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HERITAGE  
Bologna, City Of Water

Silvia Ferrari, Margherita Lanzi, Stefano Pezzoli,  
Pier Giacomo Sola, Priscilla Zucco

The I-Media-Cities platform has a particular relevance for an insti-
tution such as IBC, the Institute for Cultural Heritage of the Emilia-Ro-
magna Region. Since 1974, IBC runs research, studies and projects 
on artistic, cultural and natural heritage of the region, and I-Media 
Cities provides us with the opportunity to experiment, assess and 
deal with a multiplicity of skills and knowledge that have always 
been the true reason for IBC to exist. The work of IBC has been con-
solidated over the decades in a complexity of paths, including cen-
sus, cataloguing, development of databases, historical research, pro-
tection and enhancement of heritage. All these activities now find a 
new place of application and verification. On the one hand, it can be 
traced back to a centralized archival preservation model, oriented 
towards the adoption of a single language, as a unique container of 
international archives giving access to different cultural objects with 
a variety of descriptive traditions consolidated behind. On the other 
hand, it presents itself as an “open” tool in its multidisciplinary po-
tential, with the capacity to offer a different access to the growing 
demand for content.

Through the IMC platform, IBC has tried to reconstruct the doc-
umentary traces of an investigation that the IBC conducted for many 
years on the theme of water in the city of Bologna. It focuses on the 
ancient hydraulic system of the urban area of Bologna, that has char-
acterised the image of the city for a long time and has influenced its 
economic development, between the 16th and 19th century, favour-
ing the development of important industries, first of all the silk one, 
and allowing traffic and transport thanks to the navigation of the wa-
terways.
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Starting from the photographic and video heritage of the Cinete-
ca di Bologna, the study of this important heritage has been updated, 
reconnecting the various research paths developed around the theme. 
They bring together historical research and cartography, toponymy, 
sociology and economics, exploiting all the technological tools of the 
IMC portal to provide the researcher with many opportunities. They 
also offer the potential for an integrated access to resources: search 
engine in response to queries, thesaurus research, LOD, links, geo-
references, bibliographic references, maps. 

We start our analysis from the documentary Bologna monumen-
tale. This film, dated 1912, shows two very short clips that bear wit-
ness to an unknown city life, unknown to most of its citizens and vis-
itors: the “hidden half” of Bologna. The first clip shows some clothes 
hanging on the balustrade of a wooden bridge that connects the hous-
es facing the canal. A man is walking along the terminal stretch of the 
bridge, while two women are crossing the wooden walkway along the 
canal. In the background there are two other bridges and a hydraulic 
wheel. A washerwoman appears and dips the clothes in running wa-
ter to rinse them and then beats them on a wooden board. Next to 

Geotags of a shot  
in the movie “Bologna 
monumentale”
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her, a second washerwoman carries a tub. 
In the canal you can see a trench-type 
washtub, consisting of a single barrier 
along the riverside, allowing the washer-
women to work while standing dry.

The street appearing in the two clips 
is via Capo di Lucca, washed by the Can-
ale delle Moline, a stretch of the Canale 
di Reno, where a waterwheel was locat-
ed at the back of the building in via Capo 
di Lucca 12. This hydraulic artefact is the 
only one remaining of the many wheels 
once existing in Bologna. It is now placed 
at the Museum of the Farming Culture of 
S. Marino di Bentivoglio, after its restora-
tion, which has been funded by the IBC.

A waterwheel, exact copy of the orig-
inal one, was put back into operation for 
documental and educational purposes at 
the former tannery in Via della Grada, 
manufactured in 1681. The building now 
houses the headquarters of the Reno and Savena Consortium in Bo-
logna, that maintains the artificial hydraulic network and hosts the 
documentation and education centres on urban waters. The Consor-
tium’s historical archive was also restored by IBC, that launched a 
series of studies displayed in a multimedia exhibition entitled “Bolo-
gna and the invention of water”, organized within the Bologna 2000 
- European City of Culture events.

The exhibition was an opportunity to exhibit the historical car-
tography, the land registers, the photographs and the reproduction of 
works and archival documents related to the subject of water; dur-
ing the exhibition the public had also the chance to watch a film that 
outlines the close link between Bologna and its waters. Currently the 
film is shown at the Museum of Industrial Heritage in Bologna.

Since ancient times Bologna has had a strong link to water. 
The only natural stream that bathed the Etruscan Felsina and the 

Roman Bononia was the Aposa stream, that descended from the Ron-

Waterwheels and canal 
in Capo di Lucca Street, 
Bologna, 1900 circa, 
courtesy Cineteca  
di Bologna.
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crio valley and divided the town into two branches. In the Augustan 
age, due to the population growth, the first aqueduct was built. The 
water supply system consisted in an underground tunnel, which con-
veyed water from the Setta river to today’s Via D’Azeglio.

The ancient Roman aqueduct, fallen into disuse, was discovered 
in the late Middle Ages, but only in the 16th century a continuous 
supply of drinking water was set-up, through two cisterns, the one 
that collected the water from the hill of San Michele in Bosco, and 
that of Valverde capturing water from the hill of Osservanza. Both of 
them gathered their contribution near the Annunziata church, from 
where water was driven to two main fountains, the Neptune’s in Pi-
azza Maggiore and the Fonte Vecchia, in today’s via Ugo Bassi, also 
supplying the botanical garden that was in the place now occupied 
by the Sala Borsa public library. However, until the end of the 19th 
century, the city water supply was mainly secured by numerous wells. 
Finally, the lack of hygiene, and the last spread of cholera in 1881, led 
to abandon wells and to the restoration of the Roman aqueduct.

At the end of the 12th century, Bologna was economically devel-
oping, but substantially it hadn’t a river, so the Municipality decided 

Church of Santa Maria 
della Misericordia  
at the beginning of 1900
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to exploit the waters of the rivers Reno and Savena, through the con-
struction of locks deflecting part of the flow onto direct channels to 
the city. Thus, from the 13th to the 19th century, the urban, economic 
and social events of Bologna were determined by water, used as a de-
fensive measure, for food needs, for cleansing purposes, but most of 
all as a driving force for mills animating various manufacturing ac-
tivities. Between the 15th and 18th century, the production of silk in-
volved a large part of the population, gave a strong impulse to the 
city economy and was the ancestor of a local genius for mechanics 
that will definitely emerge in the industrial development of the 20th 
century. Water was also an important transport route from the Mid-
dle Ages to the mid-19th century, when it was supplanted by asphalt 
roads and railway development. For many centuries Bologna had a 
harbour, guaranteeing transport of goods and people towards the Po 
river and Venice. It was located close to the current Porta Lame, 
where were built a warehouse for goods, customs offices and landing 
docks.

The I-Media-Cities platform is therefore the stimulus to think or 
rethink a missing and unknown Bologna that bears the signs of the 

Search in the thesaurus 
under the keyword 
“canal” on the platform 
IMC
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importance of water, both in the development of nobiliary palaces 
and convents located where water refuelling was richer, as well as in 
the names of streets.

For example, in Via Pellacani, now Via Petroni, there was a con-
centration of tanneries for the processing of leather, an activity that 
disappeared in the second half of the 17th century.

Via Cento Trecento owes its name to a hundred, that is ‘many’, 
“traxenda”, i.e. water-derived bulkheads.

In Via Cartolerie and Via Cartolerie Nuova (now Via Guerrazzi) 
the water started several mechanism for the processing of parch-
ment: in fact, the word “cartolaro” meant the person who prepared 
the parchment.

In the mid of the 14th century the production of silk was intro-
duced in Bologna and the first silk mill was built in Via Castellata.

The presence of water in Bologna is also found in the evocative 
name of some churches: San Bartolomeo di Reno, Madonna del Pon-
te delle Lame, SS. Girolamo and Eustachio also called the “Church of 
the Waters”, the Crucifix of the Ships, San Michele del Ponticello, 
Madonna della Grada, San Martino dell’Aposa, Santa Maria della 
Chiavica, the Annegati, Sant’Antonio di Savena.

Almost all the artificial channels of the city were buried either for 
construction reasons and to allow the movement of vehicles , and for 
hygiene and cleanliness reasons. Hydroelectric energy supplanted the 
hydro-mechanical one, and industrial production began to focus on 
mechanics. Under the 1889 City Regulatory Plan, the harbour was no 
longer considered as a strategic infrastructure and was demolished, 
and in 1934 the buildings next to the harbour were demolished too: 
only the Salara survives today.

Since the 1970s, aiming at discovering the “ancient” Bologna, 
works began for reopening some views of the Moline Canal, as well 
as the recovery of the former factory in Via della Grada, the rediscov-
ery of the underground route of the Aposa stream, the arrangement 
of the Cavaticcio area, the creation of a cycle pathway along the 
Navile canal, the consolidation and night lighting of the San Ruffillo 
lock, the seaside initiatives at the Casalecchio lock.






