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(...) In this vast overview of a big game hunt, the most important of the composi-

tions that have come to light through excavations, you see riders hurling themsel-

ves in various directions, carts pulled by oxen with cages to contain the beasts

captured alive in traps and a big number of tigers, lions, antelopes, gazelles and

hippos. The animals are rendered with great spirit (...)

Bernard Berenson Diary pages - Journey in Sicily
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The Paladins are actual idols, a great deal more than Coppi or Bartali, we are glad of their victories, we cry at their death.

Carlo Levi  Words are stones   



Once, and it was not so long ago, the
Puppet Theatre was a daily show for the
Sicilians. One evening after the other,
people gathered at the little theatre to
follow the stories of Orlando, Rinaldo,
Bradamante and Angelica, siding with
one or the other and hitting out at the
baddies.
Today the place of those little theatres
has been taken by TV and other forms of
entertainment, but the puppets preserve
their charm, and even though there are
few puppeteers their shows do not fail to
attract attention and curiosity. This is
probably because thanks to their
absolutely original stylistic and figurative
structure the Sicilian puppets succeed in
representing in an excellent way the epic
and chivalrous spirit, values that, in spite
of all technology, still belong to Sicilian
culture. 
Because of the extraordinary cultural
richness of the Opra, in 2001 it was
placed on UNESCO's list of Immaterial
Heritages of Humanity, a recognition that
sets this traditional art form alongside
other artistic expressions from all over

the world, all characterized by strong
specificities. 
The Opra dei Pupi, as a representation of
the clashes between the knights of
Charlemagne and the "wicked" Moors,
came into being in the second half of the
nineteenth century: the chivalrous mari-
onettes, with their typical characters,
served to represent the thirst for justice
of the less fortunate social classes. At the
same time, epic stories were narrated by
the cuntisti, itinerant balladeers that day
after day performed in front of a public
of fond listeners. The fortune of the
genre is also strongly linked to its prox-
imity to certain codes of behaviour root-
ed in the Sicilians, from the sense of
honour to the struggle for justice, values
that, though in the simple form of the
Opra, were transmitted and consolidated
in theatrical narration. 
The stories were mainly based on chival-
rous subjects, first of all the Chansons de
Geste, but there were also other themes,
from that of bandits to the stories -
strongly tied to Catania - of the aristo-
cratic Uzeda family. Today, alongside

these subjects there are also other more
fanciful ones, for instance Greek myths,
which are represented at a little theatre
in Syracuse.
Each family of puppeteers has its own
preferences and traditions, its own tech-
niques for manoeuvring the puppets
(which vary a great deal in size, depending
on the area of Sicily), scenery and back-
drops, which are painted by hand, reli-
giously guarded and handed down. The
making of the marionettes and the differ-
ent components of the scenery are also a
form of art in themselves, with particular
specialization, tricks and skills. Each pup-
pet must be strongly characterized.
Today, besides the puppeteers still active
on the island, there are also some muse-
ums that preserve the old tradition of the
Opra: among them there is the big
Marionette Museum in Palermo (MiMa),
the Museum of Sicilian Puppets in
Caltagirone and the Museum of the
Puppet Theatre at Sortino. At some of
these museums there are also short and
simple performances for a first experi-
ence of this particular theatrical form.
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What this show offers us that is most beautiful is not so much its heroes as its angels (...) these hovering beings that waver at the

extremity of a thread, held suspended, one would say, by the hand of God (...)

Marguerite Yourcenar Pilgrim and foreigner
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page 3 from left, Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Temple of Concordia (ph H.
Carstensen) - Noto, Palazzo Nicolaci (ph A. Tornambé) - Sicilian puppets
(ph Hanne Carstensen); 
page 4 Syracuse, Neapolis, Greek theatre (ph M. Minnella); 
page 5 from left, Aeolian Islands (ph M. Minnella) - Roman Villa of
Casale (ph H. Carstensen); 
pages 8-9 Valley of Temples, Temple of Castor and Pollux (ph H.
Carstensen) - map of the Valley of Temples; 
page 10 Agrigento, Museum Archaeological, Greek vase (ph H. Carstensen);
page 11 Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Telamon (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 12 Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Temple of Castor and Pollux (ph
H. Carstensen); 
page 13 Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Temple of Concordia (ph H. Carstensen);
page 14 Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Hellenistic-Roman,
Ekklesiasterion and Oratory of Phalaris (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 15 Agrigento, Valley of Temples, Temple of Hercules (ph H. Carstensen);
pages 16-17 Syracuse, aerial view of Ortygia, (ph F.lli Marino) - map of the town;
page 18 Syracuse, Neapolis, Latomia del Paradiso, Dionysius' Ear (ph
H. Carstensen); 
page 20 Syracuse, Ortygia, Piazza Duomo (ph Melo Minnella); 
page 21 Syracuse, Neapolis, Roman gymnasium (ph M. Minnella); 
page 22 Siracusa, Neapolis, amphitheatre (ph M. Minnella); 
page 23 Pantalica, the river Anapo and the Necropolis (ph A. Tornambé);
pages 24-25 Aeolian Islands, Salina, Lingua coast (Daguerreotype) -
map of the islands; 
page 26 Aeolian Islands, Stromboli (ph M. Minnella); 
page 28 Aeolian Islands, Lipari, view of Vulcano (ph M. Minnella); 
page 29 Aeolian Islands, Vulcano, crater (ph M. Minnella); 
page 30 Aeolian Islands, fishermen (ph P. Scafidi); 
page 31 Aeolian Islands, seabed off Panarea (Archivio AAPIT Palermo); 
page 32 Aeolian Islands, Stromboli, inland area (ph M. Minnella); 

page 33 Aeolian Islands, off Filicudi (ph M. Minnella); 
page 34-35 Catania, Piazza Duomo, feast of St. Agatha (ph M. Minnella) -
map of the Three Valleys; 
page 36 from left, Catania, Palazzo Biscari (ph M. Minnella) - Caltagirone ceramics; 
page 37 Scicli, Palazzo Beneventano (ph S. Todaro);
page 38 Militello Val di Catania, San Nicolò-Santissimo Salvatore
church (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 39 Caltagirone, Santa Maria del Monte stairs (ph D. Karsten); 
page 40 big photo, Noto, San Carlo church (ph M. Minnella) - from
top, Noto, Palazzo Nicolaci (ph H. Carstensen), Noto, Cathedral (ph G.
Gambino), Ragusa Ibla, Santa Maria delle Scale church (ph G. Leone); 
page 41 Palazzolo Acreide, Annunziata church (ph H. Carstensen);
page 42 Ragusa Ibla, San Giorgio church (ph M. Minnella); 
page 43 Scicli, Palazzo Beneventano (ph S. Todaro); 
page 44 big photo, Modica, San Giorgio church (ph M. Minnella) -
from top, Modica, San Pietro church (ph G. Leone) - Ragusa Ibla, view; 
page 45 Scicli, San Matteo church (ph S. Todaro); 
page 46 Catania, Palazzo Biscari (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 47 Catania, Piazza Duomo (ph M. Minnella); 
pages 48-49 Piazza Armerina, Roman Villa of Casale (ph P. Scafidi) -
plan of the villa; 
page 50 Piazza Armerina, Roman Villa of Casale (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 51 Piazza Armerina, Roman Villa of Casale (A. Garozzo); 
pages 52-53 Piazza Armerina, Roman Villa of Casale (ph H. Carstensen);
pages 54-55 Puppet theatre (ph H. Carstensen) - illustrations by
Mariano Brusca;
page 56 marionettes being created by TEATRO-ARTE CUTICCHIO -
Cefalù (ph M. Brusca); 
pages 58-59 scenographic backdrop (ph H. Carstensen); 
page 60 marionettes by TEATRO-ARTE CUTICCHIO - Cefalù (ph M. Brusca);
page 61 the puppets (ph G. Leone).

Index of illustrations



The sites listed below, explored by the present brochures, 

have been recovered, restored and re-qualified through 

measure 2.01 of POR Sicilia 2000-2006 “Recovery and use of the cultural and

environmental patrimony” coming under the Regional Ministry for the

Cultural and Environmental Heritage and Education - Department for

the Cultural and Environmental Heritage.

1. Agrigento - Valley of Temples.

2. Piazza Armerina (Enna province) - Roman Villa of Casale.

3. Val di Noto - Catania (Catania province), Caltagirone (Catania province), 

Ragusa Ibla (Ragusa province), Noto (Syracuse province) - various sites;

Militello Val di Catania (Catania province) - former San Domenico church;  

Modica (Ragusa province) - Cava d’Ispica Archaeological Park; 

Scicli (Ragusa province) - Colle San Matteo Museum Park.

4. Siracusa (Syracuse province) - various sites.



For regional transports visit the website:
www.regione.sicilia.it/turismo/trasporti

For urban transport services, visit the websites of the single councils

For museums and archaeological sites, visit the website:
www.regione.sicilia.it/beniculturali

Intervento finanziato dall’Unione Europea
misura 4.18.a/b POR Sicilia 2000/2006 – FESR.

Free copy - Assessorato Turismo, Trasporti e Comunicazioni




