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REVIEW COSTA SMERALDA

C
osta Smeralda, Costa Cruises’ new giant flagship,
has recently been introduced to the classic Western
Mediterranean milk run. The ship is a milestone for
the company, since it is their first unit powered by
LNG, a major step for the sustainability-conscious

cruise line. 
With a gross tonnage of 183,731 and a lower berth capacity of

around 5,000, Costa Smeralda is a megaship. She plays in the same
league as competitor MSC Grandiosa, which has a gross tonnage of
181,541 and a lower berth capacity of 4,842, and entered service a
few months earlier on basically the same Western Med route. 

Built by Meyer Turku in Finland, Costa Smeralda is the second
vessel in a series of ships which use the same hull and machinery.
The first in the series was AIDAnova, built in Papenburg, Germany.
The big difference is to be found in the design of the interiors and
outer decks. Yet if guests were to board both ships, the chances that
they would recognise the basic platform are nil.

Other brands in the Carnival Corporation will have ships based
on the same platform, the first being P&O’s Iona. Carnival Cruise
Line will have two, Mardi Gras and one unnamed; and more units are
planned for AIDA, two unnamed, and for Costa, Costa Toscana.

Costa Smeralda’s genesis 
When Costa decided to build Smeralda, group CEO Michael

Thamm called on Adam D. Tihany, an American interior designer
from the hospitality sector, to lead the project. 

“First I refused,” Tihany told CruiseTimes during an interview in
Paris. “Thamm explained what he had in mind. He wanted to do an

‘Italy’s Finest’. This ship would bring together all the best Italy could
offer.” 

Because of a lack of time, Tihany turned down the designer role
but agreed to lead the project as creative director.

Italy’s finest, with an American designer? Tihany already has his
answer at the ready. “I was educated in Italy. I studied architecture
and design in Milan. I graduated in 1969, the very period when the
look and feel of Italian design was born. This helped a lot to
understand the elements needed for the creation of the ‘Bel Paese’
at sea.” 

“My job was to create a bridge: between ‘Italia’, how they see
themselves, and ‘Italy’, how the world sees the country,” Tihany said.
The design team collaborated with four architectural firms: Dordoni
Architetti, Rockwell Group, Jeffrey Beers International, and Partner
Ship Design. 

Ship construction occurred in Finland. “To add more Italy on
board, I had the idea to write letters to fifteen top Italian furniture
brands, asking them if eventually they would be interested in a
cooperation. The response was overwhelming,” Tihany said. “Four
days later I received enthusiastic replies from companies such as
Molteni & C, Rubelli, and Dedar.”

Surfing on a tricolour wave of green, white, and red, Tihany had a
bright idea. “I asked Michael Thamm what he thought about having a
museum of Italian design on board. From Alessi to Vespa, from
fashion to furniture, there was so much to be shown, and I wanted it
to be a museum attractive to children, where children bring their
parents. Thamm approved the idea, and CoDe (Costa Design
Museum) was born.”

Costa Smeralda
ITALY’S FLOATING EMBASSY

BY MIKE LOUAGIE

A spectacular feature of
Costa’s flagship, Costa
Smeralda, is the glass-floored
bridge aft on deck 18.
Photo: Mike Louagie
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Testing the waters 
On a four-day sailing opportunity aboard Costa Smeralda given

to CruiseTimes, the first things I observed were the similarities with
AIDAnova. The two main elements are the central pool and the
atrium. The pool, smaller in size, is covered with a transparent dome,
as on previous AIDA ships. A large open ‘box’ serves as a podium
for live concerts, surrounded by several levels of terraces between
decks 16 and 17.

The three-deck-high atrium, called Colosseo, is a typical AIDA
feature. It is a central theatre, for shows, bingo, and quiz games, and
where passengers can watch rehearsals if they want to. The space is
open and gets daylight through large windows on the side. 

The layout of the upper sun deck is an aspect of Smeralda’s
uniqueness. The main attraction is the Promenade Volare on deck
18. It is a U-shaped bridge, which offers guests a stunning
panorama, 65 m high. The bridge also marks the edges of a sports
field. Passengers are often there to take a stroll or to enjoy the
sunrise. 

Another stunning viewpoint could have been influenced by the
MSC Seaview class. It is an impressive bridge aft, with glass floors.
Simply called Promenade, it’s quite a sight looking down 18 decks
and is a prime location for selfie takers. The bridge also faces Piazza
di Spagna, an open-air theatre with a huge, bright LED screen under
the bridge. When the weather is good, this will be a popular place for
parties and performances, or open-air cinema. 

Behind the funnel, a large glass roof covers a relaxation area with
bean bags, and a bit lower there are some kids clubs, with a small
pool on port side. It will be interesting to see what happens on a
summer’s day at sea. The decks are going to be crowded. In front of
the yellow funnel, kids find their paradise, with a water slide tower as
part of the Aquapark.

Extra exterior space can be found below, on decks 7 and 8. The

Lungomare Riviera is a large terrace and promenade on both sides
of the ship. When walking from front to stern, two elements are
reminiscent of design on other ships: the large stairs, as on
AIDAprima and AIDAnova, and the cabins with terraces on the
promenade, such as on the Carnival Vista class. 

A buffet of dining options 
The first hours on board are challenging for newly embarked

guests, as the ship is quite large; getting oriented can initially be
difficult. There are a plethora of bars, restaurants, and shops, often
with their own characteristic design. 

The ship has 11 restaurants and 19 bars and cafés. Food and
Beverage director Nicola Acquafresca explains how Italian food
culture has been infused into the onboard experience: “In Italy, food
is of great importance. What we do on Costa Smeralda is to bring a
wide range of high-quality food that pleases guests from all over the
world. This ship has several concepts that are new for Costa
Cruises.” 

The buffet restaurant La Sagra dei Sapori is clearly influenced by
self-service restaurants on AIDA, with decor reminiscent of a bakery
or a cured meat shop. At peak times you might want to avoid this
hectic buffet, though the food is good, as it is cooked while you wait.
“At Costa we have an important programme running, to avoid food
waste as much as we can,” said Acquafresca. “Although it is a self-
service restaurant, people have to tell the staff behind the counters
what they want. It avoids waste, it is more hygienic, and it tastes
better.”

Tutti a Tavola is a restaurant specifically for families with children,
a cohort of often first-time cruisers hugely important for Costa.
Pummid’Oro, a large pizzeria usually teeming with guests, has no
separating walls, giving it a street terrace feel. According to
Acquafresca, the aforementioned restaurants along with the

Costa Smeralda, aerial view. Photo: Costa Cruises

The combined LNG/LPG/LEG carrier Coral Methane refuels Costa
Smeralda in the port of Barcelona. One complete LNG tank filling can
power Costa Smeralda for at least two weeks. Photo: Mike Louagie 

Bar Superba is located aft on the Positano deck 7. Photo: Mike Louagie Terrazza, deck 7, has a limited outdoor seating area. 
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Teppanyaki Restaurant are the eateries that generate the most
revenue.

New for Costa is LAB, a cooking studio similar to the
Kochschule on AIDAnova, but with a more prominent location and
greater visibility. From the corridor, people can observe the inside. Its
Italian cooking classes reflect the identity of the ship.

Around the Colosseo, two venues new in the Costa fleet catch
your attention: Campari, characterised by specialised cocktails, and
a food and wine bar just around the corner, where the noble wine
house Ferrari is represented. Here, guests can book food and wine
tastings, which are sometimes affected by the noise of passengers
gathered in the adjoining atrium. 

Noise and crowds are unfortunately the status quo on this busy
vessel. Even in port, one third of the guests remain on board. Was it
just winter keeping everyone huddled together inside? What will it be
like with lots of children during the school holidays?

Surrounded by several shops, even the guest relations area
always seemed to be crowded too. The reception itself is rather
small, almost hidden. Guests who need something first have to take
a ticket, like in a post office. When they see their number on the
screen, they can move to the reception desk. There is a seating area,
but the many people waiting make it look very chaotic.

As on many modern ships, apps and technology help to reduce
the work and paper load. In the guest relations area, but also in other
places, guests will find credit-card activation stations, for example.
Guests no longer receive paper invoices: they have to download
them via the app. 

Navigating the interior 
The number of room categories is limited to six, from the simple

inside and outside cabins to the cabins with balconies or terraces.

Luxury can be found in two categories of suites, all located at the
four corners of the vessel. The rooms are characterised by a window
bringing natural light into the bathroom. If you prefer privacy, a
curtain can be closed. 

To help navigate through the ship, each deck has its own colour.
Three elevator towers provide 22 lifts in total. Still, it is sometimes
painfully slow to navigate the floors. The high number of decks
discourages passengers from taking the stairs, even if the waiting
time means it’s often faster to walk.

Year round, Costa Smeralda sails the typical itinerary, starting in
Savona, then going to Marseille, Barcelona, and Palma de Mallorca,
before crossing to Civitavecchia and La Spezia. In each port,
passengers can embark and disembark, something which MSC and
Costa have been doing for decades. It allows them to better reach
their different source markets, without the need for flying. 

A sustainably bright future 
Costa Cruises’ president Neil Palomba said during a sneak

preview of the ship in December that the company hopes to have a
hybrid ship in 10–15 years. It could be powered by LNG in
combination with electricity coming from clean shore power. He
doesn’t rule out the possibility of a fully electric ship by 2035.

What is remarkable is the emphasis on LNG power in
communication regarding Costa Smeralda. It is probably the first
time in the history of cruising that the fuel is the most important topic.
Costa Smeralda boasts an impressive size and has its fair share of
innovative interior design, but the ship’s commitment to sustainability
takes the spotlight. 

Perhaps this will serve the brand well, as sustainable operations
have the potential to yield a significant shelf life long into the future –
an attractive projection for a newbuild such as Costa Smeralda.

The Aqua Park features a serpentine water slide on port side, and a
bowl slide on starboard. Photos: Mike Louagie 

Full tan or protected from the sun? Guests have both options. Costa
Smeralda has a large roof-covered outdoor area.

Centrally located close to the forward lifts, Pizzeria Pummid’Oro is
easy to find and extremely popular.

Corridors come in different designs. This one gives passengers a
chance to sit down and watch fellow guests.




