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WELCOME TO Sicily



8 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE…


BEST OF Sicily


SICILY’S ANCIENT SITES


Island-Hopping Escapes


SICILY’S BEST BEACHES


Tasting Sicily


Whether you’re visiting the enchanting island of Sicily for the first time, or returning to savor it again, the fact that you’re really here might just hit you during the break between the late afternoon and dinnertime, when Sicilians enjoy “la passeggiata.” Locals, often hooked arm-in-arm with friends or family, take part in this evening stroll each day, chitchatting about the latest news and gossip. Kids play in the street and older people relax on park benches, in front of bars playing cards, or drinking an aperitivo before sitting down to a delicious meal.


Most visitors start their journey in Palermo or Catania, then wander from there. The southeast features Baroque towns and fishing villages and beautiful ceramics, and is dotted with Greek and Roman landmarks. In western Sicily, the drive from fortified wine capital Marsala to seaside Trapani is lined with sea salt flats, often speckled with migrating flamingos. Heading north, charming and romantic towns like Cefalù and Taormina are quintessentially Sicilian destinations, perfect for first-time visitors. Take day trips from Catania to Mount Etna volcano for hiking or wine tastings, or head south to sun-drenched Ortigia, the historic center of the ancient city of Syracuse. And, of course, gorgeous, shabby, raucous Palermo merits at least a few days on its own.


No matter where you go, the history of Sicily is laid out right in front of your eyes, in the architecture as well as the food. It’s a top destination for food and wine lovers from around the world; there’s nothing like that first taste of freshly made sheep’s milk ricotta or a glass of mineral-rich wine nourished by Mount Etna’s fertile volcanic soils. A trip to Sicily is an invitation to slow down and indulge all the senses.


Soak it all in. Life in Sicily moves slower, and that is what makes it so special.
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beach at Scala dei Turchi






8 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Lounging on Sicily’s best beaches, from chic beach clubs dotted with colorful umbrellas to secluded rocky coves.
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2 Climbing Mount Etna, Sicily’s beating heart and the most active volcano in all of Europe, where you can grab a glass of volcanic wine after your hike.
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3 Seeking out Spanish-influenced Baroque architecture in the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Noto.
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4 Snacking on crispy, salty, sinfully good street food in Palermo.
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5 Following in the footsteps of the ancient Greeks at the eight majestic temples of the Valle dei Templi.
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6 Island-hopping in the Aeolian Islands.
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7 Tasting Sicilian wine, from the fortified wines of Marsala to malvasia wines from the Aeolian Islands.
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8 Strolling and shopping on the island of Ortigia, the sun-drenched historic center of Syracuse.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Palermo


Start your trip to Sicily in the fascinating capital city of Palermo, where its history is marked by waves of conquerors, from the Greeks to the Romans, Arabs, Normans, French, and Spanish. Each one has left its mark and influenced the architecture, culture, landscape, customs, and culinary traditions of the island. Palermo is a hub of Sicilian art, culture, and gastronomy. The centro storico is filled with art museums, folksy puppet performances, noble palaces, flourishing outdoor markets, and some of Italy’s best street food.


Western Sicily


Spectacular beaches surround Palermo and also stretch down Sicily’s western coast. The seaside town of Cefalù is one of Sicily’s postcard sights, and towns like Castellammare del Golfo, Scopello, and San Vito lo Capo dot the drive from Palermo to the western coast of Sicily. The low-key Aegadian Islands sit in the Mediterranean off the coast of the seaside towns of Trapani and Marsala. The latter is famous for its seafood and fortified wine. To the south, the ruins of the Valle dei Templi rival anything found in Greece.


The Aeolian Islands


Just off Sicily’s northeast coast, head off the grid to the Aeolian Islands. The largest is Lipari, which can serve as a base for exploring the other six islands. Some of the best swimming, wine, fresh seafood, and nightlife in Sicily can be found on the Aeolian Islands, and Salina in particular is the place to splurge on a luxury resort. See the volcano on Stromboli explode at night, taste wines grown on the island, and lounge on beaches only accessible by boat. Milazzo is the main departure point for ferries to the islands, but is beautiful in its own right—slow down to enjoy one of the region’s famous granitas before making your island escape.
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Catania, Mount Etna, and Northeastern Sicily


Under the shadow of Mother Etna, Catania’s proximity to Sicily’s largest airport, Catania Fontanarossa, makes it a no-brainer stop on any trip to Sicily. This intricate black-rock city was rebuilt with lava stones after two devastating volcanic eruptions and earthquakes, but the vivacious Pescheria di Catania fish market shows the town to be very much alive. Within an easy drive, you can climb the slopes of Mount Etna, sip volcanic wines, and live large in glamorous, historic Taormina.


Syracuse and Southeastern Sicily


Get a glimpse into Sicily’s Greek history in Syracuse, originally founded by the Corinthians in 734 BCE. Its Parco Archeologico della Neapolis is home to an impressive Greek theater and a Roman amphitheater, and the island of Ortigia jutting just off the city’s coast is the perfect combination of historic architecture, the sea, and delicious food. Then, venture out to the towns of Modica, Noto, and Ragusa, living pieces of art with their beautiful Baroque townscapes. Along the southeastern coast, you will find lovely beaches with fewer crowds.
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the Baroque town of Modica in southeastern Sicily






WHEN TO GO



Sicily’s subtropical Mediterranean climate, with mild winters and hot, dry summers, makes it an ideal destination all year round, with the exception of a few weeks in August when the island becomes crowded with tourists on their summer holidays. However, the islands off the coast of Sicily—Aegadian, Aeolian, and Pantellaria—are seasonal, with most businesses only open April/May to September. Throughout Sicily and the islands, July and August are generally the busiest, most crowded months; the transitional months of April, May, and September offer the best balance.


BEFORE YOU GO


In general, give yourself a little wiggle room in your planning. Life moves slowly in Italy, even more so in Sicily. It will take longer than you expect to travel from place to place. There are surprises around every corner, so it’s best to leave a little free time to allow for changes.


Passports and Visas


U.S., UK, Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand travelers do not need a visa to enter Italy, but in 2024, the ETIAS registration system (https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en) is set to go into effect, and visitors from visa-exempt countries will need to apply for authorization to enter Italy (and other European Union countries). Passports should be valid for six months after your departure date from the EU.


EU citizens have no visa or registration requirements to enter Italy. For travelers from South Africa, a Schengen Visa (€80 for adults) is required to enter Italy.


For more information, visit Italy’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs website (http://vistoperitalia.esteri.it).


What to Pack


Sicily is very casual, with mild winters and hot summers. Beaches figure prominently in a trip to the island, so be sure to bring swimsuits and sun protection. Water shoes can help navigate rocky Sicilian beaches. If you’re planning to hike, such as up Mount Etna, well-fitting hiking footwear is essential.


For travelers from outside the EU, pack a couple plug adapters—EU outlets take plugs with two round pins—to charge your devices.


To reduce waste, bring a refillable water bottle, reusable shopping bag, and your own toiletries.


Transportation


Although there are train and bus systems in place, a car—whether self-driven or with a driver—is the recommended way to travel around Sicily.


Air


Sicily’s main airports are in Palermo (Aeroporto di Palermo Falcone e Borsellino, also known as Punta Raisi) and Catania (Aeroporto di Catania Fontanarossa). There are no direct flights from North America to either airport, but both are well connected to airports across Europe and Italy. Though it is possible to travel to Sicily by train, bus, and rental car from mainland Italy, travelers with limited time should consider the quick, frequent, and cheap domestic flights.


It is not necessary to fly between destinations in Sicily. The one exception is the island of Pantelleria, which is located far enough off the coast of Sicily that flying is the best option.


Train


Train service connects major cities in Sicily, though it is generally a slower, less reliable way to travel compared to the rest of Italy. Mount Etna is also accessible by the Ferrovia Circumetnea train.



Ferry



You will need to take a ferry to reach the archipelagoes off Sicily, such as the Aegadian and Aeolian Islands. It also is possible to reach Palermo from Naples on mainland Italy via an overnight ferry (11 hours).


Bus


Regional bus service is available between cities and, in some cases, may be the only option for those who aren’t driving. For some trips, such as between Palermo and Trapani, the bus may be faster than the train.


Car


Driving is often the best way to get around in Sicily. Outside of large cities like Palermo or Catania, it is easy to drive in Sicily, since the terrain is generally flat. That said, give yourself extra time on road trips, as many small, regional roads will not be smoothly paved.


Car rental agencies are available at most airports and in larger cities, and off-season prices for rental cars are extremely affordable. In addition, hotels will often provide shuttle services from the airport; check with your accommodations for recommendations on how to best reach them.


If driving yourself, bring an international GPS of your own. Renting them through the agency will be expensive. In off-the-grid locations, cell service might be limited, so don’t depend solely on your cell phone for directions, though the Google Maps app has a great option to download regional maps offline.




If You Have…


• Three Days: Head to Palermo and make day trips to Cefalù and Segesta.


• One Week: With seven days, visit Palermo and explore the western coast down to the spectacular Valle dei Templi.


• Two Weeks: You can see most of Sicily in two weeks, starting in Palermo and seeing the western coast, then crossing the island to Catania, Taormina, and Mount Etna. You can visit one of the archipelagoes off the Sicily coast as well, either breaking up the western coast portion with a night or two on the Aegadian Islands or ending your trip with a getaway to the Aeolian Islands.





Public Transportation


Within cities, public transportation can simplify your trip. In Palermo, Catania, and their immediate vicinity, buses comprise the public transportation network, and Catania also has one Metro line. Messina has a tram system.


The Aeolian island of Lipari also has bus service.
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BEST OF Sicily


Any one region of Sicily can take at least five days to explore properly, but it’s possible to see the highlights in a little more than a week. You’ll need to rent a car to make the most of your time.


Day 1-2: Palermo


After landing in Palermo, the island’s buzzing, vibrant capital, get the lay of the land at Quattro Canti, or the “Four Corners,” a beautiful Baroque landmark at the main crossroads of Palermo’s old town. Nearby, stroll through Piazza Pretoria and the red-domed Church of San Cataldo, before walking south to Mercato di Ballarò for a deep dive into Palermo’s famous street food. Spend the afternoon in the fascinating Palazzo dei Normanni before finding a nearby wine bar for an aperitivo and enjoying dinner at a tucked-away trattoria.
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Mercato di Ballarò





Begin your second day in Sicily with breakfast at the oldest coffee roaster in Palermo, Casa Stagnitta, then stop in Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio church to see its Byzantine mosaics. In the afternoon, choose a museum, like the Galleria d’Arte Moderna Palermo, to explore, or peruse the treasures of Mercato delle Pulci to find a unique souvenir. In the early evening, join in the typically Sicilian passeggiata along the waterfront Foro Italico, heading to Mercato Vucciria just as its alleyways start to bustle with young people drinking, dancing, and snacking on Palermitan street food delicacies.


Day 3: West from Palermo


Rent a car and make the 20-minute drive from Palermo’s city center to the stunning Cattedrale di Monreale, a can’t-miss UNESCO World Heritage Site, built in the 12th century, when Sicily was under Norman rule. Continue driving west into the Monreale DOC winemaking region, where you can schedule tastings at wineries like Alessandro di Camporeale or Tenuta Sallier de La Tour. Spend the evening in seaside Castellammare del Golfo.



Day 4: Southwestern Coast



In the morning, drive inland from Castellammare del Golfo to the Temple of Segesta, and spend a few hours at the picturesque ruins. Afterward, keep heading south along the coast for about two hours to the dramatic, terraced limestone beach of Scala dei Turchi, a great place to meditate on all the history that this part of Sicily has seen. Make your way to Agrigento, a 20-minute drive from the beach, for dinner and a much-needed night’s sleep.


Day 5: Valle dei Templi


The next day, make a beeline for the dramatic ruins of the ancient Greek city of Akragas, known as Valle dei Templi. Among the remains of seven impressive temples spread out over 3,000 acres (1,200 ha), the Temple of Concordia is the best preserved. Be sure to stop by the Giardino della Kolymbetra, built to supply the city of Akragas with water, still a fertile garden to this day. In the afternoon, drive two hours across the island to reach Catania, on Sicily’s eastern coast.
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Valle dei Templi





Day 6: Catania


For your day in Catania, wake up your senses at the Pescheria di Catania seafood market, not far from the town’s Piazza del Duomo and impressive Cattedrale di Sant’Agata. Admire the basalt architecture of this city built in Mount Etna’s shadow, strolling past ancient Roman sites including a theater and thermal baths, to Villa Bellini, surrounded by many excellent cafés and bars, to get a pastry or aperitivo.
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Villa Bellini in Catania





Day 7: Taormina


The cliffside city of Taormina, featured in the popular TV series The White Lotus, makes a luxurious day trip from Catania. Wander along and off Corso Umberto in the historic center, popping into its shops, boutiques, and cafés; take a cable car to Isola Bella; and don’t miss Teatro Antico di Taormina, the ancient Greek theater carved into Monte Tauro. Head back to Catania for the evening.


Day 8: Mount Etna


Take an excursion to Mount Etna today, an hour’s drive north of Catania. Depending on your tastes, you can hike to the volcanic crater from the Etna Sud visitor center, or sample some volcanic vino at one of the many wineries on the volcano’s slopes. Consider booking a wine tour if you go the latter route. Return to Catania for your final night in.




[image: image]


Mount Etna





Day 9: Journey Home


For most, heading home will mean a flight through Naples or Rome, but the adventurous may want to travel to mainland Italy by the train that gets loaded onto a ferry.



Sicily’s Ancient Sites


Its strategic location between North Africa and mainland Europe, fertile land, and other resources meant that Sicily saw waves of settlement and conquest. Once a colony in the Greek empire, Sicily is today home to many spectacular Greek archaeological sites. Later, Romans overtook the island, building over Greek structures and constructing others. Today, visitors with an interest in archaeology and antiquity will be spoiled for choices among Sicily’s many ancient treasures.


GREEK


Temple of Diana


Combine a visit to this ancient temple with a hike along Cefalù’s La Rocca cliffs.


Temple of Segesta


This well-preserved temple with its intact Doric columns and location atop Monte Barbaro sets a breathtaking scene inland from the Gulf of Castellammare.


Selinunte Archaeological Park


This extensive site in southwestern Sicily was once one of the most powerful cities in the ancient Greek colonies in Italy.


Valle dei Templi


If you only go to one archaeological site in Sicily, make it Valle dei Templi, in southwestern Sicily, where eight ancient temples are spread across 3,000 acres (1,214 ha) against a backdrop of almond and olive trees.


Teatro Antico di Taormina


You can still see performances at Taormina’s ancient Greek theater in the summer months. Even when not in use, the site is worth visiting to see its size and cliffside location.


Parco Archeologico della Neapolis


Syracuse’s archaeological park showcases both Greek and Roman ruins, as well as the quarry that provided the materials to build these ancient structures.


Island of Ortigia


The sites in Ortigia, the oldest part of Syracuse, include the Tempio di Apollo, which might actually have been dedicated to Apollo’s sister Artemis, and the mythic Fonte Aretusa.


PHOENICIAN


Mozia


Seafaring Phoenicians established a colony, called Motya, on this tiny island just off the coast of Marsala. The ruins here include burial grounds and temples.


ROMAN


Catania’s Theaters and Baths


The Roman sites in Catania include two theaters, one of which was once the largest in Sicily, and a complex of thermal baths.


Villa Romana del Casale


This Roman villa in central Sicily, about halfway between Agrigento and Catania, is famous for its many intricate mosaics.
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Island-Hopping Escapes


Although Sicily is itself an island, it also boasts two splendid island groups that are perfect for summer holidays. Whether you want to kick back on a pebbly beach next to deep blue waters, take a boat tour to coves and caves, pamper yourself at a luxe resort, or watch a beautiful sunset, you can make your escape to the Aeolian or Aegadian Islands—or both!


TOP EXPERIENCE


Aeolian Islands


The seven Aeolian Islands sit off the north coast of Sicily, with most visitors arriving from Milazzo on mainland Sicily, although access from Palermo or Messina is also possible. This short itinerary focuses on the highlights on four islands and traveling by ferry, though those with more time or who charter a boat may be able to get to more islands. Soak in the relaxed vibe of the Isole Eolie, as they’re called in Italian. If you’re wine tasting at Tenuta di Castellaro, be sure to make reservations ahead of time.
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a pebbly beach on the Aeolian island of Lipari





Day 1-2: Lipari


From Milazzo, board a hydrofoil in the afternoon to head to Lipari, a 45-minute ride. Check into Hotel Mea Lipari for three nights. Get into the island spirit by relaxing next to the pool for a few hours. Il Giardino di Lipari is a great spot for dinner after your lazy afternoon.


The next day, seek out some beach time at one of the stretches of white sand that Lipari is known for. Beautiful Spiagge Bianche is backed by white stone cliffs and has a beach club with beach loungers to rent. In the afternoon, head out for a wine tasting at Tenuta di Castellaro, using its shuttle service from Lipari’s port. The views from this winery, perched high above sea level, are incredible. Make it an early night to rest up for tomorrow’s day trip.


Day 3: Vulcano


Take the earliest ferry you can bear over to Vulcano (10 minutes), bringing hiking shoes, a bathing suit, and other beach supplies. Once at Vulcano’s port, follow signs to the Gran Cratere della Fossa, the island’s volcanic crater. The hike up to the top of the crater and back is 3.5 miles (5.6 km) and takes about 2.5 hours. Be sure to wear sun protection and carry water, as the route is not shaded.


Afterward, head down to Spiaggia delle Acque Calde, where you can pick up sandwiches and salads at the beach bar and relax on the black sand. If you lose track of time and find yourself needing dinner, get the famous pane cunzatu open-face sandwich from Malvasia Pane Cunzatu. Enjoy it out on the terrace with a glass of malvasia wine before catching the ferry back to Lipari.


Day 4-5: Salina


You’ll be switching islands today. Hop on a hydrofoil to Salina (20 minutes). Splurge on one of Salina’s luxury resorts, such as Hotel L’Ariana in Rinella. You won’t need to move around much once you’re here—just spend the rest of the day taking in the amenities. If you want a swim, you can take a dip in the sea right from the hotel via a private staircase to the water, then lie out on the terrace.


The next day, take a boat tour around the island. Make sure to go to Pollara to see the area made famous by the movie Il Postino. If you can, stick around to watch the sunset, which is spectacular from this part of the island. In the distance, you’ll see Filicudi island, your destination for tomorrow.



Day 6: Filicudi



Head down to the port of Rinella for the 25-minute ferry to Filicudi. For something a little different, walk to the prehistoric village, about 15 minutes away from the Filicudi ferry terminal. Afterward, rent a boat to explore the Grotta del Bue Marino, the largest cave in the Aeolian Islands. Head back to Salina for a last afternoon lounging on the beach of Rinella. If you’re not spending another night in Salina, head back to Milazzo in the early evening.


Aegadian Islands


The Aegadian Islands are located off Sicily’s west coast and can be accessed via Trapani or Marsala. This trio of low-key islands—Favignana, Marettimo, and Levanzo—is still relatively off the radar of international tourists. The waters surrounding them are part of Italy’s largest marine reserve, and many spots are accessed only on foot or by boat, making for an outdoorsy getaway. If you want to visit the Garden of the Impossible on Favignana and Grotta del Genovese on Levanzo, be sure to make reservations ahead of time. Also reserve a boat tour with Marettimo Giro dell’Isola con Pippo in advance.
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harbor of Levanzo, the smallest Aegadian island





Day 1-2: Favignana


From the port of Trapani, take a 30-minute morning ferry ride on Liberty Lines to the nearby island of Favignana. Rent a bicycle to cruise around the flat terrain of the town center or take the one-hour steep hike up to Santa Caterina Castle for a bird’s-eye view of the island’s magnificent coves and crystal waters from 1,030 feet (314 m) up, spotting Levanzo and Marettimo in the distance. Get dinner at Formica, which serves seafood with locally sourced ingredients.


The next day, head up to Scogliera di Cala Rossa on the north coast. If you walk, it will take one hour from Favignana town. This picturesque, rocky beach is one of the most beautiful in the Aegadian Islands—and possibly all of Italy. If you have a reservation, take a tour of the Garden of the Impossible in the afternoon. If you need more beach time, Spiaggia Praia is right in town, near various bars and restaurants.


Day 3: Levanzo


From Favignana, take a day trip to Levanzo. Visit the Grotta del Genovese to see Paleolithic and Neolithic paintings and engravings. Afterward, stop by Panetteria La Chicca to stock up on lunch and snacks, then head to one of the pebbly beaches on the island. Cala Fredda and Cala Minnola are two near the harbor. Catch an afternoon or evening ferry back to Favignana.


Day 4: Marettimo


Catch the first boat to Marettimo in order to arrive in time for a morning tour with Marettimo Giro dell’Isola con Pippo, which will take you around the island to swimming spots and grottos. Afterward, if you want to do some snorkeling, head to Spiaggetta dello Scalo Vecchio, near the main port. Head back to Favignana for a nap, then toast your last night in the Aegadian Islands at Camparia Lounge, located in an old fishing boat repair building.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Sicily’s Best Beaches


Located in coves, in nature reserves, and on offshore islands, the beaches of Sicily range from sparkling white sand to dark and volcanic to rugged and rocky. Beauty and clear waters abound. Here are a few of the best spots to enjoy sunshine and a swim.


PALERMO


• Spiaggia di Mondello: The golden sands of this beach just 20 minutes from the city center of Palermo are popular among travelers and locals alike.


WESTERN SICILY


• Spiaggia di Cefalù: This gorgeous public beach is a good spot for families with children due to the warm, calm waters.


• Scala dei Turchi: The dramatic scenery of white terraced cliffs makes for a unique beach experience, where you can lie on the cool white stone.


THE AEOLIAN ISLANDS


• Spiagge Bianche: One of the most beautiful beaches on Lipari boasts warm turquoise waters.


• Spiaggia delle Sabbie Nere: This beach on Vulcano stands out for its soft, black volcanic sand and shallow waters.


NORTHEASTERN SICILY


• Spiaggia Libera di Isola Bella: Though you’ll have a lot of competition for a spot to lie down, this pebbly beach has a picturesque setting facing Isola Bella, the tiny island that has become an icon of Taormina.


• Spiaggia di Giardini Naxos: Also near Taormina, the beaches of Giardini Naxos have a lively nightlife scene.


SOUTHEASTERN SICILY


• Spiaggia Calamosche: Wildlife is a big attraction at this beach in the Vendicari Nature Reserve. See flamingos in spring and fall and sea turtles in May.


• Spiaggia di Sampieri: Surrounded by sand dunes and a pine forest, Sampieri is one of the most scenic landscapes along the coast of Ragusa.
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Tasting Sicily


Sicily is rich with delicious gastronomic experiences. Each dish tells a story of the history of the island, with ingredients brought to Europe by way of Sicily from the Greeks, Arabs, Normans, and Spaniards. And all across Sicily, locals make the most of their pristine coasts and landscape with fresh seafood and produce featuring in their cuisine.


Seafood


Seafood is ubiquitous in Sicily, with fresh, locally caught fish and shellfish found on most menus. The coastal cuisine features sardines, swordfish, red Mediterranean tuna, and anchovies.


Markets


A highlight of a visit to Sicily is Catania’s Pescheria di Catania, or A’ Piscaria in Sicilian. The Mercato di Siracusa in Ortigia is also a good place to see what locals eat and features seafood not found elsewhere on the island.


Fish Couscous


In Trapani and surrounding areas in western Sicily, fish couscous is a local specialty. A rich broth is poured over the top of semola couscous and served with a side of fish or seafood. Try it at Salamureci Ristorante in Trapani or go to San Vito Lo Capo’s Cous Cous Fest in September.


Street Food


Street food is a serious business in Palermo, from irresistible panelle (fried chickpea fritters) to the more adventurous pani cà meusa (spleen and lung sandwich). Across the island, Catania has its own street food specialties, including arancini (fried rice balls) and cipollina, a pastry stuffed with onions, mozzarella, ham, and tomatoes.


Regional Specialties


Pasta alla Norma


Named after Vincenzo Bellini’s opera, Catania’s famous dish is made with tomato sauce, fried eggplant, fresh basil, and grated ricotta salata cheese on top.


Pane Cunzatu


Translating to “seasoned bread,” this sandwich packed with anchovies, olives, oregano, tomato, and cheese is typical around Trapani and can be found around the island. Try it in San Vito Lo Capo at Salumeria Enoteca Peraino or Malvasia Pane Cunzatu & Restaurant, which has locations in Milazzo and Vulcano.


Wine


Mount Etna


Wine is grown throughout Sicily, but perhaps the most unique place to taste vino is on the slopes of Mount Etna, where the volcanic soil and high elevation lends unique ash, sand, and minerals to the grapes.


Marsala


To the west, taste marsala in its namesake town, where this fortified wine is experiencing a resurgence.


Malvasia


The local malvasia Sicilian wine is known for its honeysuckle aroma and pear notes. Visit wineries and vineyards in the Aeolian islands of Lipari and Salina.


Sweets and Baked Goods


Bakeries


In Sicily, many bakeries keep alive centuries-old recipes perfected by nuns cloistered in convents; give them a try at Palermo’s I Segreti del Chiostro or Erice’s Pasticceria Maria Grammatico.


Chocolate


The southeastern town of Modica is famous for its chocolate, a legacy of Spanish rule in Sicily. The texture makes Modica chocolate stand out: Sugar crystals can be felt in each bite of chocolate, a result of the unique production process.


Granita


A specialty of the provinces of Messina and Catania, granita is a semi-frozen Italian ice served with whipped cream and a brioche on the side for dipping. Flavors range from fruity (lemon, orange, strawberry) to nutty (pistachio, almond), as well as chocolate and coffee. Go to Washington Bar in Milazzo or Antica Pasticceria Irrera to try it in its regional home. The seasonal granitas at Bam Bar in Taormina are also famous.
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granita








Palermo



HIGHLIGHTS


ORIENTATION


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Itinerary Ideas


THREE DAYS IN PALERMO


Sights


QUATTRO CANTI


KALSA


BALLARÒ (ALBERGHERIA)


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


OUTSIDE CITY CENTER


Sports and Recreation


PARKS


WALKING TOURS


COOKING CLASSES


SPAS AND RELAXATION


Entertainment and Events


PERFORMING ARTS


ART GALLERIES


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


KALSA


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


Food


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


KALSA


BALLARÒ (ALBERGHERIA)


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


OUTSIDE CITY CENTER


Bars and Nightlife


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


KALSA


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


OUTSIDE CITY CENTER


Accommodations


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


KALSA


BALLARÒ (ALBERGHERIA)


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


OUTSIDE CITY CENTER
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Fontana Pretoria







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Palazzo dei Normanni: This monumental palace is a stunning hodgepodge of architectural styles emblematic of centuries of conquerors and cultures (click here).


S Palermitan Street Food: Test out traditional Palermitan snacks, like panelle chickpea fritters, crocchè fried potato dumplings, or sfincione, a fluffy focaccia-style pizza, many of them only made here in Palermo (click here).
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S Mondello Beach: Head to the sea like the Palermitani in this charming beach town just northwest of Sicily’s capital city (click here).


S Wine Tasting in Camporeale: Head out of town less than an hour to Palermo’s wine country for tastings and vineyard visits in the DOC Monreale region (click here).
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Spiaggia di Mondello
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Tenuta Sallier de La Tour.








No trip to Sicily is complete without a few days in the fascinating city of Palermo, a nucleus of art, culture, and gastronomy. Most travelers get their first taste of what makes Sicily unique wandering the streets of Palermo’s historic city center, snacking their way through its outdoor markets, and enjoying the rowdy nightlife. You’ll know right away that this is not Rome, Venice, or Milan: Palermo has its own lively flavor and old-world charm, thanks to the buskers in the piazzas, slow early evening passeggiata walks, spontaneous bursts of music from cars passing by, and cute old grannies providing an unofficial “neighborhood watch” from their balconies above.


Originally settled by Phoenicians in 734 BCE, Palermo has always been an important city, located in the center of the Mediterranean and right along the Afro-European trade routes. When the Greeks conquered Palermo between the 8th and 7th centuries BCE, they renamed the city Panormos, meaning “all port.” Through Roman, Byzantine, and Arab rule over the centuries, the city developed its distinctive layers of cultural and architectural history, visible in its churches, palaces, and monuments. The Palazzo dei Normanni is a perfect example, dating to the 8th century BCE and with Arab, Norman, and Spanish architectural elements.


Food and wine lovers will quickly settle into la dolce vita here. Treat yourself to affordable street food, gourmet restaurants, and bountiful homemade meals on vineyard visits. Sicily is a true melting pot of flavors. Each dish tells the history of the island, with ingredients brought here by way of Greece, Northern Africa, and Spain. Keep an eye out for can’t-miss regional dishes that can’t be found anywhere else, like sfincione (focaccia-style pizza).


ORIENTATION


In Palermo, the Quattro Canti (“Four Corners”) crossroads at Via Maqueda (running northwest-southeast) and Corso Vittorio Emanuele (running southwest-northeast) should be the central point on your mental map, dividing the centro storico into four main neighborhoods. Starting in the northeast and moving clockwise, they are La Loggia (Vucciria), Kalsa, Albergheria (Ballarò), and Monte di Pietà (Capo).


La Loggia, also known as Castellammare, is home to Palermo’s port and the Mercato Vucciria. To the south, Kalsa is home to some of the city’s best green spaces: the extensive, historic Orto Botanico dell’Università di Palermo gardens, Villa Giulia park, and the Foro Italico seaside promenade. West of Kalsa, Albergheria is one of the city’s oldest sections, home to many of Palermo’s North African, Sri Lankan, and Bangladeshi residents. Its main highlights are the Mercato di Ballarò, Palermo’s oldest and largest market, and the ancient Palazzo dei Normanni. North of Albergheria, Monte di Pietà also has its own outdoor market from which the neighborhood takes its nickname of Capo, along with the Cattedrale di Palermo and the famous Teatro Massimo.


Palermo Centrale train station sits south of the Quattro Canti, wedged between Albergheria and Kalsa. Only a few main sights lie outside the city center: the Giardino Inglese, north of the city; and the 12th-century, Islamic-inspired Castello della Zisa and the Catacombe dei Cappuccini, both in the northwestern neighborhood of La Zisa.


It’s worth noting that though Palermo boasts some lovely waterfront areas, the city’s main beach is in Mondello, half an hour’s drive northwest. Save time to round out your stay in Palermo with a half-day in the countryside for wine tastings in Camporeale or a full-day ferry trip to the marine-protected island of Ustica.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Three to five days is a good amount of time to spend in western Sicily; an overview of Palermo requires at least two days. Sicily’s capital is likely your best base for the region; from here, it’s easy to take day trips to most of the highlights of the area by bus, train, or rental car.
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Falcone-Borsellino (PMO) airport, formerly known as Punta Raisi, is the main hub for flights arriving in Sicily, located 19 miles (31 km) west of the Palermo city center on Sicily’s northwestern coast. In Palermo proper, having your own car is not recommended or truly necessary. With accommodations in the centro storico, most of the sites you’ll want to visit can be reached on foot or with a quick taxi ride. However, in the surrounding region’s smaller towns, it’s helpful and sometimes necessary to rent a car to get around. Trains and buses connect Palermo to most of the main towns and cities in the region, but service can be infrequent or delayed, and having your own rental car can offer more flexibility.


Sicily’s subtropical Mediterranean climate, with mild winters and hot, dry summers, makes it an ideal destination all year round, with the exception of a few weeks in August when the island becomes crowded with tourists on their summer holidays.


Safety


Overall, Palermo is a safe place to travel, but you should be smart about not flashing valuable jewelry or cameras and always keeping an eye on your bags and backpacks while moving through more crowded areas like the markets. Main squares remain populated and safe well into the evenings, but visiting the areas around the Ballarò and Capo Markets in the late night is not recommended.
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Itinerary Ideas


THREE DAYS IN PALERMO


Guided tours, vineyard visits, accommodations, and car rentals should be reserved in advance to avoid disappointment, and restaurant reservations are recommended.


Day One: Palermo


1 Start your day with an espresso on the panoramic rooftop bar of the Rinascente luxury department store on Via Roma.


2 At 10am, meet up with your guide from Palermo Street Food at the Teatro Massimo for a walking tour of Palermo and a grazing street food lunch of Sicilian specialties.


3 Walk 15 minutes south along Via Porta di Castro to spend a few hours inside Europe’s oldest royal residence, the Palazzo dei Normanni. Save time to admire the Byzantine mosaics inside the Cappella Palatina chapel.


4 When it’s just about that time for a classic Sicilian midday nap, head back to the convenience of your luxury apartment at Palazzo Sovrana, a 20-minute walk northeast via Via Vittoria Emanuele and Via Maqueda.


5 Refreshed, stop for an aperitivo at Enoteca Picone wine bar, just a few blocks off the high-end shopping area of Via della Libertà. It’s a 15-minute walk northwest on Via Messina.


6 Just across the street, enjoy a seafood-centric dinner at Corona Trattoria. Soak in the Sicilian hospitality of the cheerful Corona family in their modern trattoria, before returning to your apartment for a peaceful rest after all that walking.


Day Two: Palermo and DOC Monreale Wine Country


1 Start your day at the Quattro Canti, meeting up with the best guide in town to discover Palermo’s noble palaces on a tour with native Palermitana Marcella Amato. She’s your hookup for a private glimpse into the city’s luxurious aristocratic past that a typical tourist would never get to see on their own.


2 After the tour, pick up your rental car to head out of Palermo for the day. Spend the afternoon in the vineyards with Costanza Chirivino at Tenuta Sallier de La Tour for a wine tasting and lunch in Camporeale, a 45-minute drive south on SS624 into the DOC Monreale region.


3 On the way back from Camporeale, stop by the Cattedrale di Monreale to admire the Norman architecture and Byzantine-style mosaics of this UNESCO World Heritage Site before driving back to Palermo.


4 Back in Palermo, treat yourself to a traditional Sicilian dinner at the family-run Osteria Alivàru da Carlo Napoli, in the Kalsa neighborhood.


Day Three: Palermo Like a Local


1 Start with breakfast at Palermo’s oldest family-run coffee roaster, Casa Stagnitta, on Discesa dei Giudici in Piazza Bellini.


2 Just around the corner, pop into Chiesa di Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio to admire its Baroque facade and awe-inspiring Byzantine mosaics.


3 Make your way to the Mercato di Ballarò, and wander through the labyrinth of greengrocers, mountains of fresh produce, and boisterous vendors in this 1,000-year-old outdoor food market.


4 After an afternoon siesta, drop by Botanico Bar for a pre-dinner aperitivo drink, located along a slim alleyway near the Piazza Sant’Anna.


5 Finish off your day in Palermo with dinner at Bocum Fuoco with a series of elegantly plated bites and a bottle from the natural-focused wine list.


Sights


QUATTRO CANTI


Via Maqueda and Corso Vittorio Emanuele; open 24 hours; free


The historic “Four Corners” landmark splits the city of Palermo into its main neighborhood quarters, or quartieri. Built in the classic Sicilian Baroque style developed in the 1600s, this early example of city planning lies at the cross streets of Via Maqueda and the Corso Vittorio Emanuele. At each corner, beautiful, nearly identical curved facades feature a quartet of fountains portraying the rivers that once flowed through the city and sculptures representing the four seasons, the Spanish kings of Sicily, and the main patron saints of the Palermo: Ninfa, Oliva, Agata, and Cristina.


KALSA


Kalsa’s main pedestrian square, Piazza Bellini, is located around the corner from the Quattro Canti and the Piazza Pretoria. In Piazza Bellini, you’ll find two of Palermo’s Arab-Norman-style UNESCO World Heritage Sites: the Church of Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio, also known as La Martorana, and its adjoining domed Chiesa di San Cataldo. On the corner of Piazza Pretoria and Piazza Bellini, the garden and rooftop views from Chiesa di Santa Caterina d’Alessandria (Piazza Bellini, 2; tel. 091/2713837; www.monasterosantacaterina.com; 10am-6pm daily; €3), famed for the pastry shop inside, are also a highlight.
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1: Piazza Bellini at golden hour 2: Quattro Canti





This popular meeting point is used for tour groups, as well as those who are meeting for a coffee at the landmark torrefazione (coffee roaster) Casa Stagnitta. Here, you can also access the city’s free Wi-Fi or stop by the Tourist Information Point (Via Maqueda; www.visitpalermo.it; 9am-8pm Mon.-Sat.). On summer evenings, the square is filled with groups who organize meetups for dancing, friends meeting for an aperitivo, or, if you’re lucky, a street-busking accordion player.


Fontana Pretoria


Piazza Pretoria; open 24 hours; free


Especially given its location just across the street from a church, the 16th-century citizens of Palermo were shocked by the 48 nude statues that adorn this fountain, representing the 12 Olympians of Greek mythology among other figures. The citizens referred to it as “the fountain of shame.” With the fountain located right in front of the City Hall (Palazzo Pretorio, Piazza Pretoria, 1; tel. 091/326056; www.comune.palermo.it), the nickname also applies to the unsavory corruption of Palermitan government throughout the 18th and 19th centuries.


What has become one of the city’s most recognizable landmarks was not originally designed for this location. The Praetoria Fountain was built in 1554 by Francesco Camilliani, a Tuscan Renaissance sculptor, to be placed in the Florentine garden of Luigi de Toledo. Twenty years later, after de Toledo passed away, his son decided to sell the masterpiece to the Senate of Palermo. The fountain had to be dismantled into over 600 pieces and moved down to Sicily by ship, and the surrounding buildings had to be torn down to create a space for this massive structure.


La Martorana


(Chiesa di Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio)


Piazza Bellini, 3; tel. 345/8288231; www.arcidiocesi.palermo.it; 9:45am-1pm Mon.-Sat.; €2 entrance fee


The Chiesa di Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio, better known as La Martorana, was built in 1143 and underwent extensive modification between the 16th and 18th centuries. Although only a handful of the original iconographic mosaics remain, this church is characterized by its overlapping ornate Baroque decorations, Islamic inscriptions, Byzantine dome, and Norman columns. It was given to a Benedictine monastery and became known as La Chiesa della Martorana for its noble founder, Eloise Martorana. Following along with Sicily’s history of pastry making, the nuns of this convent were famous for their sculpted marzipan fruit- and vegetable-shaped sweets known as frutta di Martorana, which they say originated right here.


This church is the seat of the Greek Orthodox parish of San Nicolò dei Greci as well as the Italo-Albanian Catholic community. Since 2015, it has been included in the Arab-Norman UNESCO World Heritage Sites of Palermo. Adjoining Santa Maria dell’Ammiraglio is the Catholic Chiesa di San Cataldo (Piazza Bellini, 1; https://arabonormannaunesco.it; 10am-6pm daily; €2.50), another prime example of Arab-Norman architecture easily recognizable by three red domes on the roof.


Galleria d’Arte Moderna Palermo


Via Sant’Anna, 21; tel. 091/8431605; www.gampalermo.it; 9:30am-6:30pm daily; general admission €7


Located on a pedestrian street just off Via Roma, Palermo’s GAM, or Gallery of Modern Art, is housed in a 15th-century palazzo and Franciscan convent. The museum holds over 200 works of art, including paintings by Giuseppe Sciuti, Francesco Lojacono, Giovanni Boldini, and Ettore de Maria Bergler. Sicilian art buffs will recognize pieces by Renato Guttuso, a 20th-century expressionist and social realist painter from Bagheria, and Antonio Leto, a top impressionistic-style landscape painter from Monreale. Even if these names don’t ring a bell, guests will enjoy browsing through the gallery’s extensive works featuring Sicilian landscapes. Entrance to tour the permanent collection is free on the first Sunday of the month, and guided tours of the repositories of art hidden behind the scenes are available on the second Sunday of each month.
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Palazzo Abatellis



Via Alloro, 4; tel. 091/6230011; www.regione.sicilia.it/beniculturali/palazzoabatellis/home.htm; 9am-6:30pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-1pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays; general admission €8, reduced rates €4, free first Sun. of each month


A masterpiece of Catalan-Gothic architecture, dating back to the 15th century, this palace was originally built as the residence of Francesco Abatellis, the port master of the Kingdom of Sicily. It has since acted as an ancient noble home, a cloistered monastery for nuns, and now as the location of the Regional Gallery of Sicily, restored by the Venetian architect Carlo Scarpa to exhibit the largest collection of Sicilian works from the Romanesque to Baroque periods. Highlights of the museum include 12th-century wooden artifacts, 14th- and 15th-century sculptures, and tiles from the 14th to 17th centuries. The gallery also features Francesco Laurana’s 15th-century bust of Eleanor of Aragon and the 15th-century Virgin Annunciate painting by Antonello da Messina. Guided tours are available upon request.


Museo Internazionale delle Marionette Antonio Pasqualino


Piazza Antonio Pasqualino, 5; tel. 091/328060; www.museodellemarionette.it; 10am-2pm Sun.-Mon., 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat.; general admission €5, students and children €3, performances €12


Up until the introduction of the television, puppet shows were a traditional form of entertainment here in Sicily. Located on a small street in the Kalsa quarter, just one block from the sea, Antonio Pasqualino’s International Marionette Museum is an incredible collection of handmade theater puppets and home to the theater for the Sicilian puppeteering troupe Fratelli Napoli.


Orto Botanico dell’Università di Palermo


Via Lincoln, 2; tel. 091/23891236; www.ortobotanico.unipa.it; 9am-6pm daily Mar. and Oct., 9am-7pm daily Apr. and Sept., 9am-8pm daily May-Aug., 9am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb.; general admission €5, children ages 6-17 and seniors €3, less abled guests and their companions and children under 5 free, family ticket (2 adults, 2 children) €10


The University of Palermo’s Botanical Garden, an enormous outdoor museum, has been around for nearly 200 years. The Herbarium Mediterraneum was founded at the beginning of the 19th century and hosts a collection of Sicilian plants, ferns, mosses, mushrooms, a diverse selection of preserved and dried fruit, and seeds dating back to the early 20th century, as well as thousands of exotic plant species. Palermo’s favorable climate has allowed many exotic tropical plants to thrive here, making this an important point of reference for other large botanical gardens around Europe. During the summer season, the garden staff collects plants and seeds throughout Sicily that will be identified and stored in the botanical garden’s seed bank. It’s a great place to spend an afternoon, especially during the spring and fall Zagara Festival, a market exhibition dedicated to biodiversity and rare collectible plants.




[image: image]


1: Orto Botanico dell’Università di Palermo 2: Cattedrale di Palermo 3: street in front of Teatro Massimo 4: Palazzo dei Normanni





BALLARÒ (ALBERGHERIA)


S Palazzo dei Normanni


Piazza Indipendenza, 1; tel. 091/6262833; www.ars.sicilia.it/visita-il-palazzo-reale; 8:15am-5:40pm Mon.-Sat., 8:15am-1pm Sun. and holidays; Royal Palace, special exhibition, Royal Apartments, and Palatine Chapel combination ticket €14.50, additional access to the Royal Gardens €2, reduced rates available for seniors, children, and students, children under 13 accompanied by an adult free


Discover the complex beauty of Sicily’s history in the Palazzo dei Normanni, where layers of architectural styles are piled on top of one another, one for each of Sicily’s rulers over time. The palace was originally constructed on what was the highest point of the ancient city; the remains of 8th-century BCE Punic construction can still be found in the basement. When Arabs conquered Sicily in the 9th century CE, the first portion of the current complex was built as a military fortress. In 1072, when the Normans arrived in Palermo, the castle was expanded into a royal palace, then known as Palazzo Reale. In turn, the Spanish Bourbons renovated and beautified their kings’ home with additions that include a room of frescoes dedicated to the Greek god Hercules.


Entrance to the palace includes access to the sumptuous, richly furnished Royal Apartments, decorated with murals of angels and mythological allegories; lovely gardens designed in the 17th century; appropriately austere dungeons; a tower built as an astronomical observatory in the 18th century; and rooms still used by legislators of the Sicilian government, including the Salone d’Ercole, with its frescoes of Hercules painted by Velazquez. Because parts of the palace are still in use by the Sicilian parliament, it’s important to note that the Royal Apartments are closed to the public Tuesday-Thursday.


But perhaps the most important stop on your visit is the famous Cappella Palatina, the royal chapel added by King Roger II in 1132. This precious chapel is completely covered from top to bottom in golden Byzantine mosaics depicting Christ and biblical scenes including Adam and Eve, as well as wooden ceilings masterfully carved by Egyptian artisans. In the chapel, Norman and Northern African Fatimid architecture styles, Byzantine domes, Arabic arches, and eight-pointed stars are mixed with Christian crosses in a structure that could only exist in a place like Sicily.


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


NO Mafia Memorial


Via Vittorio Emanuele, 353; tel. 347/9673896; www.nomafiamemorial.org; 11am-6pm daily; free entrance or a requested donation


This narrative museum and exhibition area recounts how the history of Palermo is intertwined with the mafia. Supported by former Mayor Leoluca Orlando, the NO Mafia Memorial is a journey through important stories, often untold or misinterpreted. The museum strives to be a space to explore and understand the reality of organized crime and the anti-mafia movements here in Sicily.


Cattedrale di Palermo


Corso Vittorio Emanuele; tel. 091/334373; www.cattedrale.palermo.it; 7am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-1pm and 4pm-7pm Sun.; entrance fees €5-10, reduced rates available for children and seniors


The city’s main cathedral, located on Corso Vittorio Emanuele west of the Quattro Canti and dedicated to the Virgin Mary, was reconstructed several times between 1185 and 1801, but it was originally built on the site of Roman and Carthaginian temples dating back to 400 BCE. The temples became a Byzantine basilica, then a mosque, and finally the current Christian cathedral. The cathedral you see today is a real masterpiece, covered in countless columns, arches, and elaborate geometric carvings. The interior, though massive, is perhaps a bit less impressive, almost completely white marble, though it’s worth a trip inside to visit the tombs, treasury, and panoramic rooftop for an extra €8.


OUTSIDE CITY CENTER


Catacombe dei Cappuccini


Piazza Cappuccini, 1; tel. 091/6527389; www.catacombepalermo.it; 9am-1pm and 3pm-6pm daily, closed Sun. afternoons Oct.-Mar.; general admission €3


The remarkably creepy Capuchin Catacombs display thousands of mummified remains of Palermitani from the 17th to 19th centuries. Originally used as a burial ground for the monks of the Capuchin monastery, the catacombs were eventually expanded to include the remains of secular citizens, as it became a status symbol to be buried here. This mysterious museum of the dead is certainly not for the faint of heart: The walls are covered with skeletons, some of which are extremely well-preserved, mummified fully dressed and even retaining some of their hair. The catacombs can be reached on a 20-minute (1.1-mi/1.8-km) walk from the Cattedrale di Palermo along Via Cappuccini, located outside of the historic center of Palermo in the western neighborhood of La Zisa.



Castello della Zisa



Piazza Zisa; tel. 091/6520269; www.arabonormannaunesco.it; 9am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-1pm Sun. and holidays; €6, reduced rates €3, under 18 free


Located near the Capuchin Catacombs, the Zisa castle is recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its unique Arab-Norman heritage. Built in the 12th century as the summer home and hunting lodge of King William I of Sicily, it was ultimately finished by his son, William II. Norman rule of the Kingdom of Sicily was characterized by what was, for the time, a remarkable level of respect for the Muslim, Roman, and Byzantine people who lived there, visible in the obvious influence of North African royal residences on Castello della Zisa’s architecture. Arab craftsmen were employed to build the castle’s typically Arab courtyard cooled by a fountain, mosaics, and muqarnas, or vaulted, ornamented ceilings.


Though it was used 1808-1950 as a private residence of the Princess Notarbartolo di Sciara, the castle stood abandoned for some time until restoration began in 1991. Today, a visit to the Castello della Zisa is an important journey through the influence of Islamic art and artifacts on the city of Palermo.


Sports and Recreation


PARKS


Villa Giulia


Via Lincoln; tel. 091/7404028; 8am-sunset daily; free


This tranquil, square 18th-century city garden was built in 1777 for the viceroy’s wife, Giulia d’Avalos. Located right next to the University of Palermo’s Botanical Garden and across the street from the sea, this park is a perfect place to peacefully read a book or take a stroll. Highlights within the park include the neoclassical entrance, the central 12-sided sundial clock, and various marble sculptures including the Fontana del Genio, a fountain depicting “The Genius,” a protective spirit and symbolic patron of Palermo.


Foro Italico


Foro Italico Umberto I, 1; tel. 091/7401111; open 24 hours; free


The panoramic promenade here was commissioned in 1582 by the viceroy Marco Antonio Colonna. Now this popular park is open to runners, sunbathers, athletes, and all city dwellers who need a little bit of space to stretch out. The open lawn spans from Via Cala to Piazza Vincenzo Tumminello along a 0.6-mile (1-km) coastal walking trail and bike path. The newly constructed wellness area, known as Il Parco della Salute, includes a multipurpose sports pitch for soccer and basketball, a children’s play area, and a landscaped garden filled with native Mediterranean tree species.


Giardino Inglese


Via della Libertà, 63; tel. 091/7406790; 8am-8pm daily; free


This 646,000-square-foot (60,000-sq-m) historic garden was built in 1850 by G. B. Filippo Basile, one of the most famous Sicilian architects of the 19th century. The geometric green garden includes the central fountain, walking paths lined with exotic plants, a skating rink, children’s amusement park, and numerous statues of famous personalities of the period. The entire garden spans various hills and valleys that now host seasonal concerts, festivals, and sports events. The gardens can be reached on foot with a straight shot up Via Maqueda, which turns into Via Ruggero Settimo and then Via della Libertà, a 30-minute (1.5-mi/2.5-km) walk.


WALKING TOURS


Palermo Street Food


www.palermostreetfood.com; group tours available daily; €30-45 plus the cost of tastings


Palermo Street Food just might be the very first tour organization dedicated to street food in Palermo. This little company was founded in 2012 by Salvatore Agusta and Danielle Aquino Roithmayr. Tours are managed by Giorgio Flaccavento, one of their best and most knowledgeable guides.


Don’t expect a watered-down, G-rated street food experience here. All the tours are hosted by licensed local Palermitani. They know the city like the backs of their hands and have grown up with these foods. Some of the city’s most typical street foods will be tasted on this tour, including panelle, crocchè, arancine, and cannoli. While respecting the guests’ special tastes and food restrictions, the selection of street food samples will vary depending on the season and even the day of the week. What makes the folks at Palermo Street Food special is their passion for authenticity and their pure excitement in sharing their city with you.


Walking tours last 2.5-4 hours and can be offered in Italian, English, Spanish, or French. Expect around 6-8 stops to sample street food while walking through the historic center of town and deep into the Mercato Vucciria. Your guide will also point out art and architecture, while describing the history behind each snack. Make sure to bring coins and small bills; food is not included in the cost of the tour, and the vendors will appreciate the correct change. Email for reservations and availability.


Palermo Market Tours


Mercato di Ballarò; tel. 338/4269041; www.lindasarris.com; 10am Tues.-Sat. (must book in advance)


The best way to understand a culture is to dive deep into its food, and the quickest way is to head straight into the market. This walking tour introduces food lovers to Palermo’s oldest outdoor market: Ballarò. Guests have the opportunity to chat with trusted purveyors while wandering through a labyrinth of hollering vendors, vibrant seasonal colors, and the delicious aromas of fried Sicilian snacks. The classic samples usually include sfincione, panelle, baked ricotta, and Sicilian almonds. Depending on the season and the gumption of the guests, the tour can swing more toward desserts or to more extreme snacks like babbalucci snails, the famous spleen sandwich, or charcoal-grilled stigghiole. This private, two-hour, chef-led experience includes street food tastings along the way. Email for reservations, pricing, and availability.
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mountains of ready-to-eat prepared local dishes in Palermo’s markets





Marcella Amato: Unique Luxury Experiences


tel. 347/480-9632; www.marcellaamato.it; by appointment only; two-hour tours start at €200


Palermo native Marcella Amato has been working in the tourism industry since 1996 and has become the go-to reputable guide for luxury experiences, from meeting small artisans to discovering noble palaces and magnificent, often-overlooked city sights. She offers private guided tours of the city in English, Spanish, or Italian, always with an extremely kind and knowledgeable approach.


COOKING CLASSES


A Day Cooking with the Duchess


Via Butera, 28; tel. 333/3165432; www.butera28.it/palermo-cooking-classes-sicily; 8:30am-3:30pm daily by reservation; group lessons €160 per person


Spend a day with the duchess for a true authentic Sicilian experience and a glimpse into Palermo’s noble history. In the former home of the late Prince Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa (author of the novel The Leopard), Nicoletta, the Duchess of Palma, begins by escorting guests through the vibrant Mercato del Capo to select seasonal ingredients before heading back to the beautiful 18th-century palazzo by the sea for a hands-on cooking lesson. She highlights typical Sicilian dishes like perfectly fried panelle or a summer gelo di melone watermelon pudding decorated with fresh jasmine flowers from the garden, along with many of her own family specialties. Working around her blue and white majolica ceramic-tiled kitchen, guests roll up their sleeves and get cooking to prepare a full meal to be shared in the formal dining room or on the lush garden terrace. A truly memorable experience not to be missed.


Garajo Tailor-Made Chef


Various locations around the city depending on the number of guests; tel. 320/5593008; www.gabriellagarajo.it; cooking lessons for 2-6 guests €135-180 per person


For the simplicity of traditional and genuine cooking with a pinch of personality, take a cooking lesson with Palermitan chef Gabriella Garajo in a relaxing, convivial, and friendly environment. Her classic recipes are often drawn from her nonna’s cookbooks, revisited in a modern way. Gabriella offers a “home restaurant,” where guests are welcomed with an aperitivo or a traditional meal; various options for hands-on cooking lessons in select locations around the city; or a special lesson and meal for groups of 12 or more in Palazzo Francavilla, in front of Teatro Massimo. Email for reservations, pricing options, and availability.


SPAS AND RELAXATION


Hammam Il Bagno Turco


Via Torrearsa, 17/d; tel. 091/320783; hours for women 3pm-8pm Mon.-Wed., 11:30am-8pm Fri., hours for men 4pm-8pm Tues., mixed hours 3pm-8pm Thurs., 11:30am-8pm Sat.; Turkish bath from €40, massages from €30


In the heart of the busy city center, discover a place of relaxation at Palermo’s Turkish bathhouse. This spa offers massages, body scrubs, nourishing masks, facials, and traditional Turkish bath treatments. Treat yourself and cleanse your body from impurities in an atmosphere of pure tranquil luxury.


Hotel Porta Felice Spa


Via Butera, 45; tel. 091/6175678; www.hotelportafelice.it; 1pm-9pm daily with reservations only; foot massage €41, hot stone massage €62, mini facials €35, body waxing from €8


Find a little oasis in the middle of the city. The wellness center at the Hotel Porta Felice features a steam bath, sauna, and Jacuzzi. Personalized anti-stress, deep tissue, and stone massages or body scrubs can be organized for guests of the hotel and others who wish to rejuvenate and beautify their body in the midst of a busy travel schedule. Their base package (€31) includes access to the sauna, steam bath with aromatic essences, showers, Jacuzzi, and complimentary herbal tea.


Entertainment and Events


PERFORMING ARTS


Palermo has always been the cultural hub of Sicily, especially for the aristocratic upper class. It was recognized as the 2018 Italian Capital of Culture, which stimulated a positive insurgence of cultural events, performances, and art exhibitions within the city. The Museo Internazionale delle Marionette Antonio Pasqualino is another great place to check out an artform truly unique to Sicily, with frequent puppet shows.


Vucciria (La Loggia)


Teatro Politeama Garibaldi


Via Filippo Turati, 2; tel. 091/6072532; www.orchestrasinfonicasiciliana.it; ticket office 9:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., 9:30am-1:30pm Sun.; tickets €6-35


One of Palermo’s main opera houses and home of the Sicilian symphony orchestra (the Orchestra Sinfonica Siciliana), the Politeama Garibaldi was built in 1865 to satisfy the needs of aristocratic society while the Teatro Massimo was still under construction. Check the website for the schedule of regular seasonal concerts November-June.


Teatro Biondo Stabile


Via Roma, 258; tel. 091/7434302; www.teatrobiondo.it; ticket office 9am-1pm and 4pm-7pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-noon and 4pm-7pm Sun.; from €45


Located on Via Roma just across from the Vucciria Market, Teatro Biondo is one of Palermo’s main theaters. It was built in the early 1900s and is recognized by the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Tourism as “a theater of significant cultural interest.” Teatro Biondi houses theatrical and dance performances as well as a concert hall for mainstream Sicilian performing artists.



Teatro Massimo



Piazza Verdi; tel. 091/6053580; www.teatromassimo.it; guided visits every hour 9:30am-6pm Tues.-Sun.; performance tickets €25-125


Teatro Massimo is one of Palermo’s most iconic landmarks, Europe’s third largest opera house after Paris and Vienna. The theater was built at the end of the 19th century, its facade an homage to classic Greek temples. Following the passing of its original architect, Giovani Battista Basile, construction was completed by his son Ernesto in the neoclassical style. Opened in 1897, it was dedicated to King Victor Emanuel II. You might recognize it from Francis Ford Coppola’s 1990 film The Godfather Part III. The acoustically perfect, horseshoe-shaped auditorium can host up to 1,250 guests in gallery seating along with its five floors of box seats. Seasonal opera, ballet, concerts, and recital performances run consistently September-June; visit the theater’s website for more details.




[image: image]


Teatro Massimo





Although not otherwise open to the public outside of performances, 30-minute guided visits (www.ticketone.it; from €8) allow visitors to admire the theater’s graceful stuccoes, Baroque-style deep garnet velvet and gold seating areas, wooden and glass decorations, and the intricate flower-wheel ceiling, created by Palermitan painter Rocco Lentini, featuring petals that open up to control the temperature of the theater.


ART GALLERIES


Vucciria (La Loggia)


Francesco Pantaleone Arte Contemporanea


Via Vittorio Emanuele, 303; tel. 091/332482; www.fpac.it; 10am-1pm and 4pm-7pm Tues.-Sun.; free


The Francesco Pantaleone Arte Contemporanea, or FPAC, was founded in 2013 in the Vucciria Market area before moving to a new space at the corner of Palermo’s Quattro Canti. Curator Francesco Pantaleone continues his original goal of representing established contemporary artists as well as opening up his space to emerging local talent. Each carefully curated exhibition features a story of the artist’s home territory that conveys a deep personal connection to their natural landscapes.


Outside City Center


Cre.Zi [URL inactive]. Plus - Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa


Via Paolo Gili, 4, Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa 10/11; tel. 334/1520175; www.creziplus.it; 8:30am-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 8:30am-midnight Fri.-Sat.; free


Within the Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa complex, in a former industrial area behind the Castello della Zisa, this art center is a recent addition to the city’s cultural footprint. Cre.Zi [URL inactive]. Plus’s creative projects intersect culture with social innovation, with co-working and special-event spaces. The innovative Social Kitchen project brings people together to share ideas and values through food. Check out the bistro or the ongoing schedule of community programs, art exhibitions, food and wine festivals, and special events.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Palermo is a warm and vivacious city, where any given day can turn into a celebration, from busking street performers to the songs of fishmongers promoting goods from their market stalls. There isn’t a “festival season” per se, but when the weather is nice (which is nearly all year long), people gather in the streets for any reason possible to celebrate la dolce vita.


Zagara Festival


Orto Botanico dell’Università di Palermo, Via Lincoln, 2; tel. 091/23891236; www.ortobotanico.unipa.it/zagara.html [URL inactive]; 9am-7pm, spring festival in Mar., fall festival in Oct.; entrance fee €6


This three-day, semiannual festival of the zagara citrus flower has been running for the last 25 years at the University of Palermo’s Botanical Garden. The festival was created by botanical experts to highlight plant nurseries from all around Italy and educate attendees on gardening, ecology, and horticulture. The paths through the botanic gardens are filled with educational programs, tented booths, and an extensive offering of plants, flowers, bulbs, seeds, and trees for sale. The festival highlights include special guided tours of the garden, themed exhibitions, gardening workshops, and children’s programs.




Le Vie dei Tesori


Via E. Amari, 38; tel. 091/7745575; www.leviedeitesori.com; weekends late Sept.-Nov. and around Christmas; €12 for 10 visits, €6 for 4 visits, €2.50 for single entrance


Le Vie dei Tesori is an islandwide cultural heritage festival, transforming each participating city into an open-air museum. Discover hidden secrets with guided visits to palaces, terraces, monasteries, churches, and gardens that are usually closed to the public. In the city of Palermo, visitors can obtain access to private locations such as Villa Pottino and Palazzo Ajutamicristo, both sumptuous private residences, the former built in the early 20th century in the art nouveau style, the latter built for a 15th-century merchant to display his newfound wealth. As part of the holiday festivities, Christmas concerts are scheduled annually at the end of December in Palermo, Catania, Marsala, Ragusa, and Naro/Agrigento.


Outside Palermo, additional participating cities include:


• Western Sicily: Trapani, Marsala, Sambuca di Sicilia, Naro, Sciacca, and Caltanissetta


• Eastern Sicily: Acireale, Catania, and Messina


• Southeastern Sicily: Modica, Noto, Ragusa, Scicli, and Syracuse





Festa di Santa Rosalia


Cattedrale di Palermo; tel. 338/4954084; www.facebook.com/FestinoDiSantaRosaliaPalermo; July 10-14; free


This annual five-day celebration for the patron saint of Palermo has been going on for 400 years. The multiday festival, known in the Sicilian dialect as “u fistìnu,” includes a traditional historical procession—a mix of folklore and religion—that culminates with a fireworks display over the Foro Italico seaside park. The great procession on July 14 includes a solemn parade for Santa Rosalia’s triumphant chariot, carrying her relics through the city streets to celebrate Palermo’s liberation from the plague of 1624.


This event attracts tens of thousands of tourists to the city every year. Traditional culinary specialties are served in honor of the patroness, including pasta con le sarde, garlic babbalucci snails, and fresh wedges of summer watermelon. It’s a great time to visit Palermo and see the town at its liveliest.


Ballarò Buskers


Mercato di Ballarò; www.ballarobuskers.it; late Oct.; free


During this annual international celebration, artists, bands, clowns, acrobats, jugglers, and dancers take to the streets of the Ballarò neighborhood, whose main feature is its vivacious outdoor food market. The festival aims to create a sense of community with colorful festivities including circus arts, music, parades, performances, and workshops for children throughout the neighborhood.



Shopping



Palermo is a great place to shop for Sicilian souvenirs, antiques, food, and home goods. Prominent shopping areas are concentrated in the historic city center around the three main outdoor food markets (Capo, Ballarò, and Vucciria), or along Via della Libertà and Via Ruggero Settimo.


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


Clothing and Accessories


Officine Achab


Via Roma, 340; tel. 091/6161849; www.facebook.com/OfficineAchab; 9:30am-1pm and 4pm-7:30pm Mon.-Sat.


This boutique concept store offers quality clothing, artisan jewelry, children’s toys, and books from select artists and designers. It’s a great place to pick up a few unique gifts before leaving Palermo.


KALSA


Markets


Mercato di Piazza Marina


Piazza Marina, 22; 9am-1pm Sun.


Stroll down to Piazza Marina, located in the Kalsa district, for the Sunday morning flea market. Search through 20th-century memorabilia, old vinyl and cassettes, wooden toys, books, paintings, and art prints. It’s the perfect place to track down hard-to-find items like vintage kitchen utensils, antiques, jewelry, watches, and Sicilian puppets. While you’re there, check out Giardino Garibaldi, the piazza’s small public park, to see the famous Ficus macrophylla tree; it’s the largest in all of Europe!


Souvenirs


Edizioni Precarie


Via Alessandro Paternostro, 75; tel. 320/0141065; www.edizioniprecarie.it; 10:30am-2:30pm and 4:30pm-8:30pm Mon.-Sat.


This printmaking workshop and paper store sells handmade screen-printed art pieces, precious ceramics, and unique notebooks made from the traditional papers used in butcher shops and vegetable stands.


Tutui


Via Alessandro Paternostro, 75; tel. 333/3601554


Take a break from barhopping in this busy area and stop by Daniela Sucato’s shop, sometimes open into the evening, to browse through her charming selection of colorful printed dresses and beautiful costume jewelry. You’ll be sure to find something small that will sneak its way into your suitcase.


Ciaffi


Via Alessandro Paternostro, 82; tel. 345/5298459; www.instagram.com/ciaffibijoux; 3pm-8pm Mon.-Wed., 11am-9pm Thurs., 11am-11:30pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-10pm Sun.


This tiny jewelry shop, hidden among the bars of Via Alessandro Paternostro, also sells a line of Sicilian-inspired perfumes—a perfect memory from your time spent on this magnificent island.


Arèa


Piazza Rivoluzione, 1; tel. 338/8887303; www.facebook.com/areapiazzarivoluzione; 5:30pm-2am daily


This art gallery offers a public exhibition of local artisan works along with the option to purchase pieces made here in Palermo. From paintings to hand-carved wooden tableware, limited-edition prints, and pottery, Arèa is a great stop for those looking to take an original piece of artwork home with them.


IL CAPO (MONTE DI PIETÀ)


Markets


Mercato delle Pulci


Piazza Domenico Peranni, 2; www.antiquariatoantico.it [URL inactive]; morning-sunset daily, including holidays


Bring a little piece of Sicily home with you. Interior designers, decorators, art collectors, and tourists alike flock to this street market located between Piazza Peranni and Piazza del Papireto behind Palermo’s main cathedral. The garage-style kiosks are filled with all kinds of antiques, treasures, vintage and upcycled goods, and period furniture. This flea market opened immediately after World War II, playing an important role in the economic revitalization of the city. Today, it has become a crossroads of past and present filled with bargain deals on colorful ceramics as well as paintings and silverware.


Clothing and Accessories


Marlon Vintage Store


Via Paolo Paternostro, 41A/41B; tel. 335/458025; www.marlonvintagestore.business.site [URL inactive]; 10:30am-1pm and 4pm-8pm Mon.-Sat.


Just a short walk from the Mercato del Capo and the Teatro Massimo opera house, Marlon offers unique vintage clothing for men and women, accessories, footwear, handbags, and vinyl records.


Dell’Oglio


Via Ruggero Settimo, 26b; tel. 091/320238; www.dellogliostore.com; 4pm-8pm Mon., 10am-1:30pm and 4pm-8pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-1:30pm and 4:30pm-8pm Sat.


Tap into Palermo’s rich aristocratic past with a few finely tailored pieces from Dell’Oglio. This boutique family-run clothing store offers mens- and womenswear right on the main shopping avenue in Palermo. Dress to the nines with top-notch garments and live your best dolce vita, dressed like a real Italian.


Food


The culinary scene in Palermo accommodates all kinds of food lovers, with dishes from affordable and filling street food snacks to fresh seafood, fine dining, simply prepared and abundant plates of pasta, and decadent sweets. Compared to other major cities in Italy and Europe, the cost of food here is extremely inexpensive, and there is a huge variety of dishes. You’ll find French-influenced, aristocratic family recipes drenched with bechamel and luscious flavors that date back to the Normans, who came to the Kingdom of Sicily with their own in-house family chefs, as well as cucina povera, the art of making delicious food with cheap ingredients. The layers of Sicily’s cultural heritage shine through in the sweet-and-sour flavorings known as agrodolce, thought to be influenced by Arab cuisine, and over-the-top decorated desserts, remnants of the decadent Baroque era. No matter what you’re eating, dried citrus and candied fruit, as well as locally grown almonds and pistachios, are ubiquitous.


VUCCIRIA (LA LOGGIA)


Pizzerias


Timilia


Via Maqueda, 221; tel. 091/7846088; www.pizzatimilia.it; 11:30am-12:30am daily; slices €2-5


A rarity on this major pedestrian street, where most of the souvenir shops, bars, and restaurants are not worth your while, this is a great option for a slice of pizza on the go. The selection changes daily, the pizzas are always made with top-quality flour, and the prices are extremely affordable. There are a few high-top tables out front where you can sit with a cold beer and slice of pizza to people-watch while the locals enjoy an evening passeggiata walk.



S Fúnnaco PizzaLab



Via Pantelleria, 19; tel. 351/8767650; www.funnaco.it; 7:30pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 7:30pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat., 7:30pm-midnight Sun.; pizzas €8-15


Pizza is traditionally only served at dinnertime in Italy. Here at Fúnnaco, guests can feast on Neapolitan personal pies made with the best high-quality ingredients from Sicily. The signature namesake pizza is made with a sauce from yellow grape tomatoes, slow-cooked red cherry tomatoes, DOP buffalo mozzarella, and caviar-pearls of extra virgin olive oil and arrives with a dome-shaped cover filled with olive wood smoke that the servers release at the table. The menu clearly notes any ingredients that may alert guests with intolerances. There are also lactose-free and gluten-free options available. Pizza doughs can be selected individually depending on the diner’s flour, style, or levitation preference. Reservations are highly recommended and can be easily booked through its website or by sending a text message through WhatsApp.


Markets


Mercato Vucciria


Via dei Frangiai, 50; market hours 8am-1pm Mon.-Sat., nightlife center and street food after 9pm Mon.-Sat.


Once one of the most important food markets in the city, nowadays La Vucciria has dwindled to just a handful of fishmongers and street food vendors. It can be a nice stop on an early morning walk, but is more frequented in the evenings, when the square and its surrounding alleyways become completely packed with young people standing outside drinking, dancing, and snacking on Palermo’s famous street food like sfincione, boiled octopus, and panelle.
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