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 A t the back of a trendy clothes shop 
in central Genoa, two elegant col-
umns frame a marble statue. The 
columns were here first, centuries 
ago, and the shop was simply built 
around them. Throughout the city, 
it’s the same story: the Genoese 
are eager to meet the modern 

world, but they have strong roots planted in the past.
Genoa is the capital of Liguria and Italy’s sixth largest 

city; until the late 18th century, it was an independ-
ent republic, wielding considerable power in trade, 
shipbuilding and banking. For centuries, this been an 
important port; the sprawling Porto Antico dates back 
to the 8th century BC, although it was recently re-
designed by local-boy-turned-legend Renzo Piano, the 
architect behind London’s Shard. The port now features 
cruise ship berths, a futuristic tropical greenhouse, a 
vast aquarium and a panoramic lift known as Il Bigo 
that rises 40 metres into the air for a 360 degree view of 

both old and new Genoa. Eastwards along the coast lies 
celebrity-haunted Portofino. Behind the gleaming port, a 
slate-roofed jumble of church towers and stately palazzi 
stretches away up the hillside, linked to the lower slopes 
by ancient elevators.

Not all of Genoese heritage is bricks and marble. It 
also happens to be the original home of pesto. In the 
kitchens of the 16th century Palazzo Spinola di Pellic-
ceria, I meet Roberto Panizza, who runs the Pesto World 
Championship in Genoa every two years. “Most Ameri-
cans think that pizza comes from New York. We don’t 
want to lose the origins of pesto that way,” he says. We 
put together our own pesto under his guidance, using all 
local ingredients and blended the traditional way with a 
pestle and mortar. I’m enchanted to learn that the true 
meaning of the word ‘pesto’ is ‘squashed’, and that the 
last winner of the World Championship was an 89-year-
old grandmother who brought her own giant pestle.

My own attempt turns out slightly too heavy on the 
cheese and garlic. “Italians do not like to eat much 
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rain sends us scuttling indoors. We’re quite happy once 
the prosecco begins to flow – and the seafood is out-
standing: tender, ruby-coloured tuna steak and crunchy 
‘French fries’ made from chickpeas. Our hostess, Franca, 
is all bustling smiles, but even she has her limits. “Peo-
ple just walk in and demand to eat on the terrace, as if 
I can set that up when there’s a storm coming in!” she 
exclaims. “I want to go back to the historic centre where 
there are no terraces.” 

Modernity has washed over the surface of Genoa like 
a wave over its steadfast harbour rocks, leaving the core 
frozen in time. This, as pesto guru Roberto might say, is 
just a snapshot of a moment in the city’s evolution. 

garlic now. They don’t want to have bad breath. Nowa-
days you can even buy pesto without garlic,” says Rob-
erto, with some disdain. “But this is just a snapshot of a 
moment in the evolution of pesto.”

Palazzo Spinola is one of 42 historic mansions in 
Genoa classified as ‘Palazzi dei Rolli’ by UNESCO, 18 
of which are now museums open to the public all year 
round. The stately homes hosted visiting bigwigs in 
Genoa’s heyday as a maritime power. Being neither a 
noble nor a diplomat, I’m staying at the five-star Meliá 
Genova, where the pool and spa provide welcome relief 
from the sticky summer heat, while a slice of chocolate 
cheesecake awaits me when I arrive at my room.

A short walk downhill puts me in the middle of the 
Centro Storico, the historic centre, one of the largest in 
Europe: a cobblestoned labyrinth of narrow alleyways, 
28km in length. At its heart is the Palazzo Ducale, cur-
rently hosting a major exhibition, From The Impression-
ists To Picasso, until April 10 – reason enough to visit the 
city for a weekend break, with 52 works from Gauguin, 
Monet, Renoir and their contemporaries on display.

You’re never far from temptation in Genoa. Family-
run chocolatier Romeo Viganotti has done business here 
since 1866 from the same hidden alley off Via di Porta 
Soprana in the Centro Storico. People line up for hours to 
buy their pralines at Christmas. A single batch of truffles 
takes three to four days to make, using traditional ma-
chines which the family fought regulations to keep.

“People here like tradition,” says Eugenio, a tall, 
softly-spoken young man who is the fourth generation 
of his family to work in the tiny shop – but tradition is no 
reason to get in a flavour rut. “Italians like salt, pepper 
and chilli on their chocolate,” he explains. “European 
tourists like Jamaican rum, and Americans prefer the 
Gocce di Rosolio” (tiny drops of rose syrup in crisp, 
brightly coloured sugary shells).

We explore the promenade, stopping at seafront café 
Bagni Medusa where I’m encouraged to dip my focaccia 
in my cappuccino, Genoese breakfast-style. The salty 
bread and coffee are an interesting combination but 
they can’t compete with the apricot crostata pastries, of 
which I scoff three and consider a fourth. Between the 
café and the cliff-top sits a seawater pool built by the 
owner, where two old ladies float sedately.

The growing Genoese Republic tended to absorb 
outlying towns along the Italian Riviera. Medieval Boc-
cadasse is known for pastel-coloured fishermen’s houses 
overlooking rocky bays. We have terrace tables booked at 
waterfront restaurant La Casa Dei Capitani, but pouring 
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British Airways offers return flights from Gatwick to 
Genoa from £81 (ba.com). Creattivando runs pesto-making 
lessons from £22 and other workshops in one of the historic 
palazzi on Via Garibaldi (creattivando.com). To visit the 

Impressionists exhibition, check out impressionistipicasso.it. Travelling 
with kids? Genoa Aquarium is the largest in Europe, featuring more than 
400 species (€24 for adults; €78 for a family, acquariodigenova.it).
A night at the Melia Genova starts at £85, breakfast included (+39 800  
788 333, melia.com).  For more information, see visitgenoa.it/en or  
discover the surrounding region, turismoinliguria.it/en. 
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