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SICILY AND MALTA TOUR NOTES 
26 December 2007 – 6 January 2008 

 
Although we will see much else, this tour is organised around around the 
architecture of Sicily and Malta.  These notes are not an encyclopædic 
treatment of this architecture but a subjective compilation of material which 
seems to me to be of interest. 
 
The first thing that will become apparent is that there is not a distinctive 
indigenous Sicilian style or way of building.  The land has been ruled by a 
succession of conquerors, and even the only really distinctive architecture, 
the Norman-Byzantine work of the north, is a fusion of external styles rather 
than an autocthonous product.   
 
This gives rise to a second observation.  Although the Normans imposed 
themselves upon Sicily, they ruled from within it, unlike, for example, the 
later French and Spanish rulers, whose allegiance was external.  To an even 
greater extent the various classical Greek colonies were local and 
independent, and their buildings are the most important Sicilian contributions 
to the overall sweep of world architectural history.  At other times Sicily's 
architecture was provincial, and therefore derivative, and with only a few 
exceptions unimportant on the world stage. 
 
In Malta we are looking primarily at the remarkable prehistoric megalithic 
sites.  Although there is picturesque and interesting medieval and Baroque 
architecture, this is if anything even more derivative than that of Sicily. 

 
 
DAY 1, Wednesday 26 December 
Arrive Palermo 
[4 nights stay at the Mercure Palermo Centro, Via Mariano Stabile 112, or in 

Barry's case, the Grand Hotel et des Palmes, Via Roma 398] 
 

 
things to eat in Palermo

1
 

 
marzipan, 'frutta di Martorana' 
cannoli [filled with ricotta cheese with sugar, chocolate and crystallized citrus 

peel] 
pani cu' la meusa [dried beef spleen in foccaccia with ricotta & caciovalla 

cheese] from the Antico Foccaceri di San Francisco, in the heart of the 
Kalsa 

arancini [rice croquettes stuffed with meat and chicken giblets] 
panelli [seasoned chick pea flower, cooked to a paste, sliced and fried, 

usuially in a roll] 
cuccia [a pudding of whole wheat berries soaked, boiled and mixed into a 

blancmange seasoned with cinnamon, sugar and chocolate shavings 

                                                 
1 M T Simeti, On Persephone's Island: a Sicilian Journal (London 2001 [1986]), pp 15, 

46, 49, 53. 
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the history of Sicily
2
 

 
The earliest recorded inhabitants of Sicily are the Siculi in the east, the 
Sicani in the west, and the Elymni in the vicinity of Segesta, a fact which is of 
interest to us only in that there are indications that their cultures played a 
significant role in the Greek settlements superimposed upon them, 
particularly at Segesta.  Greek settlement began on the east coast in the 
eighth century at Naxos (c 735) and Syracuse [Siracusa] (734).  In broad 
terms these were settlements of the Achaean or mainland Greeks, like those 
further north in Italy.  There was little communication with Ionia, and in 
architecture the Doric order was used almost exclusively.  Carthage held 
some territory in the west of the island. 
 
The sixth and fifth centuries were the heroic age of the tyrants, including 
Phalaris, who ruled Akragas [Agrigento] in about 570-555, and Gelon, who 
captured Syracuse in 485, defeated the Carthaginians in 480, and became 
the most powerful figure in the Greek world.  In the late fifth century 
Dionysus the elder established himself for 37 years as the most powerful 
tyrant in Sicilian history.  In 415 Athens mounted an attack upon Syracuse 
with disastrous results [for the Athenians]. Around 300, during the reign of 
Hieron II, Sicily came under Roman influence, and Sicily was to be one of 
the main theatres of the First Punic War, between Rome and Carthage from 
264 until the Carthaginian surrender in 241.  Sicily was again in contention in 
the Second Punic War, until in 212 Syracuse fell to Marcellus.  By 210 Rome 
controlled the whole island.  
 
Under Roman rule the Greek cities lost much of their autonomy, rural estates 
were developed, and luxurious villas built (like that at Piazza Armerina), but 
by the early Imperial period the importance of Sicily in the Roman world had 
declined.  In the 5th century AD the island was raided by the Vandals and the 
Ostrogoths, and then in 535 it was conquered by the Byzantine general 
Belisarius.  Although Belisarius had conquered [or reconquered] much of the 
western Mediterranean world for Justinian, most of the area, at first sight so 
impressive on the map, was in fact sea.  The Byzantine coastal territories 
mostly reverted to barbarian rule before long, but Sicily remained Byzantine, 
and for five years Syracuse was actually the capital of the empire. 
 
The Arab invasion proceeded in stages from 827, Palermo falling in 831, but 
Syracuse only in 878.  The Arabs brought large numbers of settlers from 
Spain and North Africa, fully exploited the fertility of the soil, and established 
a progressive and tolerant culture.  Palermo, as a centre of scholarship, was 
surpassed only by Constantinople. 

                                                 
2 M T Simeti, On Persephone's Island: a Sicilian Journal (London 2001 [1986]), pp 15, 

46, 49, 53. 
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In 1060 the Norman count Roger de Hauteville seized Messina, and by 1091 
he had wrested control of the whole island from the Arabs.  This was 
therefore roughly parallel with the Norman conquest of England, but 
launched more from southern Italy than Normandy, a relationship which goes 
a long way towards explaining both the similarities and the differences 
between the architecture of the various Norman fiefdoms.  In 1130 Roger's 
son, also Roger, was crowned King of Sicily. He was the richest monarch in 
Europe, and Messina was a major supply base for the European crusades in 
the east.  King Roger died in 1154, but his successors continued in control 
until 1194, when the German Emperor Henry IV of Swabia claimed the 
crown and put the last of the Hautevilles to death. 
 
The Normans had maintained an efficient administration, which adopted itself 
to the Arabic and Byzantine traditions of the island, and this syncretic 
approach continued under imperial rule, when Frederick II's court at 
Palermo, drawing upon Christian, Jewish and Islamic traditions, was famous 
for its opulence and its scholarship.  The emperors had struggled with the 
papacy, and when their rule ended with the beheading of Conradin in 1268, 
when the Pope installed Charles of Anjou as King Sicily and Naples.  The 
Anjevin rule was resented, and terminated abruptly in the Sicilian Vespers, 
when, a French officer having insulted a Sicilian bride, every Frenchman in 
Palermo was slaughtered, and almost all other towns followed suit.  
 
The Sicilians now drafted Peter of Aragon as their king, and for the following 
four centuries the island was ruled by Aragonese or Bourbon monarchs, 
though by the sixteenth century the strategic importance of the island had 
waned. 
 
 

architectural hybridism 
 
The Norman architecture of Sicily is a wonderful hybrid of Norman 
characteristics (shared with the Norman work in France and England);  the 
Byzantine;  the Islamic; and some others such as Persian at second or third 
hand. 
 
Successful hybrid architecture is not produced when one nation simply 
conquers another.  It is produced  - I suggest – by one or both of two factors: 
a) a long drawn-out and interactive campaign of conquest 
b) a relatively primitive conqueror. 
 
Consider the situation in Asia Minor, which resulted in an Ottoman tradition 
quite different from that of the rest of the Islamic world.  Instead of mosques 
consisting of open courtyards or pillared halls, the mosques of Sinan were 
giant domed structures, descended from Hagia Sophia and ultimately from 
the engineering tradition of imperial Rome.  It is extraordinary that this 
Roman tradition was preserved in an Islamic nation rather than in the 
western cultures which might seem to be more natural successors to it. 
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The reason is that the Seljuk and Ottoman hegemony in Asia Minor had 
been established incrementally over four centuries.  There had been a long 
period of co-existence, not always belligerent, and much interaction including 
mercenary and even dishonourable accommodations between some of the 
parties.  The two cultures had become effectively interlocked, and the 
capture of Constantinople was only the last phase in a lengthy process. 
 
My second factor is also relevant to the situation in Asia Minor, in that the 
Turks were nomadic and relatively primitive peoples who needed to coopt 
Byzantine know-how in administration, the arts, scholarship, medicine, and 
even some aspects of warfare.  But the length of the process somewhat 
obscures my point.  It is clearer when you look at Achaemenid Persia, where 
a culturally impoverished nation simply brought together designers and 
craftsmen from Mesopotamia, Egypt and Ionia, to create a wonderful fusion 
in Persepolis.  Or on a smaller scale consider the Mausoleum of Theodoric 
at Ravenna, which draws together Roman architectural traditions and 
contemporary Syrian stonemasonry, and incorporates in its detail reflections 
of tent clips and other ornaments traditional amongst the nomadic 
Ostrogoths. 
 
 

the Normans 
 
The Normans first conquered the southern end of Italy proper from about 
1030, before their own architectural style was fully formed, and their 
buildings therefore show a certain amount of Lombard influence, just as in 
Normandy they absorbed influence from the neighbouring Loire Valley, and 
from Cluny. The Normans generally tended to build their castles and 
churches in the western fashion, but at the same time to make much use of 
domes, imported bronze doors, enamel work and actual mosaicists from 
Byzantium.  Palermo is the main centre. 
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DAY 2, Thursday 27 December 
Palermo 
 
S Giovanni degli Eremiti (St John of the Hermits), Palermo, 1132 
 

 
S Giovanni degli Eremiti, views. 

Commercial slides, left; © Paradoxplace.com right. 
 
This is the oldest church in Palermo, and it shows both Byzantine and 
Muslim influences.  The church itself has two domes over the nave and three 
smaller domes over the transept - a Byzantine roofing method on a western 
plan.  The use of a cloister is also of course Romanesque.  the domes, 
especially that of the belfry, are stilted ones, which is a Moslem device.  The 
form of arch with the opening surrounded by concentric arches - like the 
Romanesque doorway of many orders, except that here it is plain - is a 
common motif in Sicily.3  The use of the pointed arch in the cloister is not 
necessarily proto-Gothic, for the pointed arch had been used by the 
Moslems for a long time, and may have come to Europe from Moslem 
sources.  

 

                                                 
3 It is perhaps reminiscent of the clerestory treatment of Sant' Apollinare in Classe 

at Ravenna (c 532-549). 
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San Giovanni degli Eremiti: view under the dome. MUAS 6,764. 

 
 
Inside the dome one sees squinches, after the Moslem fashion, rather than 
the pendentives common in Byzantine work.  Indeed, the squinches show 
the system of concentric arches that we saw on the exterior. 
 
 
San Cataldo, Palermo, before 1161 
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San Cataldo: views & plan 

Miles Lewis; Stewart, Early Christian, Byzantine and Romanesque Architecture, p 91 
 
This building was originally a synagogue, but was taken over as a church in 
1161.  It has the same stilted domes as San Giovanni, the same concentric 
arch motif, and internally the same squinches.  The plan is halfway between 
the basilican nave and aisles type and the Byzantine cross-in-square. It has 
a triple apse, but the side apses are totally inscribed within the rectangle, 
and even the central apse projects only shallowly. 
 
 
La Martorana, or Santa Maria dell' Ammiraglio, c 1140 onwards 
 
Notwithstanding the early Baroque façade added in 1588, la Martorana is 
one of the same group of Norman churches, founded by King Roger's 
admiral, George of Antioch, and endowed in 1143.  The commonly used 
name derives from the fact that it was presented in 1433 to a convent 
founded by Eloisa Martorana. The original nuns and clergy were Greek, 
consistent with the religious syncretism of Rogerian Sicily.  The beautiful 
tower is French rather than Byzantine in character, and according to 
Krautheimer derives from Laon Cathedral.

4
 

 
The original church is a tiny Greek cross based on a dome on four columns, 
and the porticio, atrium and campanile were a little later, being added after 
1146 and finished by 1185 when it was described by Ibn Giobair.  After 1588 
the nave was extended to include the former portico and atrium. The chapel 
of  St Benedict was added on the north-east in 1680, and by 1686 the apse 
was replaced by a Baroque one.  A modern reconstruction restored 
something of the original appearance. 
 

                                                 
4 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, p 286. 
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Iconography of La Martorana; Coronation of Roger II 

Demus, Mosaics of Norman Sicily, p 243; Bucaro (Palermo), 24. 
 
 
The chancel rail has Cosmatesque inlay.  The original mosaic decoration 
would have occupied all the space above the marble panelling, but much of it 
was replaced in the Baroque renovation.  The dome contains the usual 
Pantocrator, but in the next ring each of the archangels (Michael, Gabriel, 
Raphael and Uriel) is dressed in a toga and himation, unlike the Byzantine 
court costume of Cefalù and the Cappella Palatina. The hemisphere of the 
cupola rests upon a wooden frieze with an Arabic inscription which translates 
a Byzantine hymn.

5
 

 
 
 

Cosmati work 
 
Cosmati work, although found from Palermo to London, is the result of the 
erarly twelfth century blossoming of mosaic work in Rome, where it had been 
forgotten for nearly three hundred years, and of marblework.  Numbers of 
families of craftsmen were involved, including Paulus (fl c 1100) and his sons 
and grandsons, the Laurentii, and the Rainerii (or Ranucci), amongst who 
were a number of individuals called Cosmas, from whom the collective name 
has been derived.  This phase came to an end with the transference of the 
popes to Avignon in the fourteenth century.  These craftsmen were 
influenced by classical examples surviving in Rome itself, and by Byzantine 
mosaic work in southern Italy.  Polychrome marble paving in particular was 
revived in the eleventh century at Monte Cassino when Abbot Desiderius 
imported mosaicists from Constantinople, and from here it was brought to 

                                                 
5 Demus, Mosaics of Norman Sicily, pp 73-84. 
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Rome.  It consists of geometrical designs in which a large disc, or 
occasionally a square, of red or green porphyry is set in an interlacing 
framework of white marble, filled with patterns in coloured tesserae of 
coloured marbles. 
 

 
 
 
Palazzo Reale or Royal Palace, Palermo  
 
The Normans' royal palace is a rare medieval survival in that it is neither a 
church nor properly speaking a castle.  And given that Byzantine secular 
decoration is very rare, particular significance attends that of the so-called 
'Roger's Chamber', one of the state rooms of Count Roger II, who 
subsequently claimed the title of king.  This decoration was actually done in 
about 1160, after his death (1152). 
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Roger's Chamber, and details of leopard, centaurs and birds 

Ediz Urso, Palermo, no 13; Lassus, Early Christian and Byzantine World, p 123; Grabar, 
Byzantium, p 27. 

 
 
 
The palace chapel or Cappella Palatina, is also of great interest.  It is a 
strange compromise between a Byzantine plan focussing on a central dome, 
and a western plan focussing on the apse.  It contains a remarkable 
stalactite ceiling.  And it contains important and iconographically interesting 
mosaics. 
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The Cappella Palatina: plan; view east; view west; apse detail; the Pantocrator in the dome; the nave 

wall; detail of the the stalactite ceiling; the Flight into Egypt. 
Hamilton, Byzantine Architecture and Decoration, p 243; Samuel Landete; Ediz Urso, Palermo, nos A-

55; 1; A1557; Grabar, Byzantium, p 95; Ediz Urso, Palermo, nos 1207; 16. 

 
 
 
It was built by Roger II in 1132-1183.  It is a three-apsed basilica in plan, with 
a five-bay nave and a dome raised high on squinches at the east end.  The 
chancel is raised (above a crypt by the look of it), and the apse is raised 
further still, with its own flight of steps. At the other end is another raised 
platform, apparently for the royal party, and it is these changes in level that 
give the building character.    There are stilted pointed arches of Moslem 
form. 
 
The columns are fairly classical, while the mosaics are completely Byzantine, 
and said to be the finest in western Europe (dating 1143-1189).  The apse 
mosaic shows Christ with saints, amongst whom, though not fully visible 
here, is St James in the costume of a Byzantine bishop - quite out of place 
because this a western church.  It is the result of the use of Byzantine 
mosaicists. 
 
The dome is once again carried on squinches.  Byzantine churches tend to 
use the same sorts of subject in the same parts of the building, in an 
established hierarchy of importance, and in a normal centralised Byzantine 
church the dome would not only be the highest, but also the most central 
area, and it was occupied by the most important image, a representation 
Christ Pantocrator - as ruler of the world.  So here, even when the dome is 
less important, the same thing is done.  The original model for the 
Pantocrator is supposed to have been an antique sculpture, a seated figure 
of Zeus which had been transferred to Constantinople.6 
 
The design of the structure, and especially the form of the squinches, 
prevents the decoration being carried through in a completely Byzantine 
scheme, but the hierarchy is preserved.  The dome is taken up with purely 
heavenly figures - four archangels, who are shown in Byzantine court and 
military costume and four angels.   In the level below, the spandrels contain 
the prophets, and the squinches show David, Solomon, Zacharius and John 

                                                 
6 Dale Trendall lecture, 1972. 
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the Baptist.  Above the transverse arch is the Annunciation.   The nave walls 
show narrative scenes from the New and Old Testaments. That of Christ's 
entry into Jerusalem is quite reminiscent of some Early Christian examples, 
but the variation in scale of the figures is greater, and the palm tree adds an 
exotic touch 
 
 

the squinch 
 

In classical Roman, Byzantine and Renaissance architecture, the usual way 
of effecting the transition from a square (or polygonal) plan to a circular 
dome is the pendentive.  This is defined by its shape, the spherical triangle – 
not by its construction, which may be of corbelled stones, of voussoirs, or 
monolithic. 
 

 
diagram of a pendentive; dome of the baths at Jerash, Jordan 
Stewart, Early Christian &c Architecture, p 50; Andrew Hutson 

 
 
The Islamic solution, in contrast, is the squinch.  This is not so much a 
geometric term, because squinches vary considerably in form, but a general 
way to describe the idea of spanning across the angle of the square plan.  
The idea is very basic and presumably timeless, but the Islamic source is 
probably the Sassanian architecture of Persia.  
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squinches of various forms. 
R A Stevens, Building in History (London 1965), p 45; Talbot Hamlin, Forms and Functions 

of Twentieth-Century Architecture, I, The Elements of Building (New York 1952), p 541 
 
 
The Islamic squinch is commonly hollow in the inner exposed face, and if you 
build one upon another you get the decorative form known as muqarnas, and 
if continued across a ceiling this becomes a stalactite vault, as in the 
Cappella Palatina, Palermo.   
 

 
 
Duomo 
 
The cathedral is a building of mixed date, with unfortunate interior 
alterations, but the exterior of the east end is mostly intact from the twelfth 
century.   It was built under the English archbishop Gualterio Offamiglio [that 
is, 'Walter of the Mill']. 
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Duomo, Palermo, 1175 & later: east end. 
Miles Lewis 

 
Archaeological Museum [Museo Archeologico Regionale] 
 
This has collections of major interest, including the metopes from Selinunte;  
the twelve thousand terra cotta votive figures from the sanctuary of Demeter 
at Selinunte;  an important collection of Etruscan antiquities (not local, but 
from Chiusi); the Pietro de Palermo, a diorite slab with a hieroglyphic 
inscription recording the delivery of forty shiploads of cedar to the  Pharaoh 
Snefru in about 2700 BC;  lead water pipes and stopcocks from the 
Cornelian aqueduct at Termini Imerese;  and of course a lot of tedious old 
vases and sculptures for those who like that sort of thing. 
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The rest of Palermo 
 
Other places of interest include twelfth century church of La Magione, 1150;  
the thirteenth century church San Francesco de Assisi, much restored but 
with a fine triple order doorway with English Norman mouldings;  and the 
Mannerist Porta Nuova, 1535, reconstructed 1667.   
 
 
 

  
 

La Magione, 1150,  doorway;  San Francesco de Assisi, detail of entrance orders. 
Miles Lewis 

 
 
The Villa Palagonia in Bagheria, near Palermo, has a surrounding wall with a 
cortege of grimacing gnomes,m chimeras, dwarfs and puppets (which 
entertained Goethe).7  Baroque work is not as concentrated as in the Val de 
Noto, but Giovan Batista Vaccarini (1702-1768), who had trained in Rome, 
worked in Palermo.  He tried to curtail Baroque extravagance and make the 
structural elements of architecture conform to the norms, but without 
becoming a neoclassicist.8  The Piazza del Duomo, of 1761, is a good 
illustration of late Baroque layout.9  
 
 

                                                 
7 Bazin, 'The Iberian Baroque and the New World', p 370. 
8 Bazin, 'The Iberian Baroque and the New World', p 370. 
9 West, Architecture in Italy p 183. 
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DAY 3,  Friday 28 December 
Monreale [am] & Palermo [pm] 
 
Duomo, Monreale 
 
The Cathedral and monastery church of Monreale, above Palermo, derives 
its name from a contraction  of Sancta Maria Nova in Monte Regali, the mid-
twelfth century park and castle of Roger II, from which the site was excised  
by William II.   The monastery was founded before 1174 and populated with 
monks from the Cluniac monastery of the Holy Trinity, near Salerno. The 
church was begun at an early stage, possibly even in 1172, and was 
probably finished in the rough by the end of the decade, but some parts of 
the building and the decoration were never completed in Norman times, and 
the left tower of the west front never at all. 
 

 
 

 ` 
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Duomo, Monreale: west front; detail of eastern apse; plan; cistern in the cloister; mosaic of 
Mrs Lot 

Bucaro (Palermo), 038; Miles Lewis; Stewart, Early Christian, Byzantine and Romanesque 
Architecture, p 192; Miles Lewis; Meyer, Byzantine Mosaics, pl IV. 

 
Like a number of Sicilian Norman churches, the cathedral is a combination of 
the Latin basilica with the Greek cross-in-square plan, but very large - 92.5 x 
39.5 metres, and probably for that reason unvaulted except for the apses 
and presbytery.  The western portal contains a pair of bronze doors imported 
from Pisa.  The triple apsed eastern end dominates the view from Palermo, 
and – Demus suggests – can be regarded as the proper façade of the 
cathedral.  It has elaborate polychrome decoration with intersecting arcading, 
a Norman motif found in the choir aisle of Durham Cathedral (where the 
pointed arches fortuitously produced by the intersecting can be regarded as 
harbingers of the Gothic – though in Sicily the pointed arch is unremarkable). 
 
Internally the absence of a central cupola reinforced the basilican and 
therefore western character of the church, but the main impression is that 
the structure is not so much architectural in conception as it is a giant canvas 
(or whatever the appropriate term is), of nearly seven thousand square 
metres, for the mosaicists.  The higher tiers of mosaics are broader, to 
counteract the effect of perspective, and are in lighter and brighter colours to 
counteract the shadow, while the lower ones are in more dark and earthy 
colours. 
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Iconography of Monreale. 
Demus, Mosaics of Norman Sicily, p 244. 

 
 
It is impossible to describe the content of the mosaics, but in broad terms (1) 
the central sanctuary contains the Pantocrator and his cortege; (2) the side 
apses and antechapels have stories of Pert and Paul;   (3) the central square 
and transepts have a Christological cycle;  (4) the aisles depict Christ's 
miracles;  (5) the nave contains Old Testament (and some legendary) 
themes;  and, now missing, (6) the porch had the life of the Virgin and the 
infancy of Christ. 
 
Nothing now remains of the atrium surrounded by colonnades which is 
believed to have been in front of the cathedral, and a large part of the 
monastic buildings, other than the cloisters, have gone.  The cloister has 216 
columns carrying sculpted capitals and heavy pointed arches.  They are in 
pairs along the sides and quadrupled at the corners, and the shafts vary 
through smooth, fluted, spiral, zig-zag ornamented, mosaic inlaid, to carved.  
The main part of the work was done in the time of William II, but later than 
the corresponding mosaics in the cathedral from which some of the 
sculptures (such as the Holy Women at the Tomb) have been copied.  There 
is a well with a small baldachino near the south-west corner.

10 
 
 
 

                                                 
10 Demus, Mosaics of Norman Sicily, pp 91-148. 
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DAY 4, Saturday 29 December 
Palermo-Cefalu-Palermo 

 
 
Cefalù,  Duomo SS Pietro e Paolo, 1131 onwards 
 
The Cathedral was founded by Roger II, and contains the best preserved 
(though not the earliest) mosaics in Sicily. Its architecture is more western 
than other Sicilian examples, and it seems to have been originally conceived 
as a flat-roofed building.  In. the 1140s the vaulting began in the presbytery, 
probably under Anglo-Norman influence.  The façade has an inscription of 
1240 - referring to the completion of its decoration. 
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Cefalù,  Duomo SS Pietro e Paolo, 1131 onwards: west front; exterior detail of apse; apse 

decoration; capital; Cosmati work; plan. 
Miles Lewis; Meyer, Byzantine Mosaics, pl XIV; Miles Lewis; Kunstler, Romanesque Art in 

Europe, p 135. 
 
 
The conch of the apse contains the Pantocrator, surrounded by the 
inscription FACTUS HOMO FACTOR HOMINIS FACTIQUE REDEMPOTO 
IUDICO CORPOREUS CORPORA CORDA DEUS.  The wall below is 
divided into three horizontal zones, the lower two containing the twelve 
apostles, and the upper the Virgin with hands raised in the orans or praying 
position, known from Early Christian art.  Demus considers the apse mosaics 
to be the earliest, and those of the vault and the lower zones of the 
presbytery to be later, while the patriarchs and prophets in the upper tiers of 
the presbytery walls are later still.  However the overall time span is not 
great, and he suggests that the apse mosaics were by Greek masters and 
completed by 1148, under King Roger.  The building was revamped and the 
vault mosaics completed under William.  The overall scheme was the model 
for major parts of the mosaic decoration at the Cappella Palatina, the 
Martorana, and  Monreale.

11
  

 

                                                 
11 Demus, Mosaics of Norman Sicily, pp 3-18. 
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DAY 5, Sunday 30 December 
Palermo – Segesta – Gibellina Vecchia - Gibellina Nuova – Selinunte - 

Agrigento  
[1 night stay at Agrigento: Hotel Costazzurra, Via delle Viole 2 (San Leone), 

Agrigento, 92100] 
 
 

Segesta  
 

 
Plan of Segesta 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 64. 
 
 
Temple, c 430 BC  
 
This temple is thought to have been designed by an Athenian architect, as 
the inhabitants of Segesta were not Greeks but native Elymians, who had 
entered an alliance with Athens in 426. It was never completed, probably 
becaUse work stopped in 398 when some of the population were massacred 
by the Syracusans, and new settlers introduced.  

 
It has 6 x 14 columns (contrary to the normal 2n = 1 rule, which would give it 
thirteen), and measures 23 x 58 metres on the stylobate.  Because it was 
unfinished, one can still see the bosses for hoisting blocks, the strips left on 
delicate angles, and the columns unfluted. The cella walls, if ever built, have 
been entirely looted, but the colonnade is intact. It is very subtle in its 
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refinements and shows double contraction – see boxed text, 'the triglyph 
problem'.12   
 
 
Theatre on Mount Barbaro, C1st 
 

 
 

Theatre at Segesta: restoration by Bulle, corrected by Miles Lewis: roof form uncertain. 
Modified from Lawrence, Greek Architecture, p 211. 

 
There have been widely differing dates assigned to this theatre, from the 
third century onwards, but Lawrence attributes it the first century BC.  It 
represents the newer type of theatre in which the skena or scene building 
becomes the permanent background to the stage.  In this case it is twice as 
high as usual, with two orders of columns, one above the other, engaged in 
the recessed centre, but freestanding in the wings.

13
 It was restored by Bulle 

with three heavy pediments, which was incorrect.
14

 
 
 

                                                 
12 Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, pp 112, 116, 328; Lawrence, Greek 

Architecture (1996), pp 135-6. 
13 Lawrence , Greek Architecture, pp 208/211.  
14 Lawrence explains p 227, that Bulle's restoration was made prior to Marconi's 

excavation of the stage building, which showed that pedimented form was 
impossible.  I have erased this in the illustration, but there may have been an attic 
and the a smple pitched roof above the cornice line as shown. 
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the triglyph problem 
 

 
 

Tholos, Delphi, c 400 BC: detail of the entablature. 
Based on MUAS 14,007. 

 
In the Greek Doric order the reality tends to fall short of the ideal, a point 
which is most clearly demonstrated in Sicily. In principle the Doric frieze 
should adhere to certain conventions, which are best illustrated in a circular 
building (hence this example not being Sicilian) 

A. the columns are spaced at equal distances 
B. the triglyphs are at equal distances - one directly over the centre of 

each column, and one at mid-span 
C. the triglyphs are of uniform size 
D. the metopes are of uniform size 

In a rectangular building it is also required that the frieze finish with a triglyph 
at the corner.  
 

 
 

Based on Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 107 
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These are all rules to which the Greeks felt - we may infer - that the Doric 
order ought to conform.  But in a rectangular building they are geometrically 
incompatible. In these plans you see the square abacus, which forms the top 
of the column capital, the parallel lines of the entablature, turning at the 
corner of the building, and the location of the triglyph marked solid.  A normal 
sized triglyph, located on the centre line of the column, would leave a left-
over piece of metope on the corner, as shown in the left hand plan - a sort of 
mini-metope - which is totally unacceptable.  If you move it out to the corner, 
as shown at centre, it will leave an inordinately large metope. You could 
resolve this by making the triglyph itself enormously large, as on the right, so 
that it reaches the corner, but it would look ridiculous.   
 
What was in fact done is as shown at the centre:  the triglyph was moved off 
the centre of the column and out to the corner and/or the column was moved 
inwards so as to shorten the entablature and leave the triglyph at the corner 
(which would look the same in this plan).  Either way, the triglyph was no 
longer on the axis of the column.  Not only was this off-axis triglyph an 
unpleasant compromise to Greek eyes, but it had serious implications for the 
geometry of the whole façade.  In  one early example (the Temple of Artemis 
at Corfu, c 600 BC), the triglyph is at the corner, but it is not so much that it 
has been moved out but that the corner itself, and the column below, have 
moved in.  But In the so-called Temple of Ceres at Paestum, of 510 BC, the 
column is not moved.  Instead, the triglyph is moved to the corner, and the 
last metope is permitted to be substantially larger than the norm.  
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Temple of Concord at Agrigento, c 450 BC: detail.  Miles Lewis 

 
The Temple of Concord at Agrigento presents what is possibly the most 
refined solution of any surviving Greek temple.  It combines the two previous 
solutions (moving the triglyph outwards and moving the column inwards), 
and more.  Not only is the corner column slightly shifted in, making the 
outermost intercolumniation smaller than average, but the second inter-
columniation is somewhere in between, so that you see three different 
column spacings in this one view.  Moreover, this variation was so carefully 
pre-planned that is reflected in the jointing of the stones of the stylobate and 
down to the fourth course of the concealed foundations.   
 
Furthermore, the corner column slopes inward slightly, which helps to bring 
the top in without reducing the spacing in the stylobate.  Finally, not only is 
the outermost metope enlarged to take up the extra space, but so is the 
second one, thus making the difference less conspicuous.  On the other 
hand the third and fourth actually have to be smaller than normal, because 
of the closer spacing of the columns below:  so there are metopes of four 
different sizes, and intercolumniations of three different sizes, all on the one 
facade. 
 
This solution is at best only an unsatisfactory compromise.  Astonishing as it 
may seem, this formal problem of composition was to be the death of the 
Doric order.  Vitruvius tells us15 that Greek architects were so concerned by 
the problem that some of them - Arcesius, Pytheos16 and Hermogenes17 - 

                                                 
15 Book IV, ch III, 1 & 2.   
16 Pithius, architect of the Temple of Athena Polias, Priene, dedicated 334, and of 

the Mausoleum of Halicarnassos. 
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declared the Doric unsuitable for temples.  D S Robertson, author of one of 
the best texts on the subject, has described the problem as 'the worm in the 
doric bud'.  The fact that such a trifling problem could loom so large in the 
minds of the architects tells us a great deal about Greek architecture in 
general. 
 
Vitruvius himself proposed spacing the triglyphs regularly and leaving half of 
a metope on the corner.18  No actual examples of this are known from 
Roman times,19 but it became common in the Renaissance. 
 

 
Gibellina Vecchia, or Ruderi di Gibellina 
 
Gibellina, from Arab Gebel (mountain, height), expanded in the medieval 
period as an agricultural village round the castle built in the XIV century by 
Manfredi Chiaramonte. It was destroyed by the earthquake of 1968, and was 
left as a ghost town when the new Gibellina was built. Then the artist Alberto 
Burri covered the ruins in concrete, preserving the shape of the buildings and 
the streets.  Subsequently the  sculptor Pietro Consagra, with Senator 
Ludovico Corrao, created an open air museum with a Consagra sculpture 
Porta del Belice [Door to Belice] at the entrance. 
 
 

  
Gibellina & Porta de Belice 

http://sicilia.indettaglio.it/eng/comuni/tp/gibellina/gibellina.html 
 

                                                                                                                                            
17 C2nd architect of the Temple of Artemis Leukophryene at Magnesia and of the 

altar at Priene. 
18 Book IV, ch III, § 8 (p 118 in the Morgan edition). 
19 Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 111, says it was probably the 

academic solution of some Hellenistic theorist, and rarely if ever adopted in 
antiquity, though common in Renaissance and modern work. 
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Gibellina Nuova 
 
The new city, Gibellina Nuova, was rebuilt eighteen kilometres from the old 
one by many of the most prominent artists and architects in Italy, as a kind 
of permanent museum of modernism with sculptures scattered 
though the streets and the buildings themselves conceived as 
works of art.  But it was an aesthetic failure. 
 
 
Selinunte  
Selinunte [Selinous] 

 
The town is now thought to have been established in 650 BC by colonists 
from Megara Hyblea, near Syracuse, and quickly prospered on the basis of 
agriculture.

20
 An alternative theory is that it was built by A V Jennings to 

display all the temple models then available off-the-hook in Sicily. The 
acropolis is on a low hill, which is one of the three areas of interest to us.   
 
Swinburne said: 
The river passes through a long line of hills which exhibit the most 
extraordinary assemblage of buildings in Europe, the remains of Selinus;  
they lie in several stupendous heaps with many columns still erect, and at a 
distance resemble a large town with a crowd of steeples.21  
 
Simeti says: 
'Selinunte is to me the least accessible of all the Greek sites I have seen in 
Sicily'.

 22 

                                                 
20 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 86. 
21 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 85. 
22 Simeti, On Persephone's Island, p 164. 
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Plan of Selinunte 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 86 
 
The Sanctuary of Demeter Malophoros [apple-bearer] is to the west at 
Gaggera, outside the city, believed to have been founded in 628, but may 
originally have been attached to a separate inland Hellenised settlement, 
now unidentifiable. The present remains are probably c 560 [Guido p 88]  At 
first there would have been open air altars, but a more permanent collection 
of buildings evolved, with a megaron temple surrounded by a high-walled 
temenos.  It measures 9.5 x 20.4 m.  The sanctuary could not have been 
roofed in a single span, but there's no sign of columns:  it may have been an 
open court, as at the Temple of Demeter, Delos.23 
 

                                                 
23 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp 88, 96; Lawrence, Greek Architecture, 

82; Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 325. 
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Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 97 

 
 

 
 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 90. 
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On the acropolis itself are: 
 
The Megaron, c 600, remains, with no external columns but two stone bases 
for axial wooden columns in the cella.

 24 

 

 
 

Selinunte, plans:, the Megaron, Temple C 
Lawrence, Greek Architecture, p 92; Robertson, Greek & Roman Architecture, p 71. 

 
Temple C, early 6th century, to Herakles (?or Apollo) stunning metopes and 
Gorgon's mask now in Museo Archeologico Regionale,  Palermo.  Fourteen 
of the seventeen columns were re-erected in 1925.

25
  

 
Temple D, the northernmost, was begun about 560 according to Robertson, 
535 according to Guido, probably dedicated either to Neptune or Venus. It 
has a stone curtain wall, suggestive of timber construction, joining the pteron 
columns up to about half their height.26 

 

                                                 
24 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 94; Lawrence, Greek Architecture, p 82. 
25 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 94; Porter, p 286. 
26 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 94; Robertson, Greek and Roman 

Architecture, pp 73, 325;  Hardy, p 115 
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Temple A, c 490.  An interesting feature is the wall dividing the pronaos from 
the cella, which contained two round [?spiral] stairways leading to the roof 
space.27  

 
Temple O, 490-480 BC, almost identical to Temple A, possibly to Castor & 
Pollux, closest to the sea. 
 
Temple B, adjoining Temple C but smaller, Hellenistic, shortly before 250 BC 
when the town was abandoned, possibly to Empedocles.28 
 
 
The eastern temple complex comprises:  
 
Temple F, c 560, one of the most archaic and interesting examples, unusal 
for the screen walls, about three metres high, filling in between the columns.  
It has been said that they are suggestive of wooden construction.  Each bay 
has pilasters and a lintel, creating the impression of a false door, and at the 
front there were real doors.  Early in the fifth century the original terra cotta 
revetment was replaced by stone, including the metopes showing the battle 
of the gods and giants, now in the Palermo museum.29  
 

                                                 
27 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 95; Robertson, Greek and Roman 

Architecture, p 327. 
28 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 95; Robertson, Greek and Roman 

Architecture, pp 73, 325;  Hardy, p 115. 
29 Date frtom Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 325 
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Selinunte, temple F, detail of ordonnance. 

Robertson, Greek & Roman Architecture, p 74. 
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Selinunte. Temple G, elevation showing earlier and later columns; plan; capital profiles 
Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, pp 87, 86; Lawrence, Greek Architecture, p 68 

 
 
Temple G [once called 'T'] northernmost, one of the largest in the Greek 
world, but now a heap of rubble is one of the largest in antiquity (comparable 
with the Olympieon at Agrigento], laid out before the end of the C6th, but 
largely constructed later. Lawrence dates it c 540-470, but it was still 
incomplete in 409 when the Carthaginians under Hannibal sacked Selinunte.  
It was probably a temple of Apollo, and is unique amongst early Doric 
buildings in being strictly pseudipteral.  Construction took so long that there 
are significant differences in style between the earliest and the last parts, 
particularly in the pteron, which is archaic on the east and classical on the 
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west.  The end facades have the outer intercolumniation contracted, to partly 
deal with the triglyph problem.30  
 

 
Selinunte, Temple E 

Phoca & Valavanis, Architecture and Planning, p 119 
 
Temple E, C5th BC, reconstructed 1958 [Porter p 286 speaks of its ruins and 
says it contains fragments of an inner temple] 
 
 

 
Marinella (east side of Selinunte) 
This is one of Montalbano's towns. 
  

                                                 
30 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp 90-92; Robertson, Greek and Roman 

Architecture, pp 85-6, 112, 325;  Hardy, p 115.  
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DAY 6, Monday 31 December 
Agrigento – Piazza Armerina - Siracusa 
 [three nights at Siracusa: Jolly Hotel Siracusa, Corso Gelone 45, Siracusa, 

96100] 
 
 

the scamilli impares31 
 
In classical Greek architecture, from the fifth century onwards, the main lines 
are not horizontal, and commonly the whole of the stylobate [the platform 
upon which the column stands] and the whole of the entablature [the roof 
portion] curve up towards the centre, and this curvature can be detected by 
the eye.  Such horizontal curvatures had previously occurred in Egyptian 
architecture.32  
 
Vitruvius (the Roman architectural writer) gives a sort of explanation: 

the level of the stylobate must be increased along the middle by the 
scamilli impares;  for if it is laid perfectly level, it will look to the eye as 
though it were bowed a little.   

In short Vitruvius claims that a level stylobate will appear to the eye to sag - 
though I know of no evidence for this.  So he is not explaining the reason for 
the curvature, which he assumes is to correct for this apparent sag.  His term 
scamilli impares or 'unequal levellers',33 is apparently the means of setting 
out the curve, but it had never been properly understood by modern 
scholars.  Recently, however, an example has been found of holes drilled to 
varying depths to set out the curve, and it is presumed that this is what 
Vitruvius meant.34 
 
The optical explanation for why is done is not very satisfactory, and 
alternative explanations have been put forward, such as structural 
settlement.35  This is ridiculous when the foundations are in some cases cut 
into the bedrock, complete with curvature,36 and when in any case the least 
load is at the corners, so that the stylobate should sag rather than swell.  The 
most sensible suggestion has been drainage.  Rain could be expected to 
blow into the colonnade, and there is one fourth century temple, that of 

                                                 
31 M T Simeti, On Persephone's Island: a Sicilian Journal (London 2001 [1986]), pp 

15, 46, 49, 53. 
32 W H Goodyear, Greek Refinements (London 1912), p 23. 
33 Bankel, based upon his analysis of construction holes in a building at Cnidos, has 

proposed a method of constructing curvature using gauges resembling little 
stools:  Tegetmeyer, review of Williams Symposium, p 375. 

34 Jones, Principles of Roman Architecture,p 7, ref H Bankel, 'Scamilli Impares at a 
[sic] Ionic 4th Century Building at Cnidos, in L Haselberger [ed], Appearance and 
Essence: refinements in Classical Architecture - Curvature [conference, Phila-
delphia 1993] (1999). 

35 Claimed by Botticher, 1806-9:  see Goodyear, p 14. 
36 As at Corinth, first pointed out by Dorpfeld:  see Goodyear, p 14. 
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Athena Polias at Priene, where the stylobate is not only curved but also 
slopes outward, strongly indicating that it is meant to shed water.37 
 
The problem of water would be accentuated by the common practice in Doric 
temples of raising the outermost course of the stylobate slightly above the 
floor within.  The change of level would of course trap the water, but by 
curving the stylobate it could be made to flow to the corners. To prove this 
thesis one would need to find an example in good condition with an original 
drainage hole at the corner, or more probably an open joint. 
 
 

 

 
Temple D ['Juno Lacinia'], Agrigento: floor of the pteroma 

Miles Lewis 
 
 
This I have not found, but at Temple D, Agrigento, the outer stylobate is 
level, while the floor inside slopes down to the corner.  This slope has no 
external visual effect, because the columns are carried on the level base, 
and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that it was for drainage purposes.  
The problem of drainage is accepted by Robertson as the most likely origin 
of the curved stylobate, but unfortunately it does not help us, where the 
entablature is curved as well (as at the the Parthenon, Athens).  The 
intention in this case must be in some way visual, but this is not to concede 
that is an optical correction 
 
 

 

                                                 
37 Source not noted.  However Dinsmoor, Architecture of Ancient Greece, p 166, 

note 2, says that at the Croesus Temple, Ephesus, the pavement slopes up 
towards the cella. 
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Agrigento [Akragas] 
 
Akragas was founded in 581 BC by colonists from Gela, which had long 
been trading in the area, and seems to have been carefully planned almost 
from the beginning.  The walls, though they have been rebuilt in parts, 
probably date from the time of Phalaris, 571-556 BC.38 
 

 
 

Agrigento, plan. 
Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, pp 110-111 

 
 
Acropolis 
 
Temple of Demeter [Church of San Biagio], c 480 BC 
This temple, partly incorporated into the medieval church at the east end of 
the acropolis, may have been built by Theron in about 480 BC. 
 
Rock sanctuary of Demeter 
This sanctuary is down the slope to the east of the temple, and outside the 
walls.  It is thought to be the archaic predecessor of the Temple of Demeter, 
and contained a longish building in front of two narrow caves, possibly used 
for offerings.  It's interpretation is contentious. 
 
Rupe Atenea 
Back on the acropolis, and to the west, is Rupe Atanea, the site of the 
quarries used for the temples. 

                                                 
38 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 107. 
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Doric Temple (Santa Maria dei Greci) 
Further west and in the modern town centre is a temple, probably to Athena, 
now overlaid the church of Santa Maria dei Greci. 39 
 
 
Central area 
 
The medieval town contains the medieval Chiesa di San Nicola, C13th with 
fine Gothic doorway, inside a Roman sarcophagus with a wonderful relief of 
Phaedra.  Excavatyions of Hellenistic and Roman date are nearby, including 
many houses with mosaic pavements.  To the west is the so-called 
sanctuary of phalaris, a small Hellenistic shrine or temple of tyhe late second 
century BC. The Museo Archeologico is (or was when we last saw it) 
exemplary in its display of alternative reconstructions of the Olympieion, 
allowing the viewer to assess the evidence rather than take someone else's 
solution on trust. 
 
 
Southern Zone 
 
Temple D ['Hera Lacinia', 'Juno Lacinia'], c 460-440 
 
Temple D, at the east end of the southern zone, has been erroneously 
identified with Hera [or Juno] Lacinia.  It shows signs of burning, probably 
from the Carthaginian sacking of Akragas in 406.  The Romans undertook 
some renovation, including replacing the marble tile roof with terra cotta. 40 
 

  
Temple D ['Juno Lacinia'], Agrigento: view & detail 

Miles Lewis 

 
The Temple is of great technical interest.  It is referred to above for the 
sloping floor of the stylobate, and will be referred to below for the U-shaped 
grooves in the blocks of the entablature, which give evidence of lifting 
techniques 

                                                 
39 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, p 128. 
40 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp 117-8. 
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Temple F ['Concord'], c 430 BC 
 
The Temple of Concord is one of the best preserved Doric temples in 
existence, but once again, its name is spurious: there is no authority for the 
name 'Concord'.41  The corners show double contraction, as discussed 
above.42 The entablature and pediment are preserved at either end, and the 
cella walls are preserved to their full height, including the cornice, and a 
rebate apparently intended to take the timbers of the ceiling. 43 
 
The Temple of Herakles [Hercules], end of  the 6th century BC.  
This the earliest of the large temples of Agrigento, and again, the dedication 
to Herakles is uncertain.  It has eight of its thirty-eight columns standing, and 
it shows traces of fire, attributable to the Carthaginian sacking. 44 

  
'Tomb of Theron', c 75 BC 
This is a Roman tomb which has nothing to do with Theron. 
 
Temple of Asclepios [Aesculapius] 
This, on a path to the south, is the smallest of the temples, with solid walls 

rather than a colonnade. 
 

 
The Temple of Zeus Olympeion, c 480 BC onwards 
 

                                                 
41 Lawrence, Greek Architecture, p 23. 
42 Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 112. 
43 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp 118/120. 
44 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp120-122. 
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Temple of Zeus Olympieon, Agrigento: a telamone; a capital; reconstruction of the 

ordonnance; plan. 
Commercial slide; commercial slide; Miles Lewis; A W Lawrence, Greek Architecture 

(Harmondsworth [Middlesex] 1957), p 107; Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 
123 

 
 
The Temple of Zeus Olympieon is one of the most remarkable in the Greek 
world.  It is of a size generally unknown outside Asia Minor, and if it had 
been completed would have been the largest Doric temple ever built.  It was 
probably began by the tryrant Theron in about 480 BC, and it was still 
unfinished at the time of the Carthaginian sacking in 405 BC.45 
 

                                                 
45 Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 123. 
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Though it is in the Doric order – normally far more rigidly codified than the 
Ionic or the later Corinthian, its design is highly innovative.  The columns, 
instead of being free standing, are engaged or built into a continuous wall.  
The components of giant male figures with their hands clasped above their 
heads – atlantes or telamones - have been found on the site. These are 
believed to have formed part of the wall ordonnance and, according to one 
reconstruction, they may have supported the lintel at mid-span.  It has been 
surmised that this was because the available stone was in sizes too small to 
span the distance between columns.  There is also a suggestion that iron 
bars were let into the stones to reinforce them. 
 
 
Sanctuary of the Cthonic Deities 
This is the earliest site at Agrigento, possibly from the seventh or sixth 
century, prior to the official fioundation, containing a temernos and various 
altars, plus the later Temple of the Dioscuri [Castor & Pollux] of about 480-
460 BC. 
 

 

 
Temple of the Dioscuri, Agrigento: remasining entablature 

Miles Lewis 
 
 

the stone lifting problem 
 
Greek techniques for quarrying, working, transporting, positioning and 
dressing stone seem to be partly derived from and largely analagous to 
those of Egypt, but they vary from place to place, and information is limited.  
Sicily presents some distinctive evidence. 
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suggested method of quarrying columns for the temples at Agrigento, by isolation and then 
undercutting; transportation of blocks by road. 

Pietro Arancio [translated Pamela Crichton], Agrigento: History and Ancient Monuments (no 
place or date [Agrigento (Sicily) 1973), fig 17 

 
It seems that the Greeks, like the Egyptians, would raise a great sloping 
ramp or platform of soil as they put up their buildings, and drag the stones up 
it.  Finally they would clear the earth out when the building was finished.  But 
it was not worth building up the fill height sufficiently for the highest stones, 
and nor was this essential, because the Greeks, unlike the Egyptians, 
understood  the use of the pulley.  
 



Sicily & Malta Tour Notes  47 
 

 
 

  
Hoisting grooves at Agrigento. 

Josef Durm, Die Baukunst der Grechen, (Darmstadt 1892), p 80; Ioanna Phoca & Panos 
Valavanis, Rediscovering Ancient Creece: Architecture and City Planning (Athens 1999), p 

111;  Arancio, Agrigento, fig 18 
 
 
Beyond convenient ramp height, stones were hoisted with ropes placed in U-
shaped grooves in the side f the block, and because these were slightly 
undercut they could hold a rope secure from slipping out. They can still be 
seen at the Temple of Juno Lacinia, Agrigento. The rope can then be untied 
and pulled out when the stone is in place.  The grooves could well be used - 
although there is no evidence remaining in this case - to key the blocks 
together, for example by pouring in molten lead. 
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Raising blocks with a crane and pulley 
Arancio, Agrigento, fig 18 
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Piazza Armerina  
 
The Roman villa at Casale, 5 km south-west of Piazza Armerina, seems to 
have began as a fairly simple house in the second century AD but been 
enlarged as a luxurious hunting lodge in the third century, possibly for the 
Emperor Maximian.  It is one of the best preserved late Roman country 
houses, and particularly famous for its mosaics. 46 
 
 

 
Piazza Armerina: plan 

Sanderson, Early Christian Buildings, p 36 
 
 
 
  
DAY 7 [Tuesday 1 January] 
Siracusa – Agro – Taormina – Siracusa 
 
Agro 
 
On the left bank of the river Agrò, at Casalvecchio Siculo is the church of 
Santi  Pietro e Paolo, reconstructed in 1117 to 1172, the reigns of Roger I 

                                                 
46 Guido, Sicily: an Archaeological Guide, pp 135-142. 
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and II, by capomastro Gerardo il Franco.  It shows Byzantine, Arab and 
Norman characteristics.47 
 
 

  
church of SS Pietro e Paolo, Agro 

http://www.comune.casalvecchiosiculo.me.it/sspietropaolo.asp 

 
Taormina 
 
Taormina's greatest attraction is Mount Etna, which should be scrupulously 
avoided by serious architectural tourists.  The town was founded by 
Dionysus of Syracuse in 403 BC after the destruction of Naxos, apparently 
on the sirte of an earlier settlement of the Siculi, and it was enlaged in 358 by 
a colony of Naxian exiles under Andromachus,  It prospered under Rome, as 
Tauromenium, and was later occupied by the Saracens, French and 
Spanish.  The surviving remains are scrappy.48 
 
Teatro Greco [Greek theatre], Via del Teatro. 
This was originally a Greek theatre cut into the slope of Mount Tauro, but it 
was remodelled by the Romans so that what survives today is work of the 
2nd century ADC, as largely destroyed by the Arabs.49 
 
Roman Odeon, Piazza Vittorio Emanuele 
This is a small theatre of about AD 21, now partly covered by the church of 
Santa Caterina. 50  
 
Santa Caterina, Piazza Santa Caterina, off Corso Umberto I. 
A baroque church of the mid-17th century with a trussed wooden roof.51  
 

                                                 
47 http://www.scifiweb.it/La_chiesa.htm; 

http://www.comune.casalvecchiosiculo.me.it/sspietropaolo.asp 
48 Macadam, p 274; Porter & Prince p 178 
49 Porter & Prince p 180 
50 Porter & Prince p 180 
51 Porter & Prince p 181 
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Duomo, Corso Umberto I 
A fortress cathedral on a Latin cross plan, built in about 1400.52  
 
Museo Archeologico di Taormina, in the Palazzo Badia Vecchia, Via 
Circonvallazione [Tuesday to Sunday]   
 
 
 
 
DAY 8, Wednesday 2 January 
 
Siracusa [Hardy, pp 188 ff, map p 190; Porter, pp 234-56, maps pp 239, 

242-3] 

                                                 
52 Porter & Prince p 181. 
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Siracusa, plan 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 160 
 
The nucleus of Syracuse is the foundation of Ortygia by Greeks from Corinth 
in the 8th century BC. The site of the city, which Cicero described as ‘the 
greatest Greek city and the most beautiful of all’, retains vestiges such as the 
Temple of Athena (5th century BC, later transformed to serve as a 
cathedral), a Greek theatre, a Roman amphitheatre, a fort and more. Many 
remains bear witness to the troubled history of Sicily, from the Byzantines to 
the Bourbons, interspersed with the Arabo-Muslims, the Normans, Frederick 
II of the Hohenstaufen dynasty (1197–1250), the Aragons and the Kingdom 
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of the Two Sicilies. Historic Syracuse offers a unique testimony to the 
development of Mediterranean civilization over three millennia.53 
 
Syracuse was founded in about 734 BC by colonists from Corinth under 
Archas, and ruled by an aristocratic elite, the gamaroi.  The gamaroi were 
defeated by Hippocrates and expelled in a democratic revolution which 
brought Gelon, the tyrant of Gela, to power as tyrant of the city in 485 BC.54  
Gelon subdued the Carthaginians under Hamilcar at Himera in about 480.  
Gelon already dominated much of eastern Sicily and his rule in Syracuse 
created a substantial empire.  He was followed his brother Hieron, in whose 
time Syracuse became a cultural centre, but after Hieron's death the empire 
collapsed and democratic rule was established.   
 
In 415 BC an attack by Athens was repelled and the main Athenian fleet 
destroyed.  The seven thousand captured soldiers were herded into a stone 
quarry, the Latomie or quarries [Latomia di Cappuccini] where they were 
packed together for eight months, with a daily allowance of half a pint of 
water and a pint of corn.  Many died.55  The city next fought and narrowly 
survived three wars with Carthage under Dionysius I, and a period of great 
prosperity ensued in the 4th century, during which Syracuse controlled most 
of Sicily and much of southern Italy.   By the third century the city was 
effectively dependent upon Roman good will, but the ruler Hieronymus 
inclined to Carthage, and incurred a Roman siege from 213 to 215, during 
which Archimedes invented marvellous machines for use against the 
Romans.  However this culminated in the sacking of the city by Claudius 
Marcellus, and the death of the mathematician.56  Syracuse next rose to a 
period of brief importance in the early Byzantine period, as discussed above, 
but little or no physical evidence of this remains. 
 
The Temple of Apollo [or Artemis], c 575 BC 
This temple, on the island of Ortygia, was the earliest peripteral building in 
Sicily, very heavy, with monolithic columns 8 m high, sharply tapered and 
differing 300 mm diameter between opposite corners.  It has a double 
colonnade at either end, as do C and F, and the Olympeion at Selinute.57 It 
has been incorporated into various later buildings,and a Norman doorway 
can still be seen high in the cella wall.58 
 

                                                 
53 From the World Heritage inscription. 
54 Arnott, 'Syracuse'. 
55 Porter & Prince, p 234; Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 186. 
56 Arnott, 'Syracuse'. 
57 Robertson, Greek and Roman Architecture, p 324; Lawrence, Greek Architecture, 

p 82. 
58 Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 176. 
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Plans of the Temple of Athena, Siracusa: original and as incorporated into the Cathedral 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 178 
 
Temple of Athena, c 470 BC 
The fifth century Doric temple of Athena, also on the island, is incorporated 
into the Cathedral by Andrea Palma. It has double contraction on all four 
sides, as at the Temple of Concord, Agrigento, and at Segesta.59 
 
 
Greek Theatre, c 400 
The Greek theatre, on the mainland, is an impressive structure which could 
seat 16,000, basically cut into the natural slope in the Greek manner.  At first 
it had a skena, with paraskenia, but no proskenion.  A wooden proskenion 
was probably added, and then in the second half if the third century the 
paskenia were removed, and a stone proskenion was built.60 

                                                 
59 Robertson, Greek & Roman Architecture, pp 112, 327. 
60 Robertson, Greek & Roman Architecture, p 166; Hardy, p 195. 
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The Greek Theatre, Siracusa, plan 

Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 183 
 
The Roman Amphitheatre, 3rd Century AD 
This is one of the largest amphitheatres in existence, and though it has been 
extensively robbed, there are substantial remains.61 

                                                 
61 Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 180. 
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The Euryalus Fort, plan 
Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 189 

 
The Euryalus Fort 
 
This is about 7 km west on the road to Belvedere, and Guido describes it as 
one of the most  remarkable Greek fortification complexes in existence . 62 
 
 
 
DAY 9, Thursday 3 January 
Siracusa-Pantalica-Noto-Ragusa-Pozzallo, ferry to Malta, Valletta  
[three nights at Valletta: Europa Hotel, 138 Tower Road, Sliema] 
 
 
Pantalica  
 
The Necropoli Pantalica, just south of Sortino, on the way to Noto,  a huge 
pre-Christian cave necropolis, mainly of the thirteenth to eighth centuries 
BC.63  Vestiges of the Byzantine era also remain in the area, 
notably the foundations of the Anaktoron (Prince’s Palace).64 

 
The inestimable labour with which each and all of the thousands of 
graves were cut;  the devotion which, through hundreds of years, was 
spent in providing the dead with durable abodes such as the living 
denied themselves;  the severe beauty and power of the rock:  invest the 
scene with an aura of sublime solemnity.  Death resides in this immense 
stone;  at the same time it is vibrating with the potency of unquenchable 

                                                 
62 Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, pp 187-8. 
63 Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 192. 
64 From the World Heritage inscription. 
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life.  Enter any one of the graves; you feel, as nowhere else, that you are 
in the womb of the Great Mother, from which the dead will be reborn, 
mysteriously, for another span in the light above.65 
 
 

 

 
 

Pantalica, plan 
Guido, Sicily, an Archeological Guide, p 192. 

 
 
The Baroque towns of south-eastern Sicily 
 
Eight towns in the Val di Noto, south-eastern Sicily, are listed as a group 
World Heritage site: Caltagirone, Militello Val di Catania, Catania, Modica, 
Noto, Palazzolo, Ragusa and Scicli.  All were rebuilt after 1693 on or beside 
towns existing at the time of the earthquake which took place in that year. 
They are in the late Baroque style of the day, and also illustrate the town 
planning of the time.  The listing asserts that they represent the culmination 

                                                 
65 Gunther Zunz, Persephone: Three Essays on Religion and Thought in Magna 

Graecia, quoted in Simeti, On Persephone's Island, p 298. 
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and final flowering of Baroque art in Europe, but does not disclose the more 
important fact that a number of them, especially Ragusa, are used as 
settings for the Inspector Montalbano series.  Germain Bazin names Noto, 
Modica and Ragusa, together with Salzburg, as the finest Baroque sites in 
Europe.66 
 

  
Noto: view, cathedral 

http://www.italyheaven.co.uk/sicily/noto.html; Bazin, 'The Iberian Baroque and the New World', p 371 

 
DAY 10, Friday 4 January 
Valletta, ferry to Gozo, Ggantija , return to Valletta 
  

 

                                                 
66 Bazin, 'The Iberian Baroque and the New World', p 370. 
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DAY 10, Friday 4 January 
Valletta -Gozo – Valletta 
 

Malta & Gozo 
 
According to D H Trump the earliest human occupation of Malta was in about 
5000 BC, but the islands were isolated and hard to reach because all sailing 
craft hugged the coasts.  It was when the Phoenicians introduced more 
advanced navigation techniques in about the ninth century BC that Malta's 
central position and excellent harbours made it important.67 
 
The first inhabitants were farmers, of whom little is known, but the surviving 
pottery indicates a change in about 4000 BC, and the first phase of the 
megalithic ruins, the Ggantija phase, is about 3600-3100 BC.  There is brief 
intervening period, the Saflieni phase, and then the Tarxien phase, about 
3100-2500 BC.  Then a new population supervenes, though under what 
circumstances is not known.68  The Phoenicians reached Malta some time 
before the seventh century, and by that date had extended control over the 
island, when the Phoenician homeland was taken by the Babylonians and 
Assyrians, control of the western colonies passed to Carthage.69 
 
Little significance then attaches to the history of the islands until the arrival in 
1530 of the Knights of St John, who had been expelled from Jerusalem eight 
years earlier.70 In 1565 the Knights were besieged by the Turks. Their fleet 
of galleys was brought into the creek below Birgu, a chain was stretched 
across the harbour entrance, and appeals for help were sent to the Emperor, 
the Pope and the Viceroy of Sicily.  No help came.  The entire population of 
Malta took refuge within the walls of Birgu, Idla and Medina.  The Turks 
concentrated their assault on the small fort of St Elmo, held by only sixty 
knights and a few hundred men, but it held out for four weeks and cost eight 
thousand Turkish soldiers before it succumbed and the defenders were 
slaughtered.  The Turks now mounted repeated assaults upon Birgu and 
Isla, but even when a large section of the wall was brought down, the 
Knights, under the Grand Master, la Valette, successfully defended the 
breach.  Ultimately a relief force from Sicily arrived, and though it was small it 
was enough to cause thousands of demoralised Turks to flee to their galleys  
in St Paul's Bay, where they were pursued by the newcomers and hacked to 
pieces.71 
 
The repulse of the Turks brought new prestige to the Knights and money 
from the monarchs of Europe.   The capital of Valletta was established, and 
the island remained secure until 1798 when it was taken by Napoleon 
Bonaparte on his way to Egypt (the Knights having previously supported 
Louis XVI).  After Napoleon's departure the population rose and besieged 

                                                 
67  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 15. 
68  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 21. 
69  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 22-3. 
70  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 24. 
71  Bain, Malta & Gozo, pp 21, 24-5. 
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the French in Valletta, while seeking help from the British, who imposed a 
naval blockade until the garrison capitulated in 1800.  The British first 
proposed to return the island to the Knights, against the wishes of the 
population, but found it an important base in the renewed war with France 
from 1803, and in 1814 it became a British colony.  The economy, which had 
been buoyed up by the war, now slumped, but during the nineteenth century 
local political institutions were gradually developed.  In World War I Malta 
served as a giant military hospital for the British, and in World War II it 
became a major British air base.  In 1942 it famously survived 154 days of 
continuous German bombing, and came close to starvation, in recognition of 
which  George VI awarded the George Cross to the entire population.  After 
1943 the military role of the island became less important, and it was in a 
state of desolation and again near to starvation, but in 1947 it was given a 
degree of self-government, and substantial funding for reconstruction.  In 
1964 it became independent. 72 
  
 
Valletta  
 

 
 

Valletta, aerial view; St Ursula Street 
World Heritage inscription; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:MaltaImmagine_449.jpg 

 
Valletta was founded by the Knights immediately after the Great Siege of 
1565, and was laid out on a generous grid plan, with major buildings like the 
Conventual Church (now Cathedral) of St John;  the Palace of the Grand 
Masters; the auberges or hostels of the Knights, one for each linguistic 
group;  and the fortifications.  Valletta’s 320 monuments, all within an area of 
55 ha, make it one of the most concentrated historic areas in the world.73 
 

                                                 
72  Bain, Malta & Gozo, pp 161-. 
73  From the World Herritage inscription. 
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Valletta and environs. 

Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 55. 
 
 
 

the megalithic temples 
 
There is no documentary history of these structures, no inscriptional, and  
very limited artefactual evidence.  It is generally considered that they are 
temples, because there is no other obvious possibility, but statements about 
their connection with an earth goddess are entirely speculative.  Even their 
structure is in doubt, because the roofs are missing, and have been 
assumed by some to have been great stone slabs, whereas others dispute 
this.  Trump argues that the structure could not carry great beams or slabs of 
stone, and suggests that a flat roof of timber beams, brushwood and clay, is 
most probable.74 

                                                 
74  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 29. 
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Ggantija 
The double temple of Ggantija ['giant's tower'], to the south of Xaghra, Gozo, 
date from about 3600-3000, the southern one being the older.   They face 
south-east and each contains five semicircular niches.  The south temple 
has a threshold slab with five holes on either side, thought to be for libations, 
while the first niche on the right contains some spiral decoration, and 
formerly held a pillar carved with a snake, which is now in the Archaeological 
Museum at Victoria.  The north temple contains nothing distinctive.75 

 
DAY 11, Saturday 5 January 
Valletta -Hal Saflieni Hypogeum & Tarxien- Hagar Qim & Mnajdra – Valletta 

 
Hal Saflieni Hypogeum 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                 

75  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 156-160; Bain, Malta & Gozo, pp 162-3. 
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Hal Saflieni Hypogeum: interior view, plan.  Tarxien, elevation & sections;  plan 

World Heritage incription; Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 61; Stierlin, 
Encyclopædia of World Architecture, I, pp 42-3 

 
The Hal Saflieni Hypogeum is believed to date from about 3600-3000 BC, 
and may have contained about seven thousand bodies.  It is a series of 
halls, chambers and passages cut from the solid rock, and covering about 
five hundred square metres.76 
 
Tarxien 
The Tarxien temples are about four hundred metres east of the Hypoguem, 
and are thought to date from about 3600 to 2500 BC.  There are four linked 
temples built of blocks measuring up to 3 x 1 x 1 metres, decorated with 
spiral patterns, pitting, and reliefs of animals such as bulls, goats and pigs.  
A broad-hipped female statue of the sort generally taken to be a fertility 
goddess was found in the first temple. The main entrance is a reconstruction 
of 1956.77 
 

                                                 
76  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 60-7; Bain, Malta & Gozo, pp 80-1. 
77  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 67-77; Bain, Malta & Gozo, p 81. 
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Hagar Qim & Mnajdra 
 
 

 
Hagar Qim, plan 

Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 96 
 
 

  
Mnajdra, plan & view 

Wernick, The Monument Builders, p 22 
 
Hagar Qim & Mnajdra are the best preserved and most evocative of the 
megalithic sites.   Hagar Qim has a rather over-restored trilithon entrance 
front, and contains a series of interconnected oval chambers, unlike the 
trefoil plans of the other megalithic monuments.  In the first chamber is a 
small altar post decorated with plant motifs. Mnajdra is five hundred metres 
downhill, and consists of three trefoil temples opening off a near-circular 
forecourt, varying in orientation, and dating between 3600 and 3000 BC.78 
 
 
Roman Villa, Rabat 
The Roman Villa [Domus Romana] has been built over by the local Museum 
of Antiquities.  Its remains include the impluvium mosaic of doves drinking 
from a tazza, a theme repeated elsewhere, the last example perhaps being 
that in the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, Ravenna.  The museum collections 

                                                 
78  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 99-105; Bain, Malta & Gozo, pp 142-3. 
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include a now restored olive pipper from Marsaxlokk, pottery from a Roman 
tomb at Gheriexem, and wax-coated tablets and styli.79 
 
 

 

 
Roman Villa [Museum of Antiquities], Rabat, plan. 

Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, p 110 
 
Australian house, Ghamiess  
 
During the 1930s the Australian Government sent a wooden building to 
Malta.  It was probably made commercially, but it shows none of the 
advanced characteristics which were now emerging especially in the 
Vandyke system, for it is a traditional gabled building clad in weatherboard 
and surrounded by a verandah. It stands on the 'Government Farm' at 
Ghamiess near Rabat, and is believed been intended in part to appease 
Maltese anger at Australia's refusal to admit black Maltese immigrants 
despite the fact that Malta was a part of the British Empire, and also as a 
facility to train potential migrants in Australian customs and manners.80 
  

                                                 
79  Trump, Malta: an Archaeological Guide, pp 110; Bain, Malta & Gozo, p 128. 
80 Information from Susan Zahra of Heritage Alliance, Melbourne, December 2002. 
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The Australian building on the Government Farm at Ghamiess.  Susan Zahra. 

 
 
DAY 12, Sunday 6 January 
Depart 
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