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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers a balanced mix of Sicily’s lively cities and cozy towns, from bustling Catania to sleepy Cefalù. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of archaeological sites, I recommend only the best ones. My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the island’s history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Sicily to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by readers’ positive feedback, I believe this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Bon viaggiu! Happy travels!
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Travel Smart


Sicily is a fertile, uncommon mix of geology and culture. Eruptions from its volcano, a glowing sun, generations of hard work, and wave after wave of civilizations storming through over the centuries—they all come together here, giving visitors a full-bodied travel experience that engages all the senses.


If Italy is one of the most dramatic, flamboyant places in Europe, Sicily is its distilled and intensified sibling—pure passion set in wild beauty. To those who have traveled in other parts of Italy, Sicily may feel similar—but it’s not the same. The beauty is more rugged, the food is more flavorful, and the highs and lows of human history are more extreme. Coming to this island requires not only patience and a sense of adventure, but a willingness to be open to its seductions.


Sicily floats just off the toe of Italy’s boot, like a soccer ball about to be kicked. At about 9,900 square miles, the island can be driven end to end in three hours—a journey that traverses a variety of landscapes, climates, and cultures. This is the only place I can think of where you can marvel at a well-preserved Greek temple, wander through Carthaginian ruins, listen to the Arab-influenced sales pitches of market vendors, dine on African couscous, and admire the glittering mosaics of a Norman cathedral...all in a single day.


Western Sicily is home to Palermo, the busy capital. Ringed by mountains and citrus groves, the once-elegant city has a 19th-century center spiced with fragments of Arab and Norman buildings from a thousand years ago. Nearby is the magnificent Norman cathedral at Monreale. Outside Palermo, this region is quiet and untamed—and often wet and windy—with rolling hills punctuated by jagged mountains and aquamarine waters lapping at windmill-sprinkled salt flats. On the southwest coast is Agrigento, home to an amazing ensemble of cliff-hanging Greek temples.
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Twilight Palermo, cradled by nearby mountains; eye-catching ceramics in Erice





Things get drier as you move inland, with rolling fields of wheat. In the island’s arid midsection, dusty medieval hill towns crown peaks scattered along dry riverbeds. Burrowed here, in the middle of nowhere, is the ancient, mosaic-rich Villa Romana del Casale.


Sicily’s sunny eastern side is dominated by Europe’s most active volcano, Mount Etna. From her smoking peak, the mountain slopes gently down to the southeast coast. Surrounding Etna are thriving cities (earthy Catania, historic Siracusa, and resorty Taormina), ancient wonders, and a tropical natural beauty. This side of the island bustles with shopping centers, factories, urban sprawl, and traffic. To the south, deep valleys and rolling green hills lead to a sunny coast strewn with ancient artifacts and wide sandy beaches.


Sicily’s location at the center of the Mediterranean made it a strategic base for successive waves of long-ago settlers and invaders—each leaving a mark on the culture and landscape. And that too has had an effect on Sicily’s regional differences.




A Sweet Trip Through Sicily


Typical Italian desserts, such as tiramisu and biscotti, are lightly sweetened and made with little butter. But Sicilian sweets pull out all the stops—they’re packed with calories and sugary goodness.


The difference in desserts stems from 200-plus years of Arab rule. When the Arabs arrived in 827, they brought date palms, oranges, lemons, almonds, ginger, and most important, sugar. New farming techniques, such as irrigation, made it possible to cultivate these delicacies—which thrived. Today’s Sicilian desserts owe their sweetness to this Arabic heritage.


Most pastries are made with some combination of sugar, almonds, citrus, and ricotta. Every town has a pasticceria crafting the local version of each sweet, and many desserts have funny names and backstories (like the minnuzze, or breasts, of St. Agatha—a round spongy cake topped with a cherry). Sicilian sweets are eaten any time of day, not just after a meal. A typical breakfast is a sweet one, with cakes, cookies, and pies, all washed down with a cappuccino.


Pasta di mandorla is an almond cookie. Made with almond flour, sugar, and egg whites, this basic recipe comes in many variations, usually named for the shape: little pyramids (tette delle monache, “nuns’ breasts”), wavy wafers (foglie da té, “tea leaves”), or clumps of dough dropped roughly in the pan (brutti e buoni, “ugly but good”).


Cassata is a classic, colorful, sugarbomb cake. The simplest cassata is a crust filled with lightly sweetened ricotta. More elaborate versions might have a base of liquor- infused cake topped with sweet ricotta cheese and chocolate chips, then crowned with a layer of neon green marzipan and a sugar glaze.
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Authentic Sicilian pastries include cassata cake, the cherry-topped “breasts of St. Agatha,” and almond cookies stuffed with pistachios.





Gelato is found all over Sicily, with local varieties such as pecorino (sheep’s milk), fichi d’india (prickly pears), and cassata, a gelato version of the cake.


Sicilians also enjoy a light, refreshing frozen treat called granita. Similar to a slushie, it’s served only during the warmer months (April-Oct). Traditional flavors are mandorla (almond), limone (lemon), and gelsi (mulberry), but you’ll find many others. Sicilians enjoy a granita for breakfast, topped with whipped cream. For a truly local treat, order your granita with a warm brioche bun to use as a scoop.


Cannoli are the most famous Sicilian sweet. A crispy fried pastry tube is filled with sweetened ricotta, then dusted with powdered sugar. The ends can be dipped in nuts, chocolate chips, or candied fruit, depending on the local style. The mark of a high-quality cannolo is one that’s filled right when you order it—otherwise, the shell gets soggy and loses its crunch.


Choosing a Sicilian sweet from a pastry case can be a challenge, as they are all beautiful and enticing. If you can’t decide, ask for un vassoio misto, a mixed tray of shop selections.
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In Sicily, gelato comes in a cone, a cup, or spread on brioche. slushy granita is ideal any time of day. Choose a cannolo, but only if it’s filled at the last moment.








Carthaginians from North Africa used the west side of the island as a trading base. Meanwhile, the Greeks settled the east side. Ancient ruins lie just beneath the surface all along this coast—remnants of Greek colonies that grew to surpass their homeland in splendor. Today, a cultural divide remains. The west has traditionally been poorer and more rural, and the east more affluent and cosmopolitan.


The people of Sicily are warm and welcoming. Although English can be spotty outside of big cities, that’s never a barrier to conversation, as most Sicilians speak more with their hands than with words.


Sicilians live outdoors, flooding piazzas and al fresco cafés. Early evening is the time for the ritual passeggiata promenade up and down the main drag. Sit in the town square and soak in the atmosphere, eavesdropping on spirited conversations. Most people are talking about the same thing: food.


While food may be an art form in Italy, it’s more like a religion in Sicily. Even if you know Italian food well, Sicilian cuisine will surprise you with its complexity—a legacy of its multicultural background. Sicily grows everything from citrus to nuts to tomatoes and feeds the rest of Italy with its harvests. Produce is fresh, cheap, and plentiful—and sold at markets that more closely resemble an Arab souk than a European marketplace.


Family has been the thread that holds this cultural tapestry together. Several generations often live in close proximity. Most Sicilians can say they reside within a few miles of where their great-grandparents lived. Sundays are set aside for family, with a big lunch or a drive in the country.
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Segesta’s photogenic Greek temple; Catania’s Baroque buildings, built from volcanic basalt







[image: Image]


Taormina, in Mount Etna’s shadow; locals celebrating one of Sicily’s many religious processions





Sicily, like Italy, is almost entirely Roman Catholic. Attendance at Mass has sharply declined in the past 20 years, but that hasn’t dampened a spirited participation in religious festivals. Every city has a patron saint who is celebrated effusively with processions, fireworks, and of course, eating.


Sicily lags behind mainland Italy in terms of modernization but is quickly catching up. Some travelers are put off by the chaotic traffic, broken infrastructure, garbage, and graffiti. Public transit is spotty, opening hours change without notice, and Wi-Fi works when it wants to. Things won’t go the way you expect, and “island time” is firmly in effect.


Rather than seeing these as problems, use them as an invitation to enjoy il dolce far niente (“the sweetness of doing nothing”), and surrender to the island’s charms. Slow your pace, linger over a glass of local wine, and breathe the sea air. Embrace the chaos, and open yourself up to the wonders of a place that lives by its own rules.



Sicily’s Top Destinations



Mamma mia! There’s so much to see in Sicily and so little time. This overview categorizes Sicily’s top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS


Sicily’s top cities show off the historical and cultural diversity of the island. For the best quick visit, focusing on these two destinations will give you a sampler platter of ancient Greek, Arab, Norman, and late Baroque Sicily, set against a modern backdrop.



▲▲▲Palermo (2 days)



Sicily’s sprawling capital is gritty on its face, but its colorful markets and bustling shopping streets signal a fun-loving city in regeneration. Top activities include eating your way through the thriving Ballarò or Capo street markets, touring the massive Teatro Massimo, marveling at glittering mosaics at the Palatine Chapel or Church of La Martorana, visiting the eerie Capuchin Crypt, and simply exploring the city’s maze of back streets.



▲▲▲Siracusa (1-2 days)



Once the greatest ancient Greek city on Sicily, today’s Siracusa centers around the lovely historic island of Ortigia, boasting shabby-chic lanes, a grand Baroque piazza, and a lazy seafront promenade, plus a charming puppet museum/theater and a unique cathedral built on the skeleton of an ancient temple. Even the drab, urban, mainland part of town is worth a visit for its ancient sites, archaeological museum, spooky catacombs, and modern church.
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Byzantine mosaics of Monreale (opposite); Palermo back street; Palermo’s Ballarò street market; Siracusa’s Puppet Museum; Siracusa’s Baroque main square
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Monreale Cathedral; beach fun in Cefalù; sunset in Trapani; mosaic floor at Villa Romana del Casale; Monreale’s cloister (opposite)
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WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS


You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. It’s easiest to add destinations based on proximity (if you’re going to Palermo, Cefalù is next door), but some out-of-the-way places can merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.



▲▲Day Trips from Palermo (half-day)



Several worthwhile sights are within an hour of Palermo, including the hilltop ▲▲▲ Monreale Cathedral with its striking interior, wallpapered with golden Byzantine mosaics. The Sanctuary of Santa Rosalia, the beach town of Mondello, and the ancient city of Segesta are also close by.



▲▲Cefalù (1 day)



An hour from Palermo, this fishing village turned beach-bum paradise has a charming old town center with a Norman cathedral, fine seafood options, and an inviting, sandy beach.



▲▲Trapani & the West Coast (2 days)



The laid-back port town of Trapani, famous for its nearby salt flats, makes an easy home base for day trips to the hilltop village of Erice, fishing island of Favignana, Carthaginian ruins at Mozia, and ancient ruins of Selinunte.



▲▲Agrigento & the Valley of the Temples (1 day)



This town, on the southern coast, is home to Sicily’s premier ancient attraction: the Greek ruins at the Valley of the Temples, with a fine archaeological museum nearby.



▲▲Villa Romana del Casale (half-day)



Deep in the middle of the island, this remote palace ruin has the largest collection of Roman mosaics ever found in situ—with 38,000 exquisite square feet of scenes of Roman life.



▲▲Ragusa & the Southeast (1-2 days)



The southeastern corner of Sicily is packed with rolling hills and picturesque towns—the finest being Ragusa, with higgledy-piggledy stone homes blanketing two adjacent hilltops. From here, Modica (famous for chocolate), the valley village of Scicli, the scenic southern coastline, and the showcase Baroque city of Noto are within reach.



▲Catania (half-day)



Sicily’s second city and the de facto capital of the east, workaday Catania is most useful as a transportation hub. Still, its rejuvenated Baroque city center is worth a visit for its splashy fish market, hidden Roman theater, and rare-in-Italy WWII museum.



▲▲Mount Etna (1 day)



The most active volcano in Europe is also the top tourist sight in Sicily. Activities include hikes in a lunar landscape, a visit to the steaming summit, and tours and tastings at up-and-coming wineries on its north slope.



▲Taormina (1 day)



Perched cliffside overlooking the sea, this cushy resort town with a Grand Tour vibe offers picture-perfect views of Mount Etna, a dramatic Greek-Roman theater, easy access to the island’s east side, and the chance to rub shoulders with high-end tourists.
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Catania fish market; Ragusa spills over two adjoining hills.
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itineraries (see the sidebar on the next page) give you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in one or two weeks, but you can adapt the plans to fit your own interests and speed.


City lovers could spend three or four days in Palermo, taking in the 19th-century atmosphere, exploring the churches and many interesting museums, and day-tripping to nearby sights. Wine connoisseurs could spend several days in the countryside (especially along the slopes of Mount Etna) sampling regional vintages. And beach bums could easily lose a week idling on the sandy beaches at Cefalù.


Decide when to go.


Sicily is one of the few European destinations that is open year-round. April, May, June, and October are ideal, with fewer crowds, lots of festivals, and mild weather. The days leading up to Easter are full of celebrations, and worth planning around. July and August are hot and can be crowded—especially at beaches and resorts as Italians and other Europeans descend on the island (especially in August). September is a busy month and rates at hotels can soar (as at other busy times, especially in popular places like Taormina). But even at its liveliest, the island is less crowded than the big, mainland Italian cities.




Sicily’s Best Two-Week Trip by Car


To get the most from your time in Sicily, it’s best to have a car. This two-week itinerary covers the island’s top sights.


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Fly into Palermo, begin sightseeing there

	Palermo






	2

	Sightsee Palermo; side-trip to Monreale

	Palermo






	3

	Pick up car, visit Segesta en route to Trapani

	Trapani






	4

	Day-trip to Mozia and the salt flats, and up to Erice

	Trapani






	5

	Morning drive to Agrigento to tour the Valley of the Temples

	Agrigento






	6

	Morning drive to Villa Romana del Casale, sightsee there, then afternoon drive to Ragusa

	Ragusa






	7

	Follow my southeast Sicily countryside drive (with stops in Scicli and Modica)

	Ragusa






	8

	Morning drive to Noto, then to Siracusa; start sightseeing there

	Siracusa






	9

	Sightsee Siracusa

	Siracusa






	10

	Drive north, choosing between Catania (fish market and WWII museum) or Mount Etna (volcanic sights and wineries); end your day in Taormina

	Taormina






	11

	Vacation from your vacation in Taormina (or day-trip to Etna wineries)

	Taormina






	12

	Morning drive to Cefalù, afternoon on the beach

	Cefalù






	13

	Return to Palermo, drop off car, fly out of Palermo

	 









With More Time: Add days in Palermo and/or Trapani, and include both Catania and Mount Etna.


With Less Time: To see Sicily in one week, from Palermo (2 nights) head to Agrigento (1 night) and the Valley of the Temples. From there, visit Villa Romana del Casale on the way to Siracusa (2 nights). Then drive north, sightseeing at Catania or Mount Etna on the way to Taormina (2 nights). The next day, drive to Catania and fly out.


Getting to the Boot: Daily ferries take passengers, buses, and trains across the Strait of Messina to mainland Italy (see here).
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Sicily’s Best One-Week Trip by Bus and Train


If you’re relying on public transportation, it’s wise to group overnights in big cities and day-trip from there.


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Fly into Palermo, begin sightseeing there

	Palermo






	2

	Sightsee Palermo; side-trip to Monreale

	Palermo






	3

	Day-trip to beachy Cefalù (1 hour by train) or the Valley of the Temples in Agrigento (2 hours by train)

	Palermo






	4

	Morning in Palermo, afternoon bus to Siracusa (3.5 hours)

	Siracusa






	5

	Sightsee Siracusa

	Siracusa






	6

	Morning in Siracusa, afternoon train to Taormina (2 hours)

	Taormina






	7

	Join an excursion tour to Mount Etna or take it easy in Taormina

	Taormina






	8

	Bus to Catania Airport (1.5 hours) and fly out from there

	 









With More Time: You can stretch out this itinerary by doing any of the following: overnight in Cefalù (train); add Trapani (bus); spend a night or two in Catania (train/bus); or relax in Ragusa for a night or two (train), with a side trip (by bus) to Noto.
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The vertical Baroque city of Modica, best known for its chocolate; the salt flats near Mozia, with its medieval windmills





In the off-season (roughly November through March), Sicily can be chilly (low temperatures in the 40s and snow at high altitudes), but you’ll have the island to yourself. Bring plenty of layers, and be prepared for cooler inside temperatures, as Sicilians don’t heat their houses the way Americans do. Expect shorter hours, more lunchtime breaks at sights, and fewer activities. In the dead of winter, stick to bigger cities, as remote areas shut down.


Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Catania in the east and Palermo in the west have the biggest airports. Begin your search for transatlantic flights online at Google Flights or Kayak.


Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring west and southeast Sicily (where public transportation can be sparse) but is useless in big cities (park it). Trains connect some cities, but not all. Long-distance buses fill in the gaps, but few run on Sundays and holidays.




Trip Costs Per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Palermo costs about $1,000-2,000, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow $75 for buses and trains.


Car Rental: Allow $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance (theft insurance is mandatory in Italy).
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Budget Tips


To cut your daily expenses, use public transit in cities rather than taxis, enjoy picnics rather than restaurants, and look for alternatives to fancy hotels. Seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts). Save splurges for experiences you’ll always remember (hiring a private guide, taking a food tour, scaling that volcano). Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels, restaurants, and tour companies offer discounts to my readers. Look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book.
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Greek-Roman theater in Taormina; a wine bar featuring typical Sicilian drinks; welcoming hotel staff in Palermo; a vineyard near Catania





For approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps. Bus and train travel times are given in this book (in the “Connections” sections per chapter). Confirm bus schedules locally and see trenitalia.com for train times. To go beyond Sicily, check budget intra-European flights at skycanner.com [URL inactive].


Work out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations fit comfortably in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more.


Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Sicily’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking an afternoon drive or bus ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Allot sufficient time for transportation; whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations.
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Staying in a home base (like Taormina or Trapani) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Italy’s tourist website, italia.it).


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, peoplewatching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport expires within six months of your return date, you need to renew it (allow eight weeks for a new passport or renewal). Get passport and country-specific info at travel.state.gov. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS, travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en [URL inactive]), and if traveling in the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, gov.uk/visa-immigration).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your local transportation options: If renting a car, reserve it before you go. (If relying on trains and buses, buy tickets in Sicily.) If traveling beyond Sicily, book any cheap European flights you’ll need. Drivers need to bring an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, aaa.com) along with a license.
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Book rooms and key experiences well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals. Availability for rooms tightens (and rates skyrocket) on the coast in the busy summer months. Popular local guides and experiences like food tours can also get booked up.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” credit cards are the simplest way to pay for many things in Europe (you can also set up your smartphone or smartwatch for contactless payments). You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Don’t bring euros from home; it’s cheaper to withdraw cash from a bank ATM in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Check what type of international service your carrier offers, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist on here as a guide.




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. Use the app to listen to audio tours of Europe’s top sights, plus my public radio show interviews with travel experts from around the globe. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store or visit ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at classroom.ricksteves.com.
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Travel Smart


Sicily can fray nerves with its carefree approach to time and rules. If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, and any crowd-beating tips (in Sicily, make sure to confirm hours locally). Check the latest at ricksteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, book ahead for events and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, bus, or train you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take commonsense precautions with your valuables, especially phones, credit cards, and cash (store them securely). Don’t set important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.


Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no shorts or bare shoulders). Take frequent granita breaks. Join the passeggiata, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as sightseeing early or late. For example, visiting Villa Romana del Casale early will let you enjoy the mosaics with fewer crowds on its narrow catwalks.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Sicilians speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Italian, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.
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Taormina’s main street entices strollers at night. Don’t be afraid to negotiate at a market—it’s a Sicilian sport.





Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Sicilian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best arancine (fried rice balls). When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say yes.


Sicily...here you come!
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Misunderstood, underrated Palermo may be Sicily’s most delightful surprise. For years, its touristic reputation was tarnished: gritty, run-down, polluted, traffic-clogged, crime-ridden, and synonymous with Mafia violence. But those days are long gone. The city has revitalized itself with new museums, gentrified neighborhoods, pedestrianized streets, and upscale shops and hotels. The attitude towards the Mafia has also changed, and its influence has significantly diminished. Today, travelers are surprised by how much Palermo (pop. 680,000) entertains them with striking architecture, a cosmopolitan vibe, and a fun-loving energy—while maintaining the wonderful edge that makes travel in Sicily such a treat.
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Spend a day (or two) exploring Palermo’s wide, lively, endearingly potholed streets. Dodge motor scooters on “pedestrianized” lanes as you visit interesting museums (art, archaeology, aristocratic palazzos, marionettes, and more). Tour some of Italy’s most exuberantly decorated churches, and rub shoulders with the palermitani (as the locals are known) at one of the city’s famous landmarks (the Quattro Canti intersection, or the nearby Fountain of Shame). Commune with the dearly departed at the thought-provoking Capuchin crypt, and ogle stunning golden mosaics.


Palermo is also home to Italy’s most vivid street markets. Make a point to wander amidst a cacophony of musical sales pitches and let yourself be tempted by some of Italy’s best street food. If spleen sandwiches and boiled octopus are just too much, stick to saffron-scented arancine rice balls and other deep-fried goodies. And be sure to look up—otherwise you’ll miss the city’s spectacular setting, facing the sea and filling the mouth of a lush valley tucked between dramatic mountains.
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If you’ve been to Naples, you’ll recognize Palermo’s brand of “organized chaos.” Traffic is a mess (pedestrians: keep your head on a swivel). And even the city’s prettiest public spaces are rough around the edges. But Palermo’s decaying elegance is one of the reasons I like it so much. Don’t be afraid to fully experience Pa-lermo. Let its grime get under your fingernails. While a few timid travelers may run screaming, most dive in, fall in love with this warts-and-all city, and leave wanting more.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


On a quick visit, Palermo deserves at least one very full day. Start with my Palermo City Walk to get a handle on this unruly city, then branch out to explore Palermo’s fascinating nooks and crannies. While crowds are generally not a concern, the exception is the Palatine Chapel, where lines can be long with cruise-ship groups. You’ll save time by visiting as soon as it opens or at the end of the day.


Palermo in One Day


On Sundays, when the Norman Palace and the Palatine Chapel close early, rearrange this plan to arrive at the palace when it opens.


Morning: Tour the Teatro Massimo, then follow my self-guided walking tour of the city’s historic core. Finish in time for a street-food lunch at Ballarò Market (where grazing also counts as sightseeing).


Afternoon: After lunch, tour the elegant Palazzo Conte Federico, then head to the Palermo Cathedral and the Palatine Chapel in the Norman Palace, arriving late in the day to avoid long lines (pay attention to last-entry times). Note that the Palatine Chapel is skippable if you’re heading to the similar but more impressive Monreale Cathedral.


Evening: Join the locals for the passeggiata or an aperitivo before heading to dinner. Or catch a puppet show or live performance (concerts, theater, dance) at Teatro Massimo or another venue.


With More Time


Of all the destinations in this book, Palermo is the one most deserving of additional time. A second (or third or fourth) day gives you time to side-trip to see the stunning interior of Monreale Cathedral, the mountaintop Sanctuary of Santa Rosalia, the temple at Segesta, and/or the beachy burg of Mondello. The laid-back resort town of Cefalù is another good day-trip option. All of these are covered in later chapters. And there’s plenty more to do in Palermo, including more market browsing, a street-food tour, and seeing additional sights in town.


Orientation to Palermo


While other parts of Sicily are known for their ancient sites, Palermo only really began to thrive under Arab rule (9th-11th century), when it became an impressive metropolis. The Norman invaders took note and claimed Palermo as their capital. And since then, with each successive wave of rulers, Palermo has remained Sicily’s leading city—layered with fascinating artifacts of each era.


The city center is ringed by sprawling suburbs—especially to the north—hastily erected and cheaply built in the postwar years. Fortunately, the tourists’ Palermo is its fairly compact city center; you can walk briskly from one end to the other in 30 minutes. This zone is bounded by the Norman Palace to the west, Teatro Politeama to the north, the main Stazione Centrale train station to the south, and the harbor to the east.


Downtown Palermo is built on a predictable grid street plan, but within its ancient Arab quadrants, the side streets can spin around in confusing curlicues. It can be doubly confusing to get oriented because tourist maps tend to show the city the way locals think of it: with the harbor—which is actually to the east—at the bottom. (This book’s maps, however, show north on top).


The intersection called Quattro Canti—“Four Corners,” for its quartet of sculpted facades—is considered the center of the city. (Just around the corner are other major landmarks—the Fountain of Shame and the three stunning churches on Piazza Bellini.) Quattro Canti is the point from which the city core is divided into four medieval quadrants—called mandamenti—which locals and savvy visitors use as a shorthand for navigating the city: The northeast quadrant is Castellammare (better known as the Vucciria), the southeast is the district known as La Kalsa, the northwest is Capo, and the southwest is Albergheria (also known as Ballarò).


Quattro Canti is also where two big streets meet: The north-south Via Maqueda is the pedestrian-only shopping and strolling hotspot, passing in front of Teatro Massimo. And the east-west Via Vittorio Emanuele leads west to the cathedral and Norman Palace, and east past a thriving restaurant zone to the harbor. A few blocks east of Via Maqueda is Via Roma, the main traffic artery through the center. It runs from the main train station in the south to Piazza Struzo (near Teatro Politeama) in the north, parallel to Via Maqueda.


While most Palermo sightseeing is easily done on foot, outlying sights such as the Capuchin Crypt, the Sanctuary of Santa Rosalia, the beach resort of Mondello, and the Monreale Cathedral are too far to walk. The crypt and Monreale are on the same bus line, making them easy to connect. To reach the others in one day it’s more efficient to hire a taxi for a few hours (or a private driver—see “Getting Around Palermo,” later). The Capuchin Crypt is covered in this chapter; for the rest see the Day Trips from Palermo chapter.


TOURIST INFORMATION


Palermo’s main TI sits just below the Church of San Cataldo on Via Maqueda. It has bus schedules and current sightseeing information (daily 8:00-19:00, near Quattro Canti at Via Maqueda 191, +39 091 740 8020, turismo.comune.palermo.it). You can also find a TI desk at Teatro Massimo (Mon-Fri 9:30-14:30, Sat-Sun until 15:30) and a TI kiosk at Piazza Marina (in Palazzo Galleti; generally Mon-Fri 9:30-13:30, closed Sat-Sun).


ARRIVAL IN PALERMO


By Train: Palermo’s main train station—Stazione Centrale—is at the southern edge of the central core, facing straight up Via Roma. Inside the station are basic eateries and predictable services; pay WCs are near track 1, and a luggage-storage office is near track 3. The main building has a ticket desk, and ticket machines are out by the tracks. A tobacco shop sells local city-bus tickets. To exit, with your back to the tracks, walk straight out the front door of the station onto Piazza Giulio Cesare, where you’ll find city buses and taxis. Via Roma and the center of town is straight ahead; it’s about a 15-minute walk to Quattro Canti. A taxi to most of my recommended hotels should cost around €10—but only catch a taxi where you see an official, orange TAXI sign (or use Uber). You can also take bus #101 or #102 straight up the Via Roma artery (buses leave from the stop directly in front of the station; for details, see “Getting Around Palermo,” later).
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By Bus: Palermo’s main bus terminal, for regional and airport buses, clings alongside the train station’s tracks (along track 10). Leaving your bus, follow the tracks (past the little terminal with ticket offices) into the main part of the train station; walk straight through the station and out the front door, then follow the directions earlier.


To get to the bus station, first go inside the train station, then bear right, alongside the outer platform of track 10 (look for the blue Terminal Bus, Via Fazello sign). At the bus-terminal building, you’ll find ticket-sales offices for most operators (SAIS, saisautolinee.it; Interbus/Segesta/Etna Trasporti, interbus.it; and Salemi, autoservizisalemi.it). Just beyond that, buses line up in their numbered stalls. Buses to the airport usually leave from stall 15, nearest the train tracks.


By Car: Driving in Palermo makes no sense for the sightseer. Traffic moves in anything but a straight line; lights, signs, and laws are flagrantly ignored; buzzing motor scooters swarm everywhere; and double- or triple-parking while blocking traffic is common. I’d skip the stress and pick up your rental car at the airport when you leave town. If you do decide to drive in Palermo, be aware that the town center is a Zona Traffico Limitato (ZTL) that requires a special pass to enter. For details and parking advice, see “Palermo Connections,” at the end of this chapter).
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By Plane or Boat: See “Palermo Connections” at the end of this chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Safety Tips: While Palermo is generally safe, your wallet may not be—particularly near the train station, at Ballarò Market, and near the cruise port. As in any other big Italian city, use common sense, wear a money belt, and be very careful with your day bag. Secure your phone and don’t wear flashy jewelry. Crowded street markets with lots of distractions are common territory for thieves.


Bike Rental: Centrally located Social Bike, near Quattro Canti, rents regular and e-bikes (Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun until 17:00, Discesa dei Giudici 13, +39 328 284 3734, palermonbike.com). They also offer bike tours (see “Tours in Palermo,” later).


Laundry: There are a few small, self-service launderettes scattered around the center. A reliable one is The Blue Bubbles, near the cathedral (daily 7:00-21:30, Via Matteo Bonello 17, +39 329 256 4791).


Parking “Help”: If you have a car and must park it on the street, local men may offer to “assist” you in finding street parking. It’s smart to give them a euro or two, as they make it their business to “keep an eye on your car.” Sadly, if you don’t pay the local man sitting on a chair nearby, there’s a chance your car will be robbed or damaged while you’re sightseeing. It’s also possible they’ll just pocket the money and disappear.


Best Views: Many Palermo sights (including the cathedral and the Church of Santa Caterina) offer a “rooftop visit” for a few euros extra. While any of these can give a nice overview of the city, doing all is redundant—pick one (the cathedral is probably best). For a free view (mostly over the Piazza San Domenico), ride up to the top-floor cafeteria at the Rinascente department store (Via Roma 289).


GETTING AROUND PALERMO


For most visitors, the best way to see Palermo is on foot. The streets of Via Maqueda and Via Vittorio Emanuele are nominally pedestrianized (but keep an eye out for bikes, scooters, and occasional cars) and enjoyable to stroll. Taxis and buses connect outlying sights.


I’d avoid the tuk-tuks and horse-drawn carriages that loiter in the tourist zones waiting to fleece unsuspecting visitors. Their scam is to quote a price upfront, but later claim that price is per person.


By Bus


Palermo’s local bus company is AMAT. Single tickets are valid for 1.5 hours, including transfers; you can buy one at a newsstand or tobacco shop for €1.40 and sometimes on board for €1.80. Ask for biglietto autobus (beel-YEH-toh OW-toh-boos). A 24-hour ticket costs €3.50. All tickets must be validated in the blue machines on the bus (amat.pa.it [URL inactive]).


Bus stops are indicated by large signs with either AMAT or fermata written across the top. The sign lists all stops on each route, with an arrow indicating the direction. A red dot indicates your current stop. The frequency of bus departures is listed to the side but rarely reflects reality. When your bus approaches, be sure to wave to the driver so they know to stop for you.


Bus hubs in the center include the train station (Stazione Centrale), Piazza Indipendenza (behind the Norman Palace—from here buses fan out to the Capuchin Crypt and Monreale), and Piazza Ruggero Settimo (in front of Teatro Politeama).




Palermo at a Glance


▲▲▲Palatine Chapel and Norman Palace Glittering mosaic-clad chapel inside Europe’s oldest royal residence. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:30-16:30, Sun until 12:30 (chapel closed Sun 9:30-11:30).





▲▲Church of Santa Caterina Sicilian Baroque architecture at its most extravagant. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲▲Church of La Martorana Oldest Byzantine-Norman mosaics in Sicily. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-13:00, closed Sun.





▲▲Teatro Massimo Landmark Art Nouveau opera house—the largest in Italy. Hours: Daily 9:30-19:00.





▲▲Capuchin Crypt Fascinating, albeit morbid, collection of embalmed bodies. Hours: Daily 9:00-12:30 & 15:00-17:30.





▲▲Il Ballarò Market Palermo’s oldest and most authentic street market. Hours: Generally open Mon-Sat 6:00-14:00, closes earlier Sun.





▲Church of San Cataldo Time-warp church with interesting mix of Arab and Norman architecture. Hours: Daily 10:00-14:00 & 14:30-18:00.





▲Salinas Regional Archaeological Museum Top-notch collection of ancient Greek, Roman, and Carthaginian artifacts with a wing dedicated to Selinunte. Hours: Tue-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 13:30, closed Mon.





▲Oratory of San Lorenzo Playful Baroque space and site of notorious theft of Caravaggio masterpiece. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲Palermo Cathedral City’s favorite church with a wild mix of architectural styles. Hours: Mon-Sat 7:00-19:00, Sun from 8:00.





▲Palazzo Chiaramonte Steri Palace that also served as a prison for victims of the Spanish Inquisition. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:00.





▲Regional Art Gallery at Palazzo Abatellis Palermo’s top art museum, with Antonello da Messina masterpiece. Hours: Tue-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 13:30, closed Mon.





▲Palazzo Conte Federico Tour of elegant palace with an aristocrat as your guide. Hours: Generally Thu-Tue, tours on the hour 11:00-14:00, closed Wed.





▲Il Capo Market Classic street market in city center. Hours: Generally open Mon-Sat 6:00-14:00, closed Sun.





Most useful for travelers are buses #101 and #102, which stop all along Via Roma between Stazione Centrale and Teatro Politeama (including at Discesa dei Giudici just south of Via Vittorio Emanuele, and at the post office). Bus #104 links the Norman Palace, Capo Market, Teatro Massimo, and Teatro Politeama.


AMAT buses also conveniently serve several nearby day-trip destinations. From Piazza Stuzo, behind Teatro Politeama, bus #812 links to the Sanctuary of Santa Rosalia and bus #806 heads to the beach town of Mondello. Bus #389 to Monreale leaves from Piazza Indipendenza. You can also reach Monreale or Mondello on the hop-on, hop-off bus (see later).


Free Shuttle Bus: An electric minibus (painted white, orange, and blue and labeled Navetta) runs around the historic center of Palermo; though it’s designed for locals, visitors are welcome to hop on (no tickets needed, runs every 30 Sicilian minutes, less frequent Sun and holidays). It does a handy, one-way, clockwise loop past major landmarks in the city center, stopping at the following places in this order: the train station (in front), Piazza Indipendenza and the Norman Palace, Teatro Massimo (north side, near the taxi stand), and the harbor area near Porta Felice, where it takes a break. Finally, it runs back through the center of town to Quattro Canti.


Because it’s a one-way loop, it’s much handier for getting, for example, from the station to the Norman Palace than vice versa. These shuttles can be crammed, so they work best if you’re patient and not in a hurry. As with all public buses in Palermo, watch for pickpockets. You may even find it enjoyable to simply hop on and joy ride through the kaleidoscopic wonder of Sicily’s biggest and liveliest city.


By Taxi


Palermo is a fine taxi town—especially when it’s hot. You can find taxis at orange-signed TAXI stands, usually near major attractions such as Teatro Massimo or the Norman Palace. If you can’t find a taxi stand, ask someone at a bar or tobacco shop to call one for you. A typical ride—say, from Teatro Massimo or the train station to the Norman Palace—should run about €15. Make sure the meter is running; if you’re going somewhere more distant, agree to a fixed price and have the driver write down the amount before you get in the cab. Taxis can be hired hourly (about €40/hour, €150/half-day), and most drivers can suggest a nice sightseeing itinerary for a fixed price. Avoid hawkers at tourist destinations offering rides—stick to official taxis (+39 091 6878, 6878.it). Uber also operates in Palermo.


By Private Driver


Salvatore “Sal” Coppola and his team of English-speaking drivers can take you to outlying sights, such as Monreale and the beaches of Mondello (€350/about 8 hours for up to 3 people); or farther afield, on side trips to Cefalù, or to Segesta and Erice near Trapani (€420/8 hours). Sal also offers help tracking down your Sicilian roots in the countryside near Palermo and runs multiday tours around Sicily (ask for prices for larger groups or custom trips, +39 339 466 1233, insightsicily.com [URL inactive], salcop@libero.it).


Tours in Palermo


Bus Tours


Several hop-on, hop-off outfits offer tours in the city. City Sightseeing’s buses run generic tours with recorded narration in two loops—one that hits most of the highlights with an optional extension to nearby Monreale Cathedral or the beach town of Mondello, and another that stops at lesser sights. This can be a low-stress, if expensive, way to reach these day-trip destinations (€30/48 hours including either Monreale or Mondello—but not both, April-Oct runs every 30 minutes 9:30-17:00, fewer departures off-season, Monreale bus departs from Piazza del Parlamento in front of the Norman Palace, +39 346 004 6435, city-sightseeing.it). Those arriving in Palermo on a cruise can use the Politeama stop, a short walk from the port.


Cheapskates can see many of the sights by riding the free shuttle bus (navetta) that loops around the city center (see “By Bus,” earlier).


Bike Tours


Social Bike offers morning tours around the city in places that buses can’t go. Their three-hour Palermo Old Town tour glides by the major sights and includes street-food stops (€40); they also have longer rides into the outskirts (Discesa dei Giudici 13, +39 328 284 3734, palermonbike.com, Anthony). They also offer bike rentals (see “Helpful Hints,” earlier).



Walking Tours



Domenico Aronica, a professional photographer and guide, leads easygoing walking tours around the back streets of Palermo with entertaining commentary sprinkled with dad jokes. His tour varies each day and usually includes a stop for street food (€45, most days at 9:30, 3 hours, maximum 15 people, reservations required; private small-group tours available, +39 347 133 6788, palermowalkingtour.com, domenico@domenicoaronica.com).


Local Guides


Jacqueline Alio is a tour guide and author, raised in the US, who has returned to her homeland to share her passion for Sicily. Her tours make the complex history of Palermo accessible, and her depth of knowledge works well for novices and historians alike. She can also arrange custom day trips with a driver to nearby sights (€140/2 hours, €210/half-day, palermoguide.net).


Andrea Masi is an archaeologist who grew up in England and calls both places home. His strength is the archaeology of Sicily, such as at Mozia and Segesta, but he also guides in Palermo (€180/half-day, €300/day, +39 339 440 9377, masitourguidesicily.com).


Food Tours


Streaty Tours offers several entertaining walks that combine nibbles and history. Select from the original street food walk, Sicilian wine, or cooking a meal in a palermitano’s home. This is a great way to spend time exploring Palermo with an energetic local (€69-129, maximum 12 people, streaty.com, booking@streaty.com).


Culinary Backstreets offers a five-hour tour that includes market visits and tastings of street food, wine, and various other Sicilian delights ($150-175, culinarybackstreets.com).


Market Tour and Cooking Class


Duchess Nicoletta, who rents apartments in her palace (see here), is also a well-known culinary artist offering a cooking and cultural experience. She’ll lead you on a tour of a local market, then return to her palace, where you prepare lunch together (contact for price and schedule, includes palace tour, +39 366 414 3887, palazzolanzatomasi.it, info@cookingwiththeduchess.com).


Palermo City Walk


1 Teatro Massimo


Map: Palermo City Walk


2 Via Bara all’Olivella


4 Via Roma


5 La Vucciria Market


6 Via Alessandro Paternostro


7 Piazza San Francesco


8 Oratory of San Lorenzo


9 Piazza Aragona


10 Piazza Bellini: Palermo’s Trio of Churches


11 Piazza Pretoria


12 Quattro Canti (“Four Corners”)


Your first impression of Palermo might be grit and traffic. But with this city, more than most, you have to get under its skin to see what makes it special. This walk will help you do that.


We’ll loop from Teatro Massimo through the historic core of the city, exploring back streets and checking out churches. It’s best to do this walk in the morning; if you finish by lunchtime, you can head to the Ballarò or Capo markets for street food (Capo Market closed Sun). While the walk could be done without stops in an hour, there are several sightseeing opportunities en route; the most worthwhile stops (Teatro Massimo at the beginning, three churches on Piazza Bellini at the end) add another two to three hours.
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1 Teatro Massimo



GOOGLE MAP


Close to the heart of Palermo and its people, Italy’s largest opera house (and Europe’s third largest, rated ▲▲) fills Piazza Verdi in a dramatic, Neoclassical fashion. Started in 1875, soon after the Risorgimento united Italy and civic pride was at a peak, the massive theater took 22 years to build and became a symbol of the up-and-coming city as a magnet for arts and culture. The Massimo (Maximus) Theater was inaugurated on May 16, 1897, with a performance of Falstaff, the last opera written by then-80-year-old Giuseppe Verdi, to whom this square was dedicated.


True to its name, Teatro Massimo has a footprint of nearly two acres, half of which houses the massive backstage. While it may not appear so at ground level, this is also one of the tallest buildings in Palermo, accommodating a towering fly-space used to house scenery (hidden behind the pediment and dome).


[image: Image]


If the grand front staircase looks familiar, you might remember it from the final scene of the Godfather trilogy. The two elegant kiosks on either side of the piazza facing the opera house were the original ticket booths. The theater’s classy Giardini del Teatro café, to the right of the staircase, is open until late daily.


While the exterior is stern Neoclassicism, the interior is a frillier and more playful Art Nouveau (called Liberty Style in Italy), viewable only on a worthwhile 30-minute guided tour or if you attend a performance (tour and performance details on here).


• With the grand staircase at your back, walk straight across the street and jog slightly right to head up the lane called....



2 Via Bara all’Olivella



Enjoy a stroll along this little street, which is filled with small artisan shops and touristy restaurants. Along the way, check out a few vignettes of local culture.


While Palermo’s sometimes dirty and broken streets may turn off some visitors, remember to look up—where you’ll see an entirely different city. Balconies (adorned with flowers or laundry) are common here. Older residents sit and chat with friends in adjacent buildings, or talk to passersby on the street. Some balconies come wrapped in curtains, offering privacy and protection from the sun. Conventional wisdom is that there are no secrets in Sicily, as there are always eyes on the street.
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On the right, stop in at #60, and say ciao to Signore Puccio if he’s open. He runs a workshop where he makes small, inlaid-wood art pieces and paints a variety of traditional handicrafts, such as colorful papier-mâché boxes and nativity scenes.


Down a bit on the left at #95 is the Teatro dei Pupi of the Cuticchio family. Sicilian puppetry is an art form that uses puppets on rods, unlike marionettes, which are controlled by strings. The plays staged by the puppeteers reenact fictional episodes from the epic story of the life of Charlemagne and his chivalrous yet merciless knights (€10, shows usually Sat-Sun at 18:30, schedule posted on theater door, +39 091 323 400, figlidartecuticchio.com).


Just beyond, on the corner to the right at #42, peek inside to watch a wood craftsman at work on the lathe, fabricating candlesticks and reproduction parts for antique furniture.


Continue down Via Bara all’Olivella until you reach Piazza Bara all’Olivella. The building on the right is the 3 Salinas Regional Archaeological Museum, with one of Sicily’s best archaeological collections (described later, under “Sights in Palermo”).


• Continue straight along the side of the museum. At the corner, turn right onto...



4 Via Roma



Opened in 1865 to celebrate the newly unified kingdom of Italy, this street throbs with cars, buses, and shoppers. This is the last artery still open to traffic through downtown Palermo, as the city has pedestrianized the other two major streets, Via Maqueda and Via Vittorio Emanuele. Traffic congestion has increased dramatically in Sicily as more and more people buy cars. To minimize traffic, the city created a limited-traffic zone (ZTL)—charging a fee to drive in the city center—and added a free electric shuttle bus that circulates around the historic core.


The huge building on the right, dominating the street, is the main post office, built in the 1930s. This austere, imposing fascist style of architecture was favored by Italy’s fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini. Using materials and architectural language reminiscent of ancient Rome, Mussolini’s architecture-as-propaganda sends one message: You are small. Individualism is eclipsed by the all-powerful state.
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Cross the street, take in the scope of the post office, and then continue up the street; you’ll find a sleek, blocky department store on the left: Rinascente. This is the Italian version of Nordstrom. Admire their high-fashion window displays, and step inside if you’re in the mood for a bit of air-conditioning. If you’re hungry, their top-floor €€ terrace café offers great views as well as salads, sandwiches, pizza, and a mozzarella bar (daily, enter on Piazza San Domenico and find the elevators to your right).


Rinascente abuts Piazza San Domenico, which is dominated by the huge Baroque Church of San Domenico—the city’s second largest. (For more on Sicily’s Baroque history, see the sidebar on here.) If the church is open, step inside (free, Mon 17:00-19:00, Tue-Sun 9:00-13:00 & 17:00-19:00).
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This very long church is bigger than it looks from the outside. The aisles are lined with tombs of famous Sicilians. To the right as you enter, you’ll find the elaborate float of the Virgin of the Holy Rosary, which is carried on people’s backs through town each year. This is a tradition you’ll see all over Sicily, where religious processions are a fixture of life. Mary, supported by a cloud of angels, carries Jesus as San Domenico (St. Dominic) kneels at her side.


Farther down the right aisle, in a plainly adorned chapel, look for the tomb of Giovanni Falcone, marked Magistrato—Eroe della Lotta alla Mafia (“Magistrate—hero of the fight against the Mafia”). A Sicilian judge and prosecutor, Falcone led efforts to crack down on the Mafia, first in Palermo and later in Rome. After winning a series of convictions against Mafia leaders, Falcone, his wife, and several police officers were killed by a Mafia bomb in 1992. Falcone’s death, intended to assert Mafia power, instead helped to turn public opinion against this social scourge. (For more on the Mafia in Sicily, see the sidebar on here.)


Back out on Piazza San Domenico, with your back to the church, pass through the square and (carefully) cross Via Roma to Via Bandiera, then continue about 50 yards up the street. On the left at #14, you can see a Spanish Gothic tower house, the Palazzo Alliata di Pietratagliata, built in 1573. Even though Palermo has a long history, most buildings you see today are Baroque, dating from the 1600s and 1700s, when the city was renovated by prosperous noble families. Prior to that (back when leading families needed to provide their own security), most of the city was made up of stone fortress-like tower houses similar to this one.


• Head back across the street into the square and turn right to find the lane with the sign overhead reading La Vucciria. Before leaving Piazza San Domenico, consider a snack break at the recommended Bar Lucchese (on your left), well known for quality granite, gelato, and spremuta—fresh orange juice. Consider it a palate cleanser for our next stop.


When you’re ready, head down Via Maccheronai (the “Street of the Pasta Makers”) and wind your way through the stalls of...




Palermo’s History


Like much of Sicily, Palermo has a complicated history of domination. But unlike much of the island, it doesn’t have Greek roots. The city was founded in the eighth century BC by Phoenician traders, near the natural harbor between two rivers.


Although the town was never conquered by the Greeks, it adopted a Greek name, Panormus (meaning “all port”), because it was a critical trading center for the mostly Greek island. Palermo’s prized location—with its excellent port and the fertility of the thriving valley behind it—attracted a parade of successive invaders.


Palermo was a small settlement until the Arabs arrived (in AD 827) and put it on the map by making it the capital of the island. Under Arab rule, Palermo flourished and became one of Europe’s leading cities. With a population of 100,000, it was the second-largest city in Europe (only Córdoba was bigger). During those times, Palermo had an estimated 300 mosques. Eventually the city covered up its rivers to allow expansion. (For more on the important Arab period in Palermo, see the “Arab Palermo” sidebar, later in this chapter.)


Then came the Normans, who arrived in the late 11th century after conquering England and southern Italy. The first Norman king of Sicily, Roger II (r. 1130-1154), found a multicultural island ruled by Arabs. Rather than impose his own culture and Roman Catholic religion, he allowed the ethnic groups to stay—each continuing in their traditional businesses: the Arabs as master engineers and craftsmen, the Byzantine Greeks as teachers, and the Jews in finance and trade. This tolerant attitude, allowing each community to play to its strengths, led to a period of economic prosperity that ushered in a golden age for Sicily.


Norman rule was followed by a series of other overlords: the German Hohenstaufen dynasty (1194-1250), French Angevins (1250-1282), Spanish Aragons and Bourbons (1282-1860), and, finally, a unified Italy (the Risorgimento of the 1860s). And, as throughout Sicily, each period of rule left its mark on Palermo. But Palermo’s colonial heritage has been a blessing in disguise. Today’s city is a wonderful patchwork of architecture, works of art, traditions, dialects, and delightful food cultures.






5 La Vucciria Market



Browse the shops and stalls of Palermo’s oldest marketplace (dead on Sunday). While this small market falls conveniently along the route of this walk, it pales in comparison to Palermo’s biggies (Ballarò and Capo—see here), which are much busier and more sprawling. The Vucciria Market (likely named for the French boucherie—butcher) is less about the vendors and all about experiences.
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Exploring, you can find butchers, household goods, produce, fish, and deli meats and cheeses. At #30 (after the first set of stalls, on the right), a knife store sharpens knives the old-fashioned way, with the arrotino whetting stone.


Several blocks down, on the left at #9, saunter into Taverna Azzurra and sidle up to the bar for a quick glass of wine with the local characters. This gritty dive bar cultivates a clientele that’s an oddly harmonious mix of blue-collar locals and gregarious tourists.


At the end of the market street, Piazza Caracciolo bustles with food stands, open-air grills, and plastic tables. This ragtag space is a handy one-stop shop for Palermo’s famous street food—from boiled octopus (polpo bollito) and spleen sandwiches (pane con milza), to less adventurous dishes such as grilled meats, deep-fried rice balls (arancine), and chickpea fritters (panelle). For more on your options here, see here.


Before leaving, take a moment to notice what isn’t there: Traditional market stalls would have once filled this square. Competition from modern supermarkets has hit traditional markets hard. Now you’ll find more cocktail bars and pop-up restaurants than fruits and vegetables. If you come back here in the evening, you’ll find the Vucciria entering its next evolution—as a nightlife hotspot.


From the small fountain in the middle of the square, turn left and head down unmarked Via Argenteria Nuova (“New Street of the Silver Shop”). After a short block, step into the tiny piazza on the right to see the statue of the “Genie of Palermo” (in a niche in the wall on your right). This is a common symbol of the city, with a snake biting its chest and sucking its blood—a commentary on foreign domination. If you keep an eye out, you’ll find other genies around Palermo.
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Back on Via Argenteria Nuova, you are now walking above the subterranean Kemonia River, which once defined one side of Palermo.


Turn right to enter the next piazza, named for the water that flows under your feet—Piazza Garraffello, from the Arab gharraf, meaning “water in abundance.” Survey the damaged buildings here, especially the one on the left. This area—located close to the strategic port—was heavily bombed by Allies during World War II, and even after all these years, many buildings still await reconstruction. The money received from the Marshall Plan was not used to restore the historic center, as it should have been, but instead funded cheap, sketchy apartment blocks on Palermo’s outskirts.


• With the “Genie of Palermo” behind you, take the first right-hand exit down...



6 Via Alessandro Paternostro



Cross Via Vittorio Emanuele and enjoy strolling along one of Pa-lermo’s most characteristic streets. With its sturdy paving stones, bulky balconies, and delightful shops, Via Alessandro Paternostro is one of Palermo’s most appealing residential streets to wander. And it’s a great place for browsing craft shops—the best of which are marked with the logo of the local artisan association, ALAB (see “Shopping in Palermo,” later).


• Carry on until you reach...



7 Piazza San Francesco



You’ve now crossed from the Vucciria into the edge of the Kalsa district. This neighborhood—even closer to the port—was also hit hard during WWII bombings, and the wealthier residents moved out, leaving this a poor and dangerous area. But recently, this district has been at the heart of the city’s regeneration, and now the Kalsa is full of trendy boutiques and restaurants.
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This beautiful square is one of the district’s finest, where you’ll find the famous, recommended Antica Focacceria San Francesco (a good place for a snack) and, opposite, a church also named for St. Francis. In a town with a Baroque facade on every corner, the Romanesque simplicity of the Church of San Francesco d’Assisi is a delightful surprise. Franciscans arrived in Palermo in 1224, two years before St. Francis’ death, and built this church in 1255. Later remodeled in Baroque style, it was damaged by WWII bombs—triggering a restoration process that brought the church back to its original design. If it’s open, step inside. It’s typical of Franciscan churches: large but less decorated, in keeping with the order’s philosophy of poverty and simplicity. Notice the elegant arch of the Mastrantonio Chapel (third on the left)—one of only a few Renaissance sculptures in the city.




The Mafia


Many travelers’ first introduction to Sicily is The Godfather, the 1972 drama about the fictional Corleone family and the Sicilian crime syndicate known as the Mafia. While the Mafia still exists, it no longer holds sway over the island, and the violence that erupted in the 1970s and ’80s is long past.
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The origins of the Mafia—which referred to itself as Cosa Nostra (“Our Thing”)—are murky but probably date back to the transition out of feudalism after the unification of Italy in the 1860s. The nobility were no longer in control, but the fledgling Italian state did not have the resources to impose the rule of law in far-flung Sicily. After generations of colonial rule, Sicilians found that they couldn’t rely on the government to protect them.


Instead, they looked to people they knew for help. In rural areas, clans formed to provide protection from theft of valuable livestock and fruit. But before long, these “security guards” became a racket in cahoots with the thieves. The clans looted and dominated the people they “protected” and ensured silence with threats. Without anyone to challenge them, the Mafia clans grew stronger and moved into politics, consolidating power by requiring the people under their “protection” to vote for Mafia-controlled candidates.


That system came to a halt under Mussolini, Italy’s fascist dictator (r. 1922-1943). Mussolini brutally crushed the Sicilian Mafia in the 1920s, imposing national government control—and driving some crime bosses to America. But after the Allied invasion in 1943 and the fall of the fascist government, chaos reigned in Sicily. The Allies looked for local help to control the island—and opened the door to the return of the Mafia clans. Corrupt politicians channeled Marshall Plan reconstruction funds to Mafia-run companies, which explains the cheaply built postwar housing surrounding Palermo (much of the money simply disappeared).


The Mafia had a successful M.O.: They’d show up at a business owner’s shop and request a tribute, called a pizzo. Sometimes they’d say that someone in the community needed help, and they were simply passing the hat. Any refusal to pay would result in physical intimidation, injury, arson, or even murder. And nothing was discussed—the Mafia ruthlessly enforced a code of silence, called the omertà. Their dominance continued into the 1980s, reaching a violent frenzy as drug trafficking and turf wars mixed with politics. Those who openly opposed the Mafia were threatened or killed.


The tide turned in the early 1990s, beginning with the convictions of several high-profile Mafia leaders. In 1992, the two leading anti-Mafia judges, Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, were murdered. A year later, a popular anti-Mafia priest, Giuseppe “Pino” Puglisi, was assassinated at point-blank range. But rather than strengthen the Mafia, the brazen murders fueled a growing resistance. Small acts, like shopkeepers refusing to pay the pizzo, emboldened the public. The omertà broke down and people started to report what they knew. One by one, crime families were taken down, some with claws deep in the Italian government. Today, the Mafia still exists, but is less active on the neighborhood level. However, organized crime remains big business: Criminal gangs operate on a worldwide scale, dealing in drugs, weapons, fraud, cybercrime, and human trafficking.


The typical visitor to Sicily will never directly encounter the Mafia but will see monuments recalling events leading to its fall from power. The tombs of Father Puglisi and Giovanni Falcone are inside Palermo Cathedral and the Church of San Domenico, respectively. The council room in City Hall (which you can ask to see) is lined with plaques dedicated to victims of the Mafia. On the road to the airport are pillars marking the sites of the Falcone assassination. The facade of the Nautical Institute has an evocative mural honoring Falcone and Borsellino (facing the marina on Via Cala). And on Piazza Marina is a memorial plaque for Joe Petrosino, an American policeman assassinated on that spot in 1909 while gathering information against the Sicilian Mafia in the US.





• Back outside, facing the church, follow the small brown signs to the Oratorio di San Lorenzo (to the left).



8 Oratory of San Lorenzo
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Tucked away about 50 yards down the street, the Oratory of San Lorenzo (Oratorio di San Lorenzo), worth ▲, might warrant a quick visit. An oratorio was a Christian service organization—a kind of medieval Rotary Club—designed to provide social work not provided by governments. Each had its own oratory—a meeting/worship hall/headquarters—and informally competed to have the most beautiful buildings, and the Baroque Oratory of San Lorenzo is no exception. But it is most (in)famous as the site of a theft of a priceless Caravaggio masterpiece. (For details on visiting the interior, see “Sights in Palermo,” later.)


• Head back to Piazza San Francesco and stand facing the popular focacceria. Turn left to continue down boutique-filled Via Alessandro Paternostro. After a few blocks, turn right at...



9 Piazza Aragona



This wide medieval street has even more fun-to-browse little shops and sidewalk cafés and is jammed with people in the evenings. At the far end of the square, the big stone palace houses the Galleria d’Arte Moderna (GAM), featuring mostly Sicilian artists from the 19th and 20th centuries (for details, see “Sights in Palermo,” later).


Head straight up Via Alloro, with GAM on your right. You’ll soon reach the facade of the ultra-Baroque Church of Sant’Anna, which faces a lovely square with lively cocktail bars (another fun place to hang out after dark). At the next corner, before the busy street, look on your right for the street sign for Via Lattarini (from the Arab attariin, or grocery vendor)—one of the few surviving that’s still written in three languages: Italian, Hebrew, and Arabic.


• Cross busy Via Roma and continue straight uphill, past a row of inviting bars. You’ll pop out at a church-ringed square.



10 Piazza Bellini: Palermo’s Trio of Churches



This tiny square is surrounded by three of the city’s most famous churches. On your right as you enter the square, up the stairs, is Santa Caterina—with a boisterous Baroque interior that’s a feast for the eyes. Across the square, up on a little plateau, are two other churches: On the left is La Martorana, with gorgeous gilded mosaics. And on the right is little San Cataldo, with its Arab architecture. Take time to tour these three, then head for the next stop (for details on visiting each church, see the listings under “Sights in Palermo,” later).


[image: Image]


• Before leaving the square, consider pausing for a fresh cannolo at the bakery tucked away in Santa Caterina’s cloister. When you’re ready to move on, face the Church of Santa Caterina and take the little alley on its left side to...



11 Piazza Pretoria



At the center of this piazza is the Fontana Pretoria, better known as the Fountain of Shame. While fountains like this one may seem “typically Italian,” they are actually quite rare in Sicily. The Renaissance never really took hold here, and this is one of the few Renaissance works in the city. The fountain, made of Carrara marble, was originally crafted in 1555 for the Tuscan villa of a Spanish viceroy. It was sold to the city of Palermo by the viceroy’s son, who had become Palermo’s governor. His workers broke the fountain down to about 640 pieces and rebuilt it in front of the City Hall. (Locals note the irony that one of their most famous landmarks is the least palermitano thing about their city.)
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Arab Palermo


Palermo’s ancient roots go back to the Phoenicians, but it wasn’t a major city until the arrival in AD 827 of the Arabs—the first inhabitants who really spurred the city’s development. Sicily’s Arabs were from the Fatimid dynasty, whose caliphate stretched along the North African coast and beyond. They ruled Sicily for more than 200 years, reinventing what was a Byzantine colony, making the most of its strategic location and fertile soil. The Arabs brought new crops like citrus, nuts, sugar, dates, and cotton, and were marvels at water engineering, turning dry areas into farmland. Considered the most modern of its time, Arab culture was admired for its commitment to education and advances in mathematics, medicine, and astronomy.
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Palermo also benefited from the Arabs’ urban-planning skills. The city was enlarged as the two rivers surrounding it, the Papireto and Kemonia, were channeled underground. With the newly formed land, the Kalsa district was laid out with wide streets and gardens, some of which still exist. Palermo became one of the largest and most modern cities in Europe; at the turn of the millennium, it was considered the jewel of the Mediterranean.


In the 11th century, the Normans came from northern France to conquer and re-Christianize Sicily. They succeeded—but were so impressed that they chose to keep the Arab community and incorporate their skills into the new kingdom. Arab mathematics, cartography, and architecture merged with the Norman culture, bringing on a golden age. The 1200s were the heyday of “Arab-Norman” art and architecture, a unique hybrid of two distinct cultures sharing one island.


Arabian influence can still be found today throughout the city. The architecture of Palermo Cathedral, San Cataldo Church, the Norman Palace, and other buildings of the Norman era incorporate Arab decoration and engineering. And their influence can be found in the sweet shops and in the singsong of the merchants in the Ballarò and Capo markets, which began as Arab souks.





This fountain’s gathering of statues includes gods, goddesses, and grotesques on several levels. The nickname “Fountain of Shame” comes from the nude figures—considered quite racy in conservative Sicily. To make things worse, the fountain was assembled right under the windows of the Dominican convent of Santa Caterina (notice the adjacent dome). Local folklore claims that the nuns tried dressing the figures, but to no avail. Eventually, they slipped out of their convent—chisel and hammer in hand—and chipped away some of the offending parts. The iron fence was added in the 19th century to prevent further “remodeling.”


The City Hall (Palazzo Pretorio) flies four flags: the blue EU flag; the red, white, and green Italian flag; the Sicilian flag with the Trinacria symbol (see the sidebar, later); and the red-and-yellow flag of Palermo. Below the flags stands the imperial eagle—the symbol of Palermo since the reign of Frederick II. And up at the top of the building is a statue of St. Rosalia, the city’s patron saint (for more on Rosalia, see the sidebar on here). The bell to the left of the flags used to announce city assemblies. Don’t be surprised to find polizia in riot gear loitering, as people usually gather here for protests. If you ask politely, you can often peek at the city-council chambers, with their walls covered in plaques dedicated to victims of Mafia assassinations.


• With City Hall on your left, go down the steps to Via Maqueda and turn right. At the intersection, look around at the four fancy facades.



12 Quattro Canti (“Four Corners”)



The Quattro Canti, or “Four Corners,” is the heart of the city of Palermo. This intersection of Via Maqueda and Via Vittorio Emanuele divides the city into its four major historical neighborhoods. Officially named Piazza Vigliena, the intersection’s four concave corner facades create a great example of the Sicilian delight in Baroque architecture. It was built under Spanish rule to lure nobles to move from country villas into urban townhouses, in an effort to revitalize the city.
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Starting from the bottom, Quattro Canti’s three levels of statues represent the four seasons, each one personified as a woman (from a young maiden for Spring, to an elderly woman for Winter), Spanish kings (Charles V and Philip II, III, and IV—a reminder of the colonial overlords this island has endured), and four patron saints of Palermo (Cristina, Ninfa, Oliva, and Agatha). Wondering why St. Rosalia, the adored local saint, didn’t make it to the Final Four? Quattro Canti was finished before she became the city’s patron saint. (To make up for it, they added a statue of Rosalia—higher than any of these—on top of the City Hall building, in the square we just left.)




The Trinacria


The Trinacria, or Triskeles, is the ancient symbol of the island. Although there are variations, it typically shows a face in the center with three disjointed legs bent around it. Often it is portrayed with wings on the sides as ears and shafts of wheat sprouting from the center. Two pairs of tangled snakes, above the head and below the chin, create a hissing headdress.
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The face is often referred to as Medusa, one of the three Gorgons, who, along with her two sisters, had the power of turning enemies into stone with a single glance. Because of this, the symbol could be a reference to the stone-creating mama herself, Mount Etna. The first existing example of the symbol was found on a bowl dating from the seventh century BC (now in the archaeological museum at Agrigento’s Valley of the Temples), but the symbol itself is very likely much older. It is possible that early colonists, intent on keeping the fertile island for themselves, used this scary symbol to ward off superstitious Greek settlers.


The wheat shafts represent the fertility of the island, as Greek myths claimed that wheat grew wild here. The three legs are likely a representation of the three corners of the island, which links to the name “Trinacria,” meaning three promontories.


The symbol has become the centerpiece of the Sicilian flag, which features the Trinacria on a red-and-yellow background split diagonally: red symbolizing Corleone and yellow representing Palermo—the first two territories to rebel against the French in 1282.





After “reading” the Quattro Canti vertically, scan it horizontally, noticing the complete circle created by the four seasons: Spring (holding flowers; she’s on your left, as you enter the square), Summer (holding fruit), Fall (holding pinecones), and Winter (with a flame). Baroque architects often hide a trick in their buildings—some sort of optical illusion. In this case, the contrast of sunlight and shadows (chiaroscuri) on the facades at this intersection changes progressively as the sun moves across the sky. As you pass through this intersection at different times of the day, notice how the light shifts: starting in the early morning with Spring, then moving clockwise as the day goes on, until illuminating Winter just before sunset. That’s why Quattro Canti is also called the “Theater of the Sun.”


Notice the elegant lampposts that ring the square. On the base of each lamppost, you’ll find a face with three legs surrounding it. This is the symbol of Sicily, the Trinacria, which has represented the island for more than 3,000 years. On our walk today we’ve seen the fragments of many civilizations that have arrived and departed, but the Trinacria remains, watching over her island from flags, pottery, and decorative elements like these.


• Our walk is over. From here, you have several excellent options. You could continue straight up the lovely, mostly traffic-free Via Maqueda; in about 10 minutes, you’ll reach the Teatro Massimo—where we began our walk. The Capo Market, a great stop for lunch, is a few minutes’ walk behind the theater.


Or you could turn 90 degrees to the left and head up Via Vittorio Emanuele. In about 10 minutes, you’ll reach the Palermo Cathedral; then, about 10 minutes past that is the Norman Palace, with its mosaic-encrusted Palatine Chapel. Or to reach the Ballarò Market, go back the way you came on Via Maqueda (passing the Fountain of Shame on your left). After two blocks, follow signs on the right to Mercato Ballarò and Palazzo Conte Federico on Via del Ponticello.


All of these sights are described in the next section. You’re in the center of Palermo life. Enjoy!


Sights in Palermo


CHURCHES ON PIAZZA BELLINI


▲▲Church of Santa Caterina


▲▲Church of La Martorana


▲Church of San Cataldo


OTHER SIGHTS IN THE CITY CENTER


▲▲Teatro Massimo


▲Salinas Regional Archaeological Museum (Museo Archeologico Regionale Antonino Salinas)


▲Oratory of San Lorenzo (Oratorio di San Lorenzo)


GAM (Galleria d’Arte Moderna)


WEST END OF DOWNTOWN


▲Palermo Cathedral (Cattedrale Metropolitana della Santa Vergine Maria Assunta)


▲▲▲Palatine Chapel (Cappella Palatina) and Norman Palace (Palazzo Normanni)


IN LA KALSA, NEAR THE HARBOR


▲Inquisition Cells at Palazzo Chiaramonte Steri


▲Regional Art Gallery at Palazzo Abatellis


Palazzo Butera


International Museum of Marionettes (Museo Antonio Pasqualino)


Palermo Botanical Garden (Orto Botanico)


IN BALLARÒ


▲Palazzo Conte Federico


MARKETS


▲▲Il Ballarò Market


▲Il Capo Market


La Vucciria Market


AWAY FROM THE CENTER


▲▲Capuchin Crypt (Catacombe dei Cappuccini)


Map: Capuchin Crypt


CHURCHES ON PIAZZA BELLINI


This trio of glorious churches—facing each other across Piazza Bellini—are just a few steps from the Quattro Canti intersection and the Fountain of Shame.


Discount Deal: These three churches are part of a group called Il Circuito del Sacro. If you have a ticket for any one of these, show it to get a euro off at the others.



▲▲Church of Santa Caterina
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Baroque—a hyperdecorative architectural style from the 1600s and 1700s—is at its most colorful and exuberant extreme in Sicily, as demonstrated in this church. Santa Caterina’s simple exterior hides an explosive Sicilian Baroque interior, a riot of marmi mischi e tramischi (mixed and remixed) marble-inlay decoration.


Cost and Hours: €3 church entry, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing; €10 rooftop visit, daily 9:30-13:30 & 15:00-17:00.


Visiting the Church: Here’s a quick tour: The base of the first column on the right shows a three-dimensional depiction of the story of Jonah, where the ship and the whale’s mouth appear ready to jump right out of the wall. Scenes on other column bases are nearly as dynamic—look for Abraham about to slay his son, Isaac.


This marble-inlay technique was popular in Florence during the Renaissance, later making its way down to Sicily. It’s a type of mosaic, but rather than using small tiles, larger slabs are pieced together like a puzzle—taking advantage of the marble’s color and pattern to heighten the design.
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Walking farther down the nave—toward the over-the-top altar area—consider the history of this church, dedicated to Saint Catherine of Alexandria. This was the church of a prestigious convent, active until the early 2000s. In noble families of the past, the first-born daughter was given a dowry and strategically married off. Subsequent daughters, who lacked funds to marry into aristocracy, were instead “married to Christ” and sent to convents. Posh families sent their spare daughters here to Santa Caterina, giving a handsome donation for acceptance in this exclusive convent. The funds were used to take good care of the sisters...and to enrich the decor of their church.


Look up and find the golden screens. The families of the nuns could come for Mass on special days, and while they were not allowed to meet face to face, the sisters could observe from the hidden upper galleries.
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This convent was famous for making sweets. On the right, near the altar, is a door where traditionally you could place your order and money on a lazy Susan and sweets popped out, allowing nuns to avoid contact with the public. Today a line forms in the cloister at I Segreti del Chiostro where you can buy the same sweets made using the original recipes. Their cannoli are freshly assembled as you watch (customize your order with pistachio, chocolate, candied orange, or cherries). Even if you’re not ready for a snack, you can pop into the cloister to look around.



▲▲Church of La Martorana
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This jewel-box church (officially called Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio) is a typically Sicilian architectural fusion, combining Baroque with the oldest Byzantine-Norman mosaics on the island.


Cost and Hours: €2, Mon-Sat 9:30-13:00, closed Sun, +39 345 828 8231.


Visiting the Church: The core of the church dates from the 12th century. But that’s not what you see when you first enter. Over the centuries, what started as a squat Byzantine church was eventually enlarged, with a Baroque extension at the front and back. (Since the standard-issue frilly Baroque altar dominates your view as you enter, it’s easy to look right past the church’s Norman highlights.)
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In the first side chapel on the left is a mosaic of a man kneeling before Mary. This is George of Antioch, who commissioned the church in the 12th century. In a similar altar opposite George, you’ll find his boss, King Roger II. Unlike George, the king stands proudly before Christ. This mixture of religious and political themes reinforces Roger’s divine rule, as he receives a crown from Christ who hovers only ever-so-slightly above him.


Now walk slowly up the nave. Look up at the ceiling decor, and you can’t miss where you step from the Baroque extension into the gilded mosaic-clad original core of the church. Looking down, you’ll notice the floor changes at the same point.


On the underside of the arch just before the cupola (in the gilded mosaic) are scenes from Mary’s life: on the left, a sweet Nativity scene, and on the right, the Dormition of the Virgin. Based on the belief that Mary didn’t “die,” but rather went into a deep, peaceful sleep before being assumed to heaven, this subject is rare in Italian Catholic churches—but common in Greek Orthodox ones. Although always devoted to the Greek Orthodox rite, in 1937 the church was officially handed over by the archdiocese of Palermo to the Albanian Orthodox community, who still celebrate their liturgy here today. Notice that the seats of the pews can be flipped up—in Eastern Orthodox worship services, the congregation stands rather than sits.


Stand under the main dome and appreciate the other glittering mosaics. You’ll see Jesus seated on a throne, as he’s typically depicted in Eastern Orthodox churches: Christ Pantocrator (“All Powerful”).


Exploring the rest of the church, think of this: Sicilians associate La Martorana with marzipan. In the past, nuns from the adjacent Benedictine convent (founded in the 12th century by Eloisa Martorana) raised funds making and selling fruit-shaped marzipan. That convent is long gone, but the traditional candies called “Frutta Martorana” live on in every sweet shop in town.



▲Church of San Cataldo
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While built around the same time as La Martorana, the architectural contrast between the two churches is striking. Sicily was transitioning from Arab to Norman rule in the 12th century, and this church blends both styles of architecture. The solid Norman walls are lightened with the three round, red, Arab-inspired domes on top. This church remained unspoiled by its neighbor’s Baroque influence. In the 18th century, it was converted into a post office. During the fascist period, a restoration stripped it of its interior decoration, leaving it plain. Even so, it will make you feel like you’ve gone back in time 900 years.
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Cost and Hours: €2.50, daily 10:00-14:00 & 14:30-18:00, Piazza Bellini 3.


OTHER SIGHTS IN THE CITY CENTER


These are listed roughly in the order you’ll reach them on my self-guided Palermo City Walk, earlier.



▲▲Teatro Massimo



Palermo has two landmark theaters, Teatro Massimo and Teatro Politeama. Teatro Massimo—closer to the center and with the more impressive interior—can be seen on a concise, interesting 30-minute tour. (The theater’s history and exterior are described earlier, at the beginning of my Palermo City Walk.)
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Cost and Hours: €12, tours run daily 9:30-18:20—enter through the door to the left of the grand staircase and ask about the next tour, classy Giardini del Teatro café, +39 091 605 3267, teatromassimo.it.


Visiting the Theater: On the tour, your guide will lead you through the Liberty Style (Italian Art Nouveau) interior—beginning with the original detailed wooden model of the theater, which the architect used to win the commission. Then, stepping into the impressively huge auditorium, understand the forgotten elegance and importance of Palermo in the past. The auditorium boasts near-perfect acoustics thanks to the horseshoe shape of the seats and mahogany wood used for the construction of the boxes, which naturally amplifies the sound. Very modern for its day, the theater even has an early form of climate control: the 11 fresco panels in the ceiling, arranged like the petals of a daisy, can be raised to let out hot air. From the auditorium, you’ll head up to the royal box (with the best seats—and acoustics—in the house), then visit the Pompeiian Room, a domed lounge modeled after the frescoes from that ancient Roman city.


Performances: The theater hosts performances year-round, and tickets can be affordable (sometimes available day of show, box office open Tue-Sun 9:30-15:30, closed Mon, same contact info as above).



▲Salinas Regional Archaeological Museum (Museo Archeologico Regionale Antonino Salinas)



GOOGLE MAP


Palermo’s easily appreciated archaeological museum shows off the rich mix of ancient civilizations that shaped Sicily. You’ll see Egyptian hieroglyphs, Phoenician sarcophagi, and Greek vases. But the museum’s highlight is the fascinating trove of sculpture from Selinunte, the ancient Greek city on Sicily’s southwest coast (see here). Whether you visit Selinunte or not, these impressive fragments from its ruined temples are striking reminders of the enormous influence that ancient Greece had on Sicily.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €8; Tue-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun until 13:30, closed Mon; worthwhile €5 audioguide; Piazza Olivella 24, +39 091 611 6805, coopculture.it (search “Salinas”).


Visiting the Museum: Entering the museum, pass through a serene little courtyard (say hi to the turtles) and into a second courtyard. Get oriented. The Selinunte sculptures are straight ahead, through the Selinus Hall. But first, we’ll see artifacts from the civilizations that preceded Selinunte.


• Explore the rooms circling the courtyard, starting with the room immediately to your right.


The Palermo Stone—a slab of black basalt covered in Egyptian hieroglyphics—is as old as the pyramids (c. 2450 BC). The text (read right to left) is one of the oldest histories in existence, a boon to scholars. It lists every Egyptian pharaoh from 3100-2300 BC, including Khufu, who built the Great Pyramid of Giza. It’s also a calendar, with years named after important festivals and births. So why is an Egyptian stele (monument stone) in Sicily? Though Egyptian culture was the foundation of all Mediterranean culture, the Egyptians didn’t settle Sicily. A Sicilian family donated this stele to the museum in the late 1800s.
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