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Restructuring la Petite Sicile (“Little Sicily”) Town Quarter of la Goulette in
Tunisia

Slaheddine Malouch

CONTEXT OF INTERVENTION

For over 20 years Tunisia has been following an urban rehabilitation policy for rundown or poorly integrated town
areas. Thus, different programs of a national scale have been studied, giving rise to different urban development
projects. The state’s intervention mainly focused on unplanned residential neighborhoods, as they were under-
equipped from all viewpoints.

Some old town quarters are of particular historic interest but are in a state of significant dilapidation. The Arab-
Muslim historic districts are known as medinas, but European-heritage areas also exist. It is the state’s aim to
better strengthen social cohesion within the various historic neighborhoods and at the same time improve the
citizens’ standard of living. This is the broader background for renovating la Goulette’s Sicilian town quarter,
commonly known as la Petite Sicile (“Little Sicily”).

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In 1886 explorer Victor Guerin—who had traveled through the region six years prior—related: “‘La Goulette’ or ‘Halq
el oued’ is like a maritime suburb of Tunis from which it is separated by a lake known as el Bahirah in Arabic. This
shallow lake communicates with a beautiful gulf through a probably man-made canal from the time of the
Phoenician occupation and which had been repaired at different times. The point at which the canal meets the sea
was given the name of ‘foum el oued’ by the Arabs, the mouth of the canal, literally of the river because of the
current flowing there, or, even more commonly, Halk el Oued (the canal’s throat), a term which the Italians
translated as la Goletta and the French as la Goulette.”
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About 10 kilometers from the city of Tunis, la Goulette is a port town with about 78,000 inhabitants. In antiquity it
was considered a suburb of Carthage, but by the 15th century, only the “borj” remained—known as “Karraka”—and
it was successively enlarged and reconstructed by Khaireddine—known as Barbarossa, admiral of Soliman’s fleet.
Khaireddine was beaten in 1536 by Charles V who succeeded him and who established Spanish dominion over the
region for about 40 years until the arrival of the Turks. It was not until the 19th century that inhabitants felt it
necessary to develop a port. The favorable position of la Goulette’s port explains the rapid development of the
neighboring agglomeration.

The town would become a point of convergence of road and railway networks through the present time, as new
road systems are still being developed; the Rades-la Goulette axis, for example, will link the northern suburb of
Tunis with its southern suburb with a 260 meter cable-stayed bridge—the first of its kind in Tunisia.

THE “PETITE SICILE” TOWN QUARTER

According to R. Darmon, “it is in the VIIIth century that a new port was started with the building of a canal
connecting Tunis—already an important urban center—to the sea. Much later, in the 18th century, under the reign
of Hamouda Pacha, the old ‘harbor’ of la Goulette was dug and the quays and first warehouses of the Bey’s
maritime arsenal were built.” With the protectorate in 1881, navigation companies advised building port installations
in la Goulette. This is how the town quarter of la Petite Sicile came into being. It developed at the beginning of the
last century, as reflected in the plan below:
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It is thus a relatively recent town quarter initially populated by fishermen mostly of Sardo-Genoese origin. La Petite
Sicile is the original core of the European town of the la Goulette community. The 10 meter-long canal divided the
town into two sections. To the north stood the fortress and a collection of houses; to the south, the Sidi Chrif Zaouia,
the Beylical palace, the former seraglio, and the arsenal, whose great door was to be restored and which still bears
the coat of arms of the Husseinite dynasty. The canal has today been filled in order to make way for an access road
linking Tunis with la Goulette starting from the lake. In the early 20th century, however, spacious houses with
balconies and decorative moldings stood near the canal and bore witness to the presence of new art in Tunisia.
The church in the area is richly decorated with frescoes and paintings in the Italian style. According again to V.
Guerin, la Goulette’s population in 1886 was mainly Italian, hence the architectural flavor of la Petite Sicile.
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