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SICILIAN
CURIOSITIES

And Where to Find Them on Your Next Trip to Sicily

Sicily can seem exotic and shrouded in mystery even to Italians.
Perhaps that’s only because of its geographical position
as an island separate from mainland Italy,
but the curiosities below certainly add to that mystique.
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There’s simply no denying that Sicilia is speciale.
The Black Madonna
of Tindari
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Black Madonna of Tindari

Ancient Tindari near Messina in
northeastern Sicily dates back to 396
B.C. It is one of Sicily’s most impressive Greek-Roman archeological
sites, with Roman baths and houses,
stunning floor mosaics, an amphitheater, and incredible views across the
Tyrrhenian Sea.
Overlooking all of this is the Sanctuary
of the Black Madonna, which houses
a cedar statue of Madonna Nera whose
origins are disputed. She most likely
came from the Middle East, possibly
brought to protect Sicily during the
Iconoclastic Wars in the 8th century,
or placed high up on the mountain for
safety by shipwrecked sailors.
Below the sanctuary is the gorgeous
linguetta di sabbia (tongue of sand),
which creates a lagoon said to have
formed when a mother refused to
pray to the Madonna because she
was black. When the woman’s baby
slipped from her grasp into the sea
below, as the legend goes, the Madonna lifted parts of the land to save the
baby, giving rise to the lagoon.
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Noto and Caltagirone Flower Festivals
Meanwhile, during the last two weeks
of May, picturesque Caltagirone,
noted for its ceramics and located
about 50 miles southwest of Catania,
holds a flower festival on its famous
142-step, colorfully tiled staircase,
which connects the lower town with
the Church of Santa Maria del Monte
and the old upper town above. The
flowers are laid in a swirly pattern in
honor of Our Lady of Conadomini,
the town’s patron saint.
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Palermo vehicle with I Beati Paoli image
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On the third weekend of May,
the Baroque village of Noto in
southeastern Sicily is lined with
il tappeto fiorito, a carpet made of
flowers. Artists, both local and
international, collaborate to create
the colorful designs made of the
petals of flowers grown specifically
for L’infiorata. Parades and other
activities round out the weekend, and
then, on Monday, children are let free
to destroy the artists’ work as symbols
of destruction and revival.

The Sicilian Flower Festival in Noto, Sicily

I Beati Paoli

Everyone knows about the Mafia’s
connection with Sicily, but fewer have
heard of Palermo’s secret society that
may have been a precursor to the
criminal organization. Although the
existence of I Beati Paoli is in dispute,
it is commonly believed that Luigi
Natoli’s novel by the same name was
at least partially a historical account.
In the book, as Sicily passed from
Spanish to Piedmontese to Austrian
rule in the early 18th century, this
underground group of men fought
against both the Church and the State

in favor of the common man. They
are said to have gotten their name
because by day they dressed as monks
of St. Francis of Paola, while by night
they wore black hoods and met in a
cave in the Capo quarter of Palermo
near the Church of Santa Maria di
Gesù, also called Santa Maruzza.
The church is still there, and though
the cave entrances have been blocked
off, there is now a restaurant near the
spot that pays homage to this mysterious tidbit of Sicilian history.

Capuchin Catacombs of Palermo

Toward the end of the 16th century,
burial space for Capuchin monks in
Palermo was scarce, so in 1599, the
first monk was buried underground.
The spot started out exclusively for
monks, but the Order began accepting special requests from wealthy
benefactors to be buried there.
About 8,000 preserved corpses hang
on the walls, lay on shelves, and are
posed on chairs in the cool, stale
air of the Capuchin Catacombs of
Palermo. The bodies are separated
in sections for men, women and children, professionals, priests, and even

virgins. Many of their clothes are still
in fairly good condition, and walking
through the catacombs can be feel
like an eerie, historical fashion show
of religious robes, military uniforms,
housewives’ attire, and children’s
best outfits from the 17th century
through the beginning of the
20th century.
No corpse is more striking than that
of two-year-old Rosalia Lombardo,
who died in 1920, and looks like she
is merely taking a nap thanks to the
secret embalming method of Dr.
Alfredo Salafia.

Gandolfo Cannatella / shutterstock
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Catacombs of the Capuchin

Incidentally, Savoca also has catacombs
in its Capuchin monastery, if you’re
planning a Sicilian catacomb tour.
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Palermo’s original street-food, the spleen sandwich
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Palermo’s Spleen Sandwich

It is said that around the time of the
Inquisition in the 1500s, these two
typical street foods combined into a
form similar to the spleen sandwich
we find in Palermo today, and served
during NIAF’s Anniversary Gala’s
Expo Siciliana in November by Mike’s
Deli—The Original Arthur Avenue
Italian Deli, in the Bronx.

Sicilian cuisine has been exported
around the world, which means that
delicacies such as arancini (fried rice
balls) and ricotta-filled cannoli are
widely known. One culinary delight
that hasn’t quite made the jump into
the mainstream is pani ca’ meusa—the
street-food sandwich made of fried
beef spleen and a slice of lemon and
sometimes grated caciocavallo cheese.

The Godfather Villages of Savoca
and Forza D’Agro

Many people know of the village of
Corleone in western Sicily, which lends
its name to “The Godfather” book
and films as the last name of the crime
family at the center of the drama.
Lesser known, however, is that some
of the movies were shot in two rustic
hill towns on the eastern coast of the
island, just outside of Taormina.
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The legend behind the spleen sandwich mixes the city’s Jewish and Arab
heritage. During the Middle Ages, many
Jews were butchers who prepared boiled
offal with lemon and salt to sell on the
streets. Contemporaneously, Arabs were
making a ricotta and caciocavallo sandwich as their street food of choice.

Filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola
thought Corleone was too developed.
So, for some scenes in the first movie,
including Michael’s talk with Vitelli
about courting his daughter, Apollonia, at Bar Vitelli, and their wedding at
the Church of San Nicolò/Santa Lucia,
filming took place in the beautiful
hillside village of Savoca. For “Godfather II,” filming shifted to Forza d’Agro
and its Convento Agostiniano for when
young Vito escapes Don Ciccio’s men
by hiding in a donkey’s basket.
Tribute statue of Francis Ford Coppola created by
Savoca artist Nino Ucchino
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