ built by 
lava flows and tephra that overlapped the pre-existing caldera, reaching 700 m a.s.l.; this latter 
underwent too collapse events, both in the top (with  a calderic rim still visible at Frontone) and in the 
eastern slope (collapse of the Schicciole sector). After a period of dormancy, the highest part of the 
island was affected by the activity of the Vancori eruptive centre, which was built up during three 
distinct phases ɀ the ȰÌÏ×ÅÒȱ (dating back 26,000 years), ȰÍÅÄÉÕÍȱ (21,000 yrs) and ȰÕÐÐÅÒȱ (13,000 
yrs) ɀ and followed by a series of collapses that greatly affected 3ÔÒÏÍÂÏÌÉȭÓ activity: the first of them 
dismantled a portion of the NW flank, incising the main eruptive vent. About 13,000 years ago, on the 
remains of the Vancori and in the area of Pizzo Sopra la Fossa, the activity of the Ȱ.ÅÏ-3ÔÒÏÍÂÏÌÉȱ 
began, contemporaneously to that of the secondary centres of Timpone del Fuoco (north of Ginostra), 
Punta Labronzo and Nel Cannestrà (behind Ficogrande). A new collapse of its summit portion formed 
the Sciara del Fuoco ɉȰ2ÅÃÅÎÔ 3ÔÒÏÍÂÏÌÉȱɊȟ a steep slope shaped during the last 5,000 years through 
repeated concentric collapses. During the same period was also active the San Bartolo centre (behind 
the town),  which produced the massive andesitic-basaltic lava flow that about 2,000 years ago has 
reached the sea in the coastal sector of Piscità.  

Bathymetry around Stromboli, from Bosman et alii 2009 (left ) and the neck of Strombolicchio (right).  
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Now 

Stc) Strombolicchio, Ps) Paleo-Stromboli, Va) Vancori, Ns) Neo-Stromboli, Pz) Pizzo 

The present craters are located at the summit of the Sciara del Fuoco (about 750 m a.s.l.), thus lower 
than the highest peak on the island (the Vancori, 924 m a.s.l.), and ɀ although they undergo periodic 
changes over time ɀ their activity has remained essentially unchanged over the past few thousand 
years. The characteristic eruptive style ɀ called ȰStrombolianȱ ɀ consists of a rhythmic succession of 
low-energy explosions, with  the launching of shreds of lava and slag: this is brought about by the 
coalescence of large bubbles of gas ɀ initially dissolved in the magma ɀ that rise faster than the latter, 
exerting a pressure capable of overcoming its cohesive force and causing its fragmentation. The 
trajectory of such explosions generally does not exceed 100-150 meters in height over the craters, and 
the volume of ejected material is rather limited. Stromboli, however, is periodically affected by 
explosive eruptions of greater intensity: the most dramatic during the last century was with  no doubt 
that of 1930, but ɀ still just a few years ago ɀ other paroxysmal episodes, with  emission of ash, bombs, 
and lapilli, have caused extensive fires also in the slopes occupied by the villages. 
Instead, the eruptive fractures that open sometimes on the Sciara del Fuoco can produce lava flows, 
reducing the explosive activity of the summit craters. One of them, occurred in December 2002, 
generated a strong accumulation of material and the subsequent detachment of a landslide of more 
than 30 million m3 in the submerged sector that originated a tsunami wave, causing damage to homes 
but fortunately with  no fatalities. 
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a) the top of Stromboli, b) typical «strombolian» activity, c) lava 
tunnel on the Sciara del Fuoco after the lava flow of 2014, d) 
lava flow on the Sciara del Fuoco, 2002, e) basaltic lavas on the 
cliffs of Strombolicchio Islet: the oldest products of the volcanic 
apparatus of Stromboli. 

e 
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Filicudi 

During the last few years, the reconstruction of the geological evolution of Filicudi and especially the 
age estimated for its volcanic products have undergone substantial revisions; according to the most 
recent data, the island has been formed from 246,000 years ago during four distinct eruptive epochs, 
whereas previous dating had indicated an age of 400,000 or, even, more than 1,000,000 years. 
The oldest products have been identified in the north-western sector, at an eruptive centre at Case 
Ficarrisi, and are interpreted as the initial stage of the formation of the polygenic volcano of Fossa Felci. 
These lavas have a predominantly basaltic composition and occur with scoria deposits formed during 
phases of Ȱstrombolianȱ activity. 
The second eruptive epoch ɀ since 225,000 years ago ɀ is characterized by the formation of the twin 
stratocones of Chiumento and Fossa Felci, in the central sector of the island. Lava flows and 
scoriaceous deposits alternate with  periods of (sometime long) quiescence. The formation of the scoria 
cones of Riberosse, close to Fossa Felci, and Monte Guardia, which is built on the SE slope of the 
Chiumento stratocone in a more isolated position, occurred also during this phase. 
The third eruptive epoch began with a sector collapse that involved the Chiumento stratocone, giving 
rise to the formation of the wide depression of Valle Chiesa; on the SE rim of this latter, a succession of 
lava flows with  andesitic composition built the centre of Monte Terrione, while around 146,000 years 
ago the formation of the andesitic-dacitic dome of Capo Graziano, representing the south-eastern edge 
of the island, occurred. 
After a long period of dormancy, from 64,000 years ago a new phase of volcanic activity involved both 
the central-southern and the northern sectors, forming respectively the Monte Montagnola and Zucco 
Grande, whose pyroclastic deposits are the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ most recent products. 
A now largely dismantled eruptive centre is instead located west of Filicudi. La Canna stack and the 
surrounding rocks represent its still-emerging remains. It was initially attributed  to the first phase of the 
ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ formation, since the lavas are of basaltic or basaltic-andesitic composition. Recent radiometric 
dating, however, has indicated for La Canna ɀ which represents a typical example of a volcanic neck ɀ 
an age of ȰÏÎÌÙȱ 29,000 years, overturning the previously proposed chronological framework and 
placing it as the conclusive episode of &ÉÌÉÃÕÄÉȭÓ eruptive history. 

La Canna 
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Alicudi 

Alicudi represents the subaerial portion of a stratovolcano whose basal 
diameter extends for about 15 km and which spreads from bottoms of -
1,400 m. During the different  phases of its formation, the volcanic vents 
did not undergo the ȰÍÉÇÒÁÔÉÏÎȱ along the NW-SE direction that is 
typical for many other Aeolian volcanoes: this suggests that its evolution 
must have been only marginally affected by regional tectonics. 
The morphology of the island is characterized by significant differences 
between the eastern and southern sectors, whose slopes show a 
constant inclination of 25-30°, and the northern and western ones, which 
have steep slopes as a result of intense erosive processes. All the island 
is also characterized by the occurrence of basaltic dykes, arranged 
radially with  respect to the volcanic building, which are the result of 
surface deformations produced by the rising magma during various 
eruptions.  
The eruptive history of Alicudi is divided into six distinct epochs. The 
oldest products, dating back to 106,000 years ago, are represented by 
the basaltic and basaltic-andesitic lavas of a stratocone (Paleo-Alicudi) 
outcropping at the base of the western coastal cliffs near Scoglio Galera. 
After a short period of dormancy, the volcanic activity re-started with 
the formation of another stratocone, whose crater must have been 
located at 600 m a.s.l., characterized by effusive phases alternating with 
Ȱstrombolianȱ explosions and affected by partial collapses. The 
following two  eruptive epochs are characterized by the overlap of 
welded slag cones (spatter cones) with  hawaiian-strombolian-type 
activity, later dismantled by volcano-tectonic collapses on their top. In 
particular, the fourth  epoch (80.000 years ago) corresponds to the build-
up of most part of the island: initially, large volumes of volcanic products 
ɀ mainly andesitic ɀ filled the caldera, while the formation of the 
endogenous dome that outcrops to the north of Dirittusu occurred; 
successively, the outpouring of dome-flow took place ɀ a dome that 
tended to flow downwards along the slopes of the Dirittusu sector.  

Here, finally, the last volcano-
tectonic collapse occurred, forming 
the summit plateau. Between 
60,000 and 32,000 years ago, some 

eruptive centres near the summit domes originated a succession 
of  andesitic    lava   flows    along      the eastern and north-eastern 
flanks, that reached the coast between Porto and Spano (north of 
Bazzina); another lava flow also affected the north-western 
sector, at Punta di Malopasso. The last episodes of !ÌÉÃÕÄÉȭÓ 
eruptive history, occurred around 28,000 years ago, led to the 
formation of the endogenous domes of Montagnole and Filo 
ÄÅÌÌȭ!ÒÐÁ, corresponding to the highest point of the island, and 
the emission of andesitic lava flows along the southern flank of 
the island. 

Basaltic dyke near Scoglio Galera, W coast of Alicudi. 
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Panarea 

Panarea and its satellite islets are the emerged portions of a large volcanic edifice (18 km in diameter) 
that rises from -1,700 m. Together with  Stromboli, it is arranged along a NE-SW-oriented regional 
tectonic system and has undergone a considerable vertical uplift,  evidenced by the presence of a 
Tyrrhenian marine terrace (dated 124,000 years ago) at 115 m a.s.l. (the highest elevation found in the 
archipelago). The island does not present the typical truncated-cone shape of volcanic buildings since it 
was built up mainly by the overlap of several lava domes, the oldest of which were formed during the 
first eruptive epoch (starting 155,000 years ago) in correspondence of the northern and western coast 
(Grotta del Tabacco and Punta Scritta), interspersed with  pyroclastic deposits. The formation of Le 
Formiche (now almost entirely submerged) probably also dates back to that epoch. 

(not in scale) 

Around 132,000 years ago, the activity involved the central and southern part of Panarea, with  the 
formation of the domes and lava flows of Palisi, the endogenous dome of La Fossa, and the two  
characteristic plug domes of Punta Falcone and Punta del Tribunale. Between 134,000 and 130. 000 
years ago, another volcanic centre ɀ perhaps a crater, or a dome field ɀ was active in correspondence of 
the submarine morphological depression around which are located the islets of Dattilo, Lisca Bianca, 
Bottaro, Lisca Nera and the Panarelli rocks. The products of this centre, mainly andesitic and dacitic 
lavas, have been strongly altered by hydrothermal activity, as revealed by the massive occurrence of 
vividly coloured kaolin deposits, and are subject to intense meteo-marine erosion. During the second 
eruptive epoch (124,000-118,000 years ago), the top and the southern part of the island were involved 
in the formation of the dome of Castello, the dome-flow of Punta del Corvo, and a phase of 
strombolian explosive activity with  pyroclastic, pumice and scoria deposits in the area of Soldata. 
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The third eruptive epoch (around 100,000 years ago) was characterized by the activity of a centre ɀ
probably located in the islets area ɀ whose scoriacieous products were discontinuously deposited over 
the island, especially in the Punta Falcone area. 
After a long period of quiescence, the last eruptive epoch was characterized by the formation of the 
endogenous rhyolitic dome of Basiluzzo (54,000 years ago); in addition, one or more centres were still 
active around 24,000 years ago in the islets area, with strombolian-type explosions that originated the 
pumiceous deposits of Drauto. 
Panarea is still home to secondary volcanic activityin the fumarolic field in the Calcara beach, with  
constant temperatures around 100 °C. Gas emission of hydrothermal origin mainly consist of water 
vapor (93-98%) and carbon dioxide (2-6%), along with smaller amounts of hydrogen sulphide, nitrogen, 
methane, hydrogen, argon, helium, neon, and heterocyclic compounds. 
A larger fumarolic field (about 2 km2 of surface) occurs underwater near the islets, with  about 20 points 
of gaseous emission, acidic hot springs with  temperatures up to 155 °C, and a widespread exhalation 
largely affecting the seabed. In November 2002, several explosions formed new fumaroles (and 
increased the existing ones) near Bottaro, characterized by flows of considerable intensity (estimated 
at around one billion litres per day) and by significant amounts of soluble acid gases ɀ hydrochloric acid, 
hydrofluoric acid, sulphur dioxide ɀ typical of magmatic outgassing processes of an active volcanic 
system, which induced dramatic alterations in the nearby submarine biocoenoses. The related 
monitoring activities have revealed important spatio-temporal changes in terms of physical (gas flow 
intensity, temperature) and chemical properties, confirming that the volcano is still active and that its 
magmatic fluids interact with  the more superficial hydrothermal system. 

Above: massive submarine gas emissions near Bottaro, November 2002 (left ); the fumarolic submarine area with  the main 
points of gas emissions near the islets (right) . Below:  the islets of Bottaro and Dattilo and Panarea Island on the background, 
seen from Lisca Bianca (left ); the islet of Lisca Bianca: the white colour of the cliffs are due to the alteration produced by the 
hydrothermal activity. 
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Climate and hydrography 
At first glance the Aeolian Islands may appear to be a homogeneous territory  from a climatic point of 
view, but several factors ɀ such as altitude, distance from the sea, aspect and slope ɀ determine 
significant differences between the islands, as well as the co-occurrence of different  micro-climates 
within each island. 
In general, rainfall is mainly concentrated in the autumn and winter months and reaches annual values 
between 502 and 668 mm, which can vary over the years with  fluctuations of 50% in either direction. 
Average annual temperatures are around 18 °C, with  a thermal excursion of about 13 °C. 
However, when comparing rainfall and temperature data recorded at the weather stations of Vulcano 
Piano (420 m a.s.l.) and Santa Marina of Salina (35 m a.s.l. ), there are some differences: the latter ɀ 
located at a low altitude but influenced by the ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ orographic conformation ɀ is characterized by 
higher annual averages; the average annual temperature at Salina (18.4 °C) also differs significantly 
from that recorded at Stromboli (14.4 °C), where the station is located over 700 m a.s.l. 
As can be expected in small islands surrounded by the sea, the values of relative humidity are quite 
high: in summer, in particular, they hover around 50% during the hottest  and sunniest daytime hours, 
while humidity has a considerable increase (even over 90%) at night, especially when there is high 
pressure and subsidence of humid air occurs when wind is absent (vapor condensation in the form of 
dew). This phenomenon plays an important role in ecological terms, as it produces intense overnight 
dew accumulation providing a key water input to local vegetation during the driest months. 
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The predominant winds come from 
West and North-West. In 61% of cases, 
storms are originated by winds from 
the western quadrants, while only 21% 
of cases are from the South-East. 
According to the classification 
proposed by Rivas-Martínez, based on 
the definition of thermotypes and 
ombrotypes respectively obtained 
from the annual averages of 
temperature and precipitation, the 
islands lie mainly in the Upper 
Thermo-Mediterranean thermotype 
and with Upper Dry ombrotype; 
exceptions are the south-facing 
coastal slopes, referred to the Lower 
Thermo-Mediterranean thermotype 
and Lower Subhumid ombrotype, and 
the highest reliefs, which fall in the 
Upper Thermo-Mediterranean 
thermotype and Lower Subhumid 
ombrotype.  
Only the top of Salina, which is close 
to 1,000 m a.s.l., is subject to Meso-
Mediterranean bioclimatic conditions 
which support mature and well-
structured forest formations. 
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Bioclimatic belts (according to Rivas-Martínez)  
on Salina Island. 

There are several thermal springs on the islands, while the freshwater ones are rare and seem to have 
undergone a substantial reduction over the past 150 years: some small pools into few cavities at Vallone 
Fontana (Filicudi), and trickles in the islands of Lipari, Salina, Vulcano and Stromboli. An interesting wet 
habitat formed by small temporary ponds at Monte S. Angelo (Lipari), still existing in late 19th century, 
have now disappeared. 

A small cave pool at Vallone Fontana, Filicudi (above), and  a seasonal 
stream formed by the spring of Vallone Fuardo, Lipari (left ). 

Lower-Thermo 
Mediterranean 

Upper-Thermo 
Mediterranean 

Meso Mediterranean 
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From agriculture to tourism: landscape and communities 

To have an idea of the pristine landscape of the Aeolian Islands, it could be enough to have a look over 
the Sciara del Fuoco at Stromboli, or the arid sandy slopes of La Fossa crater at Vulcano. Just few tens 
of thousands of years ago, in fact, active volcanoes occurred in almost all the islands.  
Their effects were often felt  on a large scale: tephritic and pyroclastic deposits of relatively recent 
origin ɀ such as brown tuff  from the last eruptive phases of Vulcano, or pumice from Monte Pilato 
crater on Lipari ɀ are widely distributed throughout  the archipelago, even on islands farther from their 
sources, and represent important chronological markers for the stratigraphic investigations. 
A gradual diminution of the eruptive events ɀ which during the last 10,000 years have been 
concentrated exclusively in the north-eastern sector of Lipari, the northern sector of Vulcano and at 
Stromboli ɀ has certainly favoured the expansion of more stable plant communities, which however 
occurred also in past (although subject to periodic fluctuations and contractions due to natural 
disturbance), as testified by the plant fossil remains found in several sites of the archipelago. 

A glance to the past: fossil plants and tortoises 

About 100,000 years ago, a lake occupied a small area 
near the volcanic centre of Timpone Pataso, in the 
western side of Lipari. This basin was gradually filled by 
pyroclastic materials deposited during the eruption of 
the volcano of Monte 3ÁÎÔȭ!ÎÇÅÌÏ. The stratigraphy 
shows an alternance between primary and secondary 
layers, produced by sin-depositional remobilisation 
processes. These latters include remains of the plants 
growing along the shore of the lake. 
Three woody species have been found: the endemic 
Cytisus aeolicus, Laurus nobilis and Chamaerops humilis, 
the only species still persisting in the area. The laurel 
occurs now in the island only as cultivated plant, and its 
extinction from the native flora could be related to the 
climate changes occurred during the last 100,000 years, 
especially to the dry and cold period corresponding to 
the last pleistocenic glaciation.  
Other plant remains have been found at Piano (Vulcano), 
Pollara (Salina) and Fossa Valle (Lipari). From this latter, a 
radiometric dating indicates an age limit of > 20,000 
years, which corresponds to the Würm glaciation. 
Several remains of a pine species were tentatively 
identified as belonging to the black pine group (Pinus 
nigra). 
During the enlargement of a road in Valle Pera (NW 
Lipari) fossilized remains of Testudo hermanni have been 
found from pyroclastic layers dating back about 40,000 
years ago. So far it is the only fossil record of Vertebrates 
found in the archipelago. 

Some fossil leaves from a 19th-century 
contribution to the palaeo-flora of Lipari (Gaudin & 
Pirajno di Mandralisca, 1860). 

Fossilized cone of 
Pinus gr. nigra. 
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The end of a millenary agricultural civilisation 

During the last 8,000 years, the landscape of the Aeolian Islands has been shaped primarily by humans. 
Since the earliest settlements (middle of the 6th millennium BC), agriculture represented in fact the 
main resource for the inhabitants, while the sea represented a way of connection between the islands 
and the outside world or, alternatively, an isolation constrain. The human presence was relatively 
constant through time, except for a slight decline only between the 11th and 5th centuries B.C. and again 
between the 6th and 11th centuries A.D.; even during the first phase of colonization, strictly related to 
the exploitation and the trade of obsidian, the villages were placed near the most suitable places for 
farming, such as the large plain of Castellaro at Lipari. 
With no doubt, such rural activities induced major transformations of the landscape: today it is almost 
impossible to see a place on the islands ɀ including those far from urbanized areas ɀ where there are no 
direct or indirect signs of anthropogenic activity. 
However, it is difficult  to quantify the extent of the transformations that occurred during the 
prehistory, as well as in Greek and Roman times. In contrast, more recent ones (particularly between 
the 17th and 19th centuries) are very evident, especially on some islands where ɀ within the limits 
imposed by geomorphology ɀ human activities have affected almost the whole territory  as a direct 
consequence of rapid population growth . 

The islands ɀ where flat areas are rare and generally small 
ɀ have been cleared and converted into terraced systems 
for agriculture exploitation. According to a study published 
by ARPA in 2009, three of the four Aeolian municipalities 
(Lipari, Malfa and Santa Marina) have the highest rate of 
terraced surfaces at the regional scale (more than 30% of 
the total) ; the terraced agricultural systems in the 
archipelago cover about 39 km2, and are widely 
represented in Alicudi, Filicudi and Panarea. 
In 1870, crops occupied 30% of the surface of Lipari, 41% of 
Salina and even 51% of Filicudi. Only Vulcano ɀ basically 
uninhabited until the 20th century ɀ was an exception, with  
a cultivated area of 0.2% of the total . Concerning the 
islands included in the municipality of Lipari, the land 
register of 1870 reported 1,240 hectares of vineyards, 
2,584 of pasturelands and 860 of cropland, while 812 were 
occupied by Ȱ×ÏÏÄÓȱȟ a definition that probably included 
also shrubland.  
Especially during the second half of the 19th century, 
agriculture was largely oriented as a monoculture, justified 
by the fact that vineyards provided the top exportable 
products ɀ wine, malvasia and Ȱpassolinaȱ (dried grape) ɀ 
and thus represented the most profitable crop. At the end 
of this century, farmers were 41% of the local workers, 
while only 10% were fishermen and seafarers. When the 
islands were invaded by phylloxera (Daktulosphaira 
vitifoliae) ɀ a North American parasite that attacks the root  
system of European grapevines ɀ the impact on the local 
economy was dramatic, triggering a crisis that caused 
dramatic depopulation within a few decades and the 
disaggregation of the smaller communities of the 
peripheral islands. 

The Aeolian Islands in a map drawn by the Arab 
geographer Al-Idrisi (XI-XII century AD). 
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