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DWELLING IN THE CAVE, THE ISLAND, AND THE WORLD:
AN EXPERIENCE OF ROOTEDNESS IN FILICUDI

Giuseppe Gallo

THE ISLAND AND THE OFFICER

Filicudi, the ancient Phoenicusa, embodies the insular mutations of
the Mediterranean. The island, once marked by dry stone terraces
necessary for the sustenance of over 1300 inhabitants (ISTAT,
1861), saw its population collapse due to the agricultural crisis
and emigration. At the beginning of the 1970s, the permanent
population had shrunk to 150 units (Macrina, 1996), transforming
the terraces into the realm of prickly pears and reducing many
houses to ruins.

In this depopulated scenario arrives Gisbert, a merchant marine
officer of German origin. Having arrived in Filicudi for a
vacation, he decides to make it his permanent home. Trained in the
discipline of navigation, he is not a castaway, but a man in search
of a center of gravity. As Italo Calvino suggests, to understand
the complexity of the world it is necessary to set a fixed point
(Calvino, 1972). The opportunity arises when an elderly islander
accompanies him to visit a cave and introduces it by saying: “here
one lives on air”. This is when Gisbert decides to dwell in the
cave (fig.1), a moment of initiation and rebirth, in which the cave,
reflecting its symbolic value, becomes what Guénon (1962) calls
the egg of the world.

His settlement takes place in an archaic territory, dominated by
mule tracks and animal transport, a condition almost identical
to the one currently observable on the nearby island of Alicudi
(Gallo, 2024). In the following years, Gisbert witnesses the
irruption of modernity: the arrival of electricity in the mid-80s
and the construction of the carriage road in the early 90s trigger
a process of tourist gentrification. In contrast, Gisbert opposes
a radical dimension of dwelling: renouncing running water and
the electrical grid, his cave becomes a control cabin, resisting
immobile while the island succumbs to global dynamics.

ARCHITECTURE OF THE SHELL: MORPHOLOGY AND GENIUS LocI
The cave is located on the south-eastern slope of the island. From
the main road, nothing is visible except for a staircase leading to
a large terrace facing Salina: a garden (fig.2) onto which the main
entrance opens. His settlement is not an act of colonial conquest,
but a profound process of listening to the Genius Loci. It is the
oral memory of the community that reveals to Gisbert the location
of the cave and an old cistern, triggering the practice of dwelling
as a measured act of archaeological recovery and customisation
(de Botton, 2006).
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Fig.1: Gisbert in a pho-
to from his early years of
living inside the cave in
Filicudi, image courtesy of
Gisbert Lippelt.

The domestic space, extending for about
40 square meters, is articulated around a
main room (fig.3) excavated into the rock
face. Gisbert’s intervention is minimal but
radical, operated entirely by subtraction.
He manually excavates the deepest portion
to create an alcove, also opening a fourth
passage. This gesture radically transforms
the physics of the environment: the cave
abandons its primitive chthonic and
unhealthy character to mutate into a passing
device, where light and air circulate freely.
Connected to this core are additional service
spaces: adjacent to the entrance, a small vaulted room houses
a wood-burning oven, while outside is a self-built warehouse,
erected using a wall of local stone and glass bottles (fig.4)
embedded in the mortar to facilitate the passage of light.

This spatial operation is accompanied intervention on the
material. The rocky vaults are treated with white lime mortar.
This is not an aesthetic choice, but a strict hygienic necessity:
the lime sanitizes the environment, regulates its humidity, and
amplifies its brightness. An approach that recalls Adolf Loos’s
lesson, according to which the degree of civilization of a people is
measured by hygiene and efficiency rather than ornament (Loos,
1908). While a concrete screed serves as flooring, the interior
space remains dominated by a radical essentiality in furnishing.
Despite the absence of climate control systems, thermal comfort
is guaranteed by the rock’s massive thermal inertia, the winter
support of a cast-iron stove, and effective cross-ventilation in
summer. Water self-sufficiency is entrusted to the recovered
cistern.

BIOCLIMATICS AND THE ETHICS OF OBJECTS: AGAINST “NON-
THINGS”

The housing system is configured as a bioclimatic machine of
reuse. In an era dominated by “non-things”, dematerialized
information that distances us from physical reality (Han, 2022b),
Gisbert re-establishes a tangible and profound contact with matter.
In the absence of logistics based on immediate consumption, every
object recovers its ontological value. A plastic basin becomes a
vital infrastructure for water management. Clothing, reduced to
the essential and constantly repaired, bears witness to resistance
against planned obsolescence. Tools return to being “things” in
the Heideggerian sense: entities that gather the world and require
care (Heidegger, 1954). However, Gisbert does not assume a
Luddite posture. The recent use of micro-photovoltaic panels,
sufficient for some LED lights and a smartphone, demonstrates
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Fig.2: The view to the east
over the garden from the
cave entrance, photo Giu-
seppe Gallo, 2026.

a pragmatic approach. Technology is welcomed only when it
supports individual autonomy, without generating systemic
dependence (Schumacher, 1973).

THE TIME OF THE MUSES: EPISTEMOLOGY, INACTION, AND
CREATIVITY

The time freed from the urban technical apparatus dilates,
becoming space for epistemology. Gisbert lives in symbiosis
with the insular ecosystem: he gathers wild herbs and cooks
prickly pear pads. At the same time, he enriches this custom with
allochthonous knowledge, having botany manuals sent from
Germany to learn to recognize native mushrooms whose edibility
the islanders ignored. The cave-atelier is the epicenter of that
Vita contemplativa that Byung-Chul Han (2022a) describes as
an antidote to the performance society. For Gisbert, inaction is
elevated to the solemnity of existence. This emancipation from
productive rhythms becomes the opportunity to immerse himself
in creativity, giving breath to what he calls the “time of the
muses”, when drawing, painting, and music mark his days.

VERNACULAR TECTONICS: BUILDING AS AN ACT OF RESISTANCE

Gisbert has transformed into an authentic guardian of vernacular
construction techniques. Faced with the advance of standardized
concrete building, he has preserved historical building methods,
paying attention to volcanic stone masonry and traditional plaster.
This peculiar mixture of lime and volcanic erosion soil yields
highly breathable surfaces with a characteristic pink color, shaping
the architecture with the very flesh of the island. By exporting this
expertise in the restoration of homes for new residents, Gisbert
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Fig.3: The main space of
the cave from the entran-
ce, showing from left to
right the kitchen area, the
“studio” illuminated by a
window, and the corridor
leading to the alcove and
the new opening exca-
vated by Gisbert, image
courtesy of Gisbert Lip-
pelt.

Fig4: The wall made
of local stone and glass
bottles defining the small
outdoor storage  area,
photo  Giuseppe  Gallo,
2026.

enacts a form of resistance that recalls the
Critical Regionalism theorized by Frampton
(1983), opposing global homogenization
through the profound valorization of local
tectonics.

THE COSMOPOLITAN NODE: RELATIONS AND
RADICAL ARCHITECTURE

Although described as a hermit, Gisbert
perfectly embodies the figure of the
“Stranger” by Georg Simmel (1908):
the one who stays, fusing nearness and
distance. When Aeolian investors unite to
found a shipping company, mindful of his
profile, they ask him to support them in the
acquisition of ferries, taking him around
Europe. His decades in the cave are dotted
with global explorations in Europe, Asia,
and Africa.

His cultural alterity transforms him into a
preciouslinguistic and technical mediator for
the community. Abandoning the metropolis
with its technical superstructures, Gisbert
has rediscovered authentic relationships,
bridging the modern fracture between
ville (the built environment) and cité (social life) described by
Richard Sennett (2018). This relational density is confirmed by
his associations with exponents of Italian architecture such as
Ettore Sottsass and Paolo Deganello of Archizoom. They traced
in Gisbert the empirical realization of Radical Architecture’s
utopias: a free, flexible dwelling in osmosis with the natural
environment.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite being described as a hermit, Gisbert’s experience in
Filicudi emerges not as a flight from contemporary society,
but rather as a rigorous investigation into man’s primary needs
and his relationship with space. The choice to settle in a cave,
renouncing the comforts of modern infrastructure, demonstrates
the feasibility of a settlement model based on subtraction and
a profound understanding of environmental dynamics. In this
context, vernacular architecture and the conscious use of matter
do not figure as relics of a past to be overcome, but as tools of
a daily practice based on recovery and continuous maintenance.
Furthermore, the apparent physical isolation does not translate
into social marginalization. On the contrary, liberation from
the rhythms imposed by the metropolis and technological
consumption has allowed Gisbert to weave a network of profound
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human relationships, assuming an active and cosmopolitan role
within the island community. Ultimately, dwelling in the cave
becomes the testimony of how a physical reappropriation of space
and objects can offer a concrete alternative to the progressive
dematerialization of our time, which makes us all somewhat
“hermits”. This experience restores a dimension of tangible
rootedness to the individual, demonstrating that renouncing the
technical apparatus does not impoverish dwelling, but reconnects
it to its most authentic relational and material essence.
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