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AEOLIAN ISLANDS | A living textbook for geologists

Earth, wind, fire and water, and millennia of human history

E arth, wind, fire and water: The Aeolian Islands en-
capsulate these classical elements identified as
building blocks of the universe by ancient cultures

around the world. Surrounded by the Tyrrhenian Sea,
about 12 miles (20 kilometers) off the north coast of Sic-
ily, the archipelago takes its name from Aeolus, the
Greek god of the winds. The land mass of the seven
main islands and six islets is entirely volcanic in nature,
including several still-active craters — primordial earth
and quintessential fire.

As if these characteristics weren’t enough to qualify
the islands for World Heritage status, they also serve as
a living textbook for volcanologists. Two of the six classic
types of volcanic eruptions — Vulcanian and Strom-
bolian — echo the names of eponymous islands in the
Aeolian archipelago. Both Vulcano and Stromboli are ac-
tive. Billows of black gases issue from vents, or fumar-
oles, on Vulcano and in the sea surrounding it. Strom-
boli’s three craters have technically never stopped
erupting, and its more dramatic recent outbursts —

such as those in 2002, 2004 and 2007 — unleashed
local tsunamis that caused some damage (but no loss
of life) to the island’s residential areas.

Each of the seven main islands in the archipelago
has a different topology and character, in spite of their
common origins. Lipari, the largest,
is the most populated and commer-
cial, with a bustling port and, until
2007, a pumice mining industry.
Salina is the greenest and most ag-
ricultural, famed for its capers and
malvasia wines. Vulcano boasts
black beaches, bubbling fumaroles and beauty spas;
visitors come here to wallow in sulfuric mud baths (toler-
ating the smell that goes with them).

Stromboli offers a spectacular sight at nightfall — a
live volcano stretching its fiery fingers upward at regular
intervals. Visitors can climb to the top with a guide and
observe from a safe distance or watch the show from a
boat anchored offshore.

Filicudi and Alicudi are the most remote and least in-
habited; no cars are allowed, so transportation is either
on foot or on a local donkey. Panarea, by contrast, is the
smallest island with the most varied scenery, the chic-
est hotels and the highest prices.

The islands, which range in size
from Panarea’s 3.4 square kilome-
ters to Lipari’s 37 square kilometers,
or 1.3 to 14 square miles, host a per-
manent population of 15,000.

‘‘We may not have a large popula-
tion,’’ says Lipari’s mayor, Marco

Giorgianni, ‘‘but I am responsible for the largest territory
in Italy in terms of surface area if you include water.
Twenty-four hours of travel time separate western
Alicudi from eastern Stromboli — a range that makes
for very different cultures. Stromboli feels close to
Naples, Alicudi to Palermo.’’

All the islands, with the possible exception of Alicudi,
feel crowded in July and August, when the population

swells. Official figures cite 200,000 visitors in summer
months; locals suggest twice as many during the
August peak.

Visitors come for the warm, clear water, the sense of
isolation — and a certain cinematic cachet. ‘‘Stromboli
is probably our best-known island because of the film
‘Stromboli,’ starring Ingrid Bergman,’’ muses Giorgianni.
‘‘Never mind that it was made 62 years ago; some for-
eigners still come here because of it. The 1994 film ‘Il
Postino’ was partly filmed in Salina, and some Italians
are attracted to Salina for that reason.’’

Visitors may also be attracted by the islands’ cultural
riches. While its World Heritage designation is for natural
attributes, the islands boast an archeological record dat-
ing back to the neolithic period, 10,000 B.C. The succes-
sive Bronze Age left traces on Panarea and Filicudi. The
ancient artifacts found here — objects from Etruscan,
Greek, Carthaginian and Roman conquerors — beneath
the iconic volcanoes, surrounded by the elements, make
the Aeolian Islands unique.[

About World Heritage
The aim of the World Heritage
Convention, adopted by Unesco
members in 1972, is ‘‘to encourage
the identification, protection and
preservation of cultural and natural
heritage around the world
considered to be of outstanding
universal value to humanity.’’

‘‘Tides of Time’’ is a partnership
among Jaeger-LeCoultre, Unesco’s
World Heritage Centre and the
International Herald Tribune. The
series presents some of the people
who are helping preserve marine
sites on the World Heritage List.

To see videos about World
Heritage marine sites, visit the ‘‘Tides
of Time’’ archive at whc.unesco.org/

Perpetual motion has fascinated
scientists for centuries, in part
because of its unobtainability:
perpetual motion in an isolated
system violates the second law of
thermodynamics. But in the 1920s,
a young Swiss engineer working in
Paris, Jean-Léon Reutter, invented a
clock that, while not a perpetual-
motion machine, required no
extraneous mechanical or electrical
input.

The innovative device, called the
Atmos, has been continually refined
by the Swiss watchmakers Jaeger-
LeCoultre over the past 80 years. It
caught the attention of Jacques-
David LeCoultre in 1930, and he
acquired the Atmos patent in 1936.
Over the next decade, he and his
business partner, Edward Jaeger,
worked to perfect the Atmos and to
make it marketable.

The Atmos takes its name from
its reaction to almost imperceptible
changes in temperature and
atmospheric conditions. Inside a
hermetically sealed capsule is a
mixture of gas and liquid that
expands and contracts according to
increases and decreases in
temperature. This motion constantly
winds the mainspring: a variation in

temperature of only one degree is
enough to provide the watch with a
two-day power reserve.

Eliminating friction in such a
high-precision instrument is
essential, so its arm is suspended
from a ultrathin wire of steel alloy,
and its gearing is so exact that it
requires no lubrication.

Theoretically, the extraordinary
clock can continue to run as long
six centuries.

Over the years, Atmos has
become an object of desire for
collectors around the world. During
the 1950s, it was the official gift
from the government of Switzerland
to its most distinguished guests,
including Winston Churchill, John F.
Kennedy, Pope John-Paul II, Queen
Elizabeth and Charlie Chaplin.

Jaeger-LeCoultre’s reputation for
artistry is as great as its renown for
exacting technique. Recently, the
manufacture dedicated a limited
edition of ten copies of the Atmos
Clock Marquetry to an homage to
Gustav Klimt, the Austrian painter of
the Vienna Secession. Klimt’s ‘‘The
Kiss’’ is reproduced on the
marquetry of the Atmos,
embellished with precious wood
inlay and gold leaf.

An extraordinary timepiece powered by the air

DEVELOPMENT | Toward responsible tourism

Efforts to preserve the archipelago’s ‘essential character’

A partnership for the oceans
‘‘Tides of Time’’ is a partnership
among Jaeger-LeCoultre, the
International Herald Tribune and the
Unesco World Heritage Centre’s
Marine Program. Since 2009, with
Jaeger-LeCoultre’s support, the
marine area covered by the World
Heritage Convention has doubled in
size. In December 2010, a first
meeting of a large group of World
Heritage site managers from around
the world was held in Hawaii. The
event led to the birth of a community
of 45 site managers that could
become a driver for improved
conservation for all 6,000 protected
marine areas on the planet.

A million years in the making, the Aeoli-
an Islands, off the north coast of Sic-
ily, have fascinated mankind for mil-

lennia. The ancient Greeks believed that the
wind god, Aeolus, resided on Lipari (one of
the archipelago’s seven main islands),
hence the name. Early residents wondered
whether they were living atop an entrance to
the underworld, whence came vapors from
fumaroles and sulfuric emissions from
craters. Medieval monks speculated that
the rumbles of these volcanoes were the
cries of dead souls.

‘‘Here, legends are born,’’ says Giuseppe
La Greca, president of the Aeolian Islands
chapter of the Italian environmental group
Legambiente. La Greca’s passion for his
homeland led him to research and publish
nine books about Aeolian history and culture.

The islands became the first World Herit-
age site in Italy recognized for natural —
rather than cultural — characteristics, in
2000. La Greca had followed the nomina-
tion process since 1996, when the proposal
began to take shape. The focus centered on
the volcanoes, since they have been attracting
scientists for more than 200 years. ‘‘Tutelage
of the volcanoes was key,’’ says La Greca.

In addition to the volcanoes, the islands’
qualities include their natural beauty, a vari-
ety of indigenous flora and fauna (orchids,
bats, birds and lizards), and archeological
treasures dating back to the Bronze Age.

Pumice mining has been part of Lipari’s

history since antiquity, and vested interests
were loathe to abandon a major source of
income. Although the mines were supposed
to be closed in 2000, activity continued un-
der the guise of removing stockpiles for sev-
eral more years. Mining activity was definit-
ively stopped in 2007 following pressure by
Italian national and local authorities. An idea
currently being examined would transform
one of the now-abandoned pumice quarries
into a museum documenting the impact of
the pumice industry on the development of
the islands and the surrounding region.

Another set of issues surrounds the role

of tourism in the islands’ economy. There is
no doubt about the importance of tourism.
‘‘The battle is between those who want to
develop the tourist trade to the maximum
and the environmentalists who want to be
cautious,’’ notes La Greca.

La Greca cites the example of hotels on
the island of Vulcano. In the 1960s, it was
practically deserted. As tourism grew, con-
struction followed, but it was unregulated and
unattractive, interrupting the volcanic vistas.
Today, there are building requirements, but
unsightly buildings still exist, he says.

Transportation is another matter. The
lack of an airport on Lipari limits the number
of visitors during peak summer months.
Some rumors about airport development
alarmed Unesco officials — among others
— in the last decade. However, the topo-
graphy of the islands is such that an airport
is not realistic, says Lipari’s current mayor,
Marco Giorgianni.

An enlargement of the port of Lipari has
also been discussed. Giorgianni says he is
not opposed in principle to enlarging the port,
but he does not approve of recent proposals
that advocate dramatic commercial expan-
sion. ‘‘A proposal that strips us of our identity
and makes Lipari look like any other Mediter-
ranean port isn’t good for us,’’ he says. ‘‘We
should not change our essential character.’’

Proponents of the preservation of that
‘‘essential character’’ emphasize that it of-
fers strong potential for careful develop-
ment of environmentally responsible tour-
ism, and that the archipelago’s status as a
World Heritage site should be a key element
to achieving that end.

Summing up the islands’ value, La Greca
says: ‘‘Maybe you might find other places as
beautiful as the Aeolian Islands, maybe more
beautiful, but they won’t have our unique in-
termingling of nature and culture, man and
nature. That you find only here.’’[

Tides of time: Aeolian Islands was
produced by the IHT Creative Solutions
department and did not involve the
newspaper’s reporting or editorial
departments. It is the 36th in a series on
Unesco’s World Heritage marine sites. Text
by CLAUDIA FLISI. For information on the
IHT Creative Solutions program:
www.nytimesglobal.com

The harbor of Marina Corta in the town of Lipari, on the largest and most populous of the islands.

Stromboli is in a state
of permanent eruptive

activity.

The Aeolian Islands provide
continuing examples of volcanic
activity as well as a geological
history of volanic formation

‘Twenty-four hours of travel
time separate western
Alicudi from eastern

Stromboli’
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