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Since Rocco Forte Hotels was founded in 
1996, the family-run group has built a 
portfolio of individual properties across 

Europe, often restoring historic buildings in 
need of some TLC and injecting its own style of 
classic hospitality. 

At the helm, CEO Sir Rocco Forte and Design 
Director Olga Polizzi take inspiration from their 
father, the late Charles Forte, and together 
have a vision to create authentic hotels that 
capture the spirit of their locale. It has never 
been the ambition to be the largest or leading-
edge, but with the next generation of Fortes 
– Sir Rocco’s three children – the group has 
evolved, expanding through Charles’ role as 
Development Manager, adding new dining 
experiences courtesy of Lydia as Group Director 
of Food & Beverage, and enhancing the spa offer 
as per Irene as Wellness Director.

Over the past 25 years, growth has been 
gradual, with each potential venture carefully 
considered. In 2018, Rocco Forte announced 
significant expansion plans in Italy and 

subsequently opened Hotel de la Ville in Rome 
and Masseria Torre Maizza in Puglia. The latest 
to make its debut on Italian soil is Villa Igiea, 
a restored Art Nouveau palazzo on Sicily’s 
north coast. Having long wanted a presence 
in Palermo, Rocco Forte Hotels acquired the 
property through auction, the idea being 
that guests could spend a few days exploring 
the sights of the city before taking a vintage 
train – the newly announced Sicilian Railway 
Experience – to Verdura Resort, the group’s 
property on the south of the island, for some 
relaxation. The two are markedly different: 
Verdura, a sprawling golf resort with 203 
guestrooms and a collection of contemporary 
new villas; Villa Igiea, a Grade I-listed landmark 
dating back to the late 1800s. Originally built 
as a private palazzo, the property was acquired 
by the Florio family in 1899 and transformed 
into one of the most luxurious hotels in Sicily, 
attracting dignitaries and aristocracy who were 
able to sail in and moor at the private harbour. 

The hotel has remained a firm favourite 
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amongst locals, but a lack of major investment left it 
looking tired. “It’s a much-loved hotel and has always been 
charming, but it was incredibly neglected,” explains Polizzi. 
“We visited several times before we started the design 
process and beneath the layers we could see the beauty of 
the place.”

Polizzi’s aim was to uncover that original charm and, 
given that the property was formerly known as Grand Hotel, 
inject some glamour, restoring its status as a destination 
for special occasions. Much like the rest of the Rocco Forte 
portfolio, she also wanted to be authentic, incorporating local 
influences to retain a sense of place. “We always approach 
new projects in the same way at Rocco Forte, looking first at 
the building and location,” Polizzi explains. “We want people 
to wake up and know they’re in Palermo, so the design has 
to be in keeping with the surroundings.”

And so she enlisted Paolo Moschino Ltd (previously 
known as Nicholas Haslam), a design studio with product 
development capabilities founded by Paolo Moschino and 
Philip Vergeylen. “It’s always difficult choosing a designer 
for our hotels, it’s a big risk if you get it wrong,” Polizzi 
continues. “I’ve known Paolo for years – I often buy 
furniture and lighting for myself from the store – and I’ve 
always liked his style, it’s rather romantic, and Villa Igiea is 
a romantic place.”

With experience primarily in the residential sector, Villa 
Igiea marks Paolo Moschino’s first major hospitality project, 
so close collaboration with Polizzi ensured that all the 
necessary requirements for smooth operation of a hotel were 
considered. From a design perspective, there was a collective 
responsibility to the building and a shared understanding of 
what needed to be done. “We didn’t want to overdo it,” says 
Polizzi. “Although some spaces have changed enormously, it 
was about restoration rather than doing something dramatic, 
particularly on the ground floor. A lot of work has been done, 
but gently.”

And so, gently does it was the approach for Moschino and 
Vergeylen, who describe Villa Igiea as their dream project, 
having fallen for its charm some years earlier while staying 
to celebrate a family birthday. “It was falling to pieces but 
there was so much history,” Vergeylen recalls. “We had a 

huge affinity for the building and thought, imagine if we 
could work on a hotel like this and bring back its beauty.”

When Polizzi called to gauge their interest in the project, 
the duo jumped at the chance. Work began by reducing the 
key count to create larger, more comfortable guestrooms, 
as well as peeling back the layers to uncover “the true spirit 
of the hotel”. One area that remained largely untouched 
however was the Sala Basile, named after Ernesto Basile, 
the palazzo’s original architect. Protected by the authorities, 
the historic hall is decorated with Art Nouveau-style frescoes 
by Italian painter Ettore de Maria Bergler. It is these scenes 
– depicting the Sicilian way of life – that have informed 
the colour palette for the renovation. “Everything we did 
was inspired by that room,” notes Moschino, referencing 
the fresh shades of green and yellow seen in the suites and 
public spaces and the 19th century furniture – some original, 
some re-makes – that serve as a connection to the past. 
Then there’s the trompe-de-l’oeil treillage in the lobby, a 
new addition painted with Mediterranean plant motifs in the 
same style as the historic frescoes. 

To the right of the lobby, a library and reading room 
stocked with books on Villa Igiea’s history is decorated in 
grey and crisp white tones, and to the left, a stroll through the 
corridors reveals more original details, such as sumptuous 
leather-clad doors and the hotel’s old safe, a curious piece 
comprising rows of individual storage boxes that once kept 
all manner of treasures under lock and key. 

The F&B venues are to the rear of the property, where 
the grander, ocean-facing façade – originally the front of 
the hotel – presides over tiered gardens that cascade down 
towards the water. The main restaurant, named Florio after 
the former owner, is a journey back in time to the height 
of La Belle Époque era. Bathed in natural light, the dining 
hall displays a fresh palette of greens and florals against 
all-white wall panelling and grand antique mirrors – quite 
the transformation from what went before, according to 
Vergeylen. Mediterranean palms sprouting from giant urns 
are a welcome addition, helping to foster a connection with 
the gardens and creating an indoor-outdoor feel. Al fresco 
dining has been incredibly popular at the hotel, so the 
spacious terrace is often packed out through the summer, 

Soaring ceilings, hessian wallcoverings 
and canopied beds bring a sense of 
grandeur to the guestrooms, while 
locally crafted elements pay homage 
to the villa’s setting
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with guests indulging on fresh Sicilian pasta 
and oven-baked fish. 

The bar is also proving to be a favourite 
– amongst locals and for Polizzi – with the 
designer commending Moschino and Vergeylen 
for their treatment of the formerly gloomy 
space. Beneath sandstone vaults, charming 
frescoes painted in the 1950s accompany Rosso 
San Marco marble and wrought iron chandeliers. 
The original bar counter however was deemed 
too small, and though new interventions were 
limited owing to the protected status of the 
building, the team came up with a solution 
that was in keeping with heritage regulations 
and appropriate for the scale of the space. “We 
wanted to preserve the look and feel of the bar 
front so we duplicated it,” explains Vergeylen. 
“There are now two identical counters joined 
by a contemporary bronze block, creating a bar 
that is proportionate to the length of room. It 
is typical of our approach in taking something 
original and looking to the surrounding palette 
to enhance it.”

Perhaps the greatest undertaking for the design 
team was the guestrooms. “We approached the 
project as we would a private home so there 
are no two rooms alike,” explains Moschino. 
“Every single room has a different shape, size or 
ceiling height so required different treatment.” 
Indeed, all 72 guestrooms and 28 suites are 
unique. Some feature hues of sage green, others 
are in amber or varying shades of blue. In deluxe 

Bathed in natural light, Florio 
displays a fresh palette of greens 
and florals against all-white wall 
panelling and grand antique mirrors
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rooms, there’s a shapely banquette to lounge 
on, while the entry-level classic rooms have 
a cosy armchair by the window. “There were 
formulas but we had to factor in flexibility and 
adaptations, the execution was different for 
every space,” adds Vergeylen. “It was difficult 
in terms of workload, but it does add character.”

Soaring ceilings, hessian wallcoverings 
and canopied beds bring a sense of grandeur, 
while locally crafted elements pay homage to 
the villa’s setting. Feature wallpaper has been 
created by residents of Italy’s San Patrignano 
Community for example, where a design lab 
teaches artisan crafts to aid rehabilitation. And 
in the en suite bathrooms, vibrant Majolica tiles 
decorated by hand according to Sicilian tradition 
line the floor. Furniture and lighting is a mix 
of old and new; 19th century pieces – such as 
the two console tables and hanging mirror in 
the George V signature suite – were sourced 
from an auction house in Palermo, while 
newer additions are from The Paolo Moschino 
Collection, designed and produced exclusively 

for the studio. The sculptural Fontana Console 
Table makes a statement in the suites, as does 
a fibreglass uplighter in the form of an oyster 
shell. Other pieces, such as the Coco Magnolia 
Pendant made up of delicate hand-cut petals, 
is from Palecek, another brand that falls under 
the Paolo Moschino Ltd banner. 

This combination of old and new successfully 
ushers the hotel into the 21st century while being 
careful not to alienate lifelong visitors. “We 
didn’t want people to walk in and feel like it was 
a completely different place,” says Moschino. 
“We were very respectful of the history, the 
character and the whole atmosphere.”

To renovate a property yet somehow make it 
look and feel as if it has always been this way 
is no mean feat and an achievement of which 
the entire design team are particularly proud. 
“We felt a real responsibility to maintain the 
spirit of the hotel, so it still very much feels 
like Villa Igiea,” concludes Vergeylen. “It’s like 
a sleeping beauty that has been brought back 
to life.”
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