


Note: The recipes in this book are from two sources: Renée Restivo, found er of 
Soul of Sicily, and Sicily: Culinary Crossroads by Giuseppe Coria. Restivo’s or ga-
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wine of southeastern Sicily. Programs share local traditions and ingredients: 
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notebooks, interviews, and historical rec ords from as far back as Sicily’s Greek 
period. Oronzo Editions published his book and other Italian cookbooks: 
 www .oronzoeditions .com .
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Don Fabrizio could not know it then, but a great deal 
of the slackness and acquiescence for which the people 
of the South  were to be criticized during the next de-
cades was due to the stupid annulment of the fi rst 
expression of liberty ever off ered them.

— Giuseppe di Lampedusa, 
The Leopard (1960)

In Sicily, ‘no’ often becomes ‘yes’!”
So proclaims Claudio Cutrona as we scramble down scaf-

folding erected against a nondescript building just a few blocks 
from the port of Palermo. It is a bright March morning in 
2010 under a cloudless sky near the heart of Palermo’s old 
town. The day before, Claudio, my host at a bed- and- breakfast 
tucked nearby in a narrow medieval- era street of the Vucciria, 
had obtained permission from a group of paint ers to let us 
climb their scaff olding. From that perch, we could look down 
into the ruined grounds of the neighboring compound that 
holds the busted- up remains of the fabled Palazzo Lampedusa.

ONE

“A Leopard in Very Bad Trim”
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The palazzo, in much gentler times, had been the home 
since his birth there in 1897 of Giuseppe di Lampedusa, author 
of the great Sicilian masterpiece, Il gattopardo (The Leopard), a 
novel that is a must- read for anyone who wants insight into 
Sicilians and how they became who they are, separate both 
culturally and emotionally from the rest of Italy.

Locked doorways and stone walls, perhaps fi fteen feet high, 
had closed off  the 1,600- square- yard compound for the past 
sixty- seven years. An Allied bomb, dropped on April 5, 1943, 
and aimed at German and Italian ships in the nearby Port of 
Palermo, missed its target, blasting the palazzo apart, turning 
its western wing to chunks of stone and shattered plaster; its 
eastern wing, still standing, was peeled open like a can of 
beans, exposing rooms, some with ceiling frescoes and huge 
carved- stone fi replaces, to de cades of rain and wind.

Briefl y, in the years immediately following the war, brick- 
making equipment had been set up in the rubble, complete 
with a tin roof held up on hastily poured concrete pillars. It 
served to help rebuild portions of bomb- damaged central Pal-
ermo. But that manufacturing site, too, was abandoned and 
the compound was closed off .

Now this space, with its jumble of stones and large trees, 
palms and hardwoods springing out of the destruction, is in-
explicably full of workers. From the scaff old, we watch them 
cut up the woody vegetation and haul it away.

Claudio, from his perch, shouts down, asking one of the 
men piling up great chunks of freshly cut tree limbs if we can 
come in. His curt response: “No! It is too dangerous.”

Then, the man in charge, an architect who joins the workers 
during this discussion, shouts up, asking Claudio why we want 
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to come inside. Told that an American writer, an admirer of 
Giuseppe Tomasi, prince of Lampedusa, and his great Sici lian 
novel, is with him, the young architect  doesn’t hesitate. “Yes! 
Of course,” he says. “Come around the wall and enter through 
the small doorway from Via Bara all’Olivella.”

The bombs that laid waste in 1943 to much of central Palermo 
and this once magnifi cent palazzo  were preparing the way for 
the Allied invasion of Sicily. Some of the destruction was not 
Allied- caused, however. German sappers set explosives through-
out the city center in preparation for their army’s departure. 
The island had been under the control of Axis troops of Ger-
mans and Italians. The Allied invasion, launched from newly 
conquered North Africa, began at the island’s south shore the 
night of July 9. On July 22, American general George Patton’s 
army, after slogging its way in a northwestern sweep from 
Gela and Licata, entered Palermo against light re sis tance, the 
Germans by then far to the east.

Sicilians, digging out of the rubble of war, generally wel-
comed the Allied invaders just as they had initially welcomed 
Garibaldi and his red- shirted army of one thousand– plus north-
ern Italians eighty- three years before. They  were eager to get 
out from under German and fascist domination. That, plus 
many of the U.S. soldiers  were fi rst- and second- generation 
Sicilian- Americans whose families had immigrated to America 
de cades earlier.

Sicilians, I suspect, also saw this twentieth- century war as 
a chance to declare their in de pen dence from Italy, a once grand 
but now unrealistic idea that had faded over the de cades. Sicilian 
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separatists, along with their neighbors in Sardinia to the north-
west, eventually  were silenced with the Italian government’s 
off er to make the islands into autonomous, self- governing 
regions. Today, there may be some self- governing, but Rome 
still calls most of the shots.

The battle for Sicily ended August 17, 1943, when what was 
left of the German army, some sixty thousand troops, skipped 
across the Strait of Messina onto the toe of southern Italy. Italy 
surrendered on September 3 and became an ally of the Ameri-
cans and British. Allied troops did not take Rome until June 
1944, and it took nearly another brutal, bloody year before Italy 
was completely reclaimed.

We scramble down the scaff olding and retrace our steps along 
the east wall of the palazzo, the most intact part of the build-
ing. Our pathway along this edge goes through what used to 
be the narrow garden of the Oratory of Saint Zita, a building 
still located on the other side of the open space. The garden is 
now gone; it is simply a patch of dirt where vehicles for the 
workers  were parked.

Lampedusa’s mother’s dressing room had been on the third 
fl oor on this side of the once glorious palace. Lampedusa, in 
autobiographical writings, tells us that her room had two bal-
conies overlooking the garden and off ering a view that re-
mained ripe in Giuseppe’s memory until his death in 1957, just 
months before Il gattopardo was published. Today, those balco-
nies, and the nine others that dominated the front of the palace 
along Via Lampedusa, are gone.

I am excited to be invited inside. The location of the palazzo 
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had come to my attention the previous November. Via Lampe-
dusa, a narrow street that, a hundred years before, knew the 
clatter of  horse- drawn carriages used by the wealthy and an-
cient Lampedusa clan, was closed off  at both ends, as  were the 
large wooden gates leading into the compound. Around the 
corner, a small doorway led through the protective stone wall 
along Via Bara all’Olivella. It also was shuttered and locked. 
Peeking through a crack, I could see only junglelike foliage 
and tumbled masonry.

Via Lampedusa was blocked off  because just across the 
street the Bank of Sicily was renovating the Branciforte Palace, 
also a sixteenth- century structure. It will become a museum 
hosting painting and sculpture exhibits. Its restoration archi-
tect, Gae Aulenti, created the Musée d’Orsay in Paris out of 
a former train station.

During that fi rst visit in November 2009, a construction 
worker had let me through the gate closing off  the street so 
I could see the front wall of the sealed- off  Palazzo Lampedusa 
compound. He had stood with me as I looked over the ruined, 
crumbling façade of this once great building.

Shrugging, he said simply: “Nessuno. Abbandonato per molti 
anni. Si è rovinato, perduto.” (No one. Abandoned for many years. 
It is ruined, lost.)

Now just four months later, we are greeted warmly at that 
small door through the wall, held wide open by Gabriele 
Graziano and Alice Franzitta, two thirtysomething Palermi-
tani who introduce themselves as architects. We step into the 
bombed- out area, gingerly dodging workmen hauling out the 
great chunks of freshly toppled trees.

This place had a small role in The Leopard (printed in En glish 
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in 1960). It is a novel, a bit of historical fi ction manufactured by 
Giuseppe di Lampedusa. He based it loosely on his grandfather, 
Giulio Tomasi (1815– 1885), called in the book by the name Don 
Fabrizio Corbera, prince of Salina.

The book, a blockbuster when it was published posthu-
mously in Italian, was made into a 1963 fi lm by Luchino Vis-
conti. It starred Burt Lancaster as the prince and Claudia 
Cardinale as Angelica, the bride- to- be of Fabrizio’s nephew, 
Tancredi, played by Alain Delon. It tells the story of an aristo-
cratic Bourbon family and the impact Garibaldi’s invasion of 
Sicily in the name of Italian Unifi cation had on its members.

In the book and fi lm, Tancredi convinces his uncle of the 
need for Garibaldi to overthrow the island’s Bourbon rulers 
and bring Sicily into Italy. He speaks the oft- repeated lines 
that seem to sum up a classic Sicilian attitude: “Unless we our-
selves take a hand now, they’ll foist a republic on us. If we 
want things to stay as they are, things will have to change. 
D’you understand?”

Now, standing  here in the midst of this long- hidden, 
bombed- out place, I discover that my timing is remarkable. Ga-
briele and Alice tell us that the workers began to clear out the 
trees and the rubble just one week earlier. Soon the rest of the 
ruined structure will be torn down, leveling a three- story build-
ing whose foundations  were laid in 1480, and expanded upon in 
1505, before being acquired by the Lampedusa family in 1788.

“It is impossible to save any of it for restoration,” Gabriele 
said sadly.

The two architects, along with another colleague, Sabina 
Padrut, have been given a remarkable opportunity: the rebuild-
ing of Palazzo Lampedusa.
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“Of course,” Gabriele says, “we cannot replicate the interior. 
But the exterior will be as it originally was, before the bomb-
ing. The property is owned by thirty people. They created 
a  foundation, and we will build apartments for each of the 
own ers.”

There will actually be thirty- one units, he says. The extra 
one may, or may not, be for sale when the project is complete 
in fi ve years. I have to remember: This is Sicily, where nothing 
seems to get done according to schedule.

Short of that reality, this is exciting news. Many buildings 
in Palermo have been rebuilt over the de cades following the 
war; many others are in desperate need of restoration. Some, 
in the port area and in the medieval market section of the Vuc-
ciria in one of the city’s oldest areas, are still in ruins, un-
touched since the aerial bombardment of World War II. Even 
in the heart of the city, some of the buildings along busy thor-
oughfares are abandoned. And many balconies on both occu-
pied and unoccupied buildings are closed off  and shrouded in 
heavy netting to keep pieces of stone and rusted iron railing 
from falling onto passersby below.

Giuseppe di Lampedusa, who wrote The Leopard late in life, in 
the opening chapter of an autobiography he started but never 
fi nished, “Places of My Infancy,” off ers a good description of 
his family’s palace on Via Lampedusa. If the architects are true 
to their word— and I have no doubt that they are— they have a 
solid literary blueprint to follow.

Giuseppe and his parents lived in one wing, the one on the 
east end; his paternal grandparents occupied the other wing; 
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bachelor uncles lived on the second fl oor. There  were “three 
courtyards, four terraces, garden, huge staircases, halls, corri-
dors, stables, rooms on the mezzanine for servants and 
 offi  ces— a real kingdom for a boy alone, a kingdom either empty 
or sparsely populated by fi gures unanimously well- disposed.”

Lampedusa was inclined, in later life, not to call it a palace. 
He preferred Casa Lampedusa, the “house” of Lampedusa, be-
lieving the word “palace” had been debased in modern Italy.

As for the façade that the architects promise to replicate, 
Lampedusa said it had “no par tic u lar architectural merit.” It 
was made of white stone. The borders around the windows 
 were “sulfur yellow, in purest Sicilian style of the seventeenth 
and eigh teenth centuries.” The front along Via Lampedusa 
ran for seventy yards, he wrote, with wide gates near each 
corner, and across an upper fl oor  were strung nine balconies.

This palace was the family’s townhome in the 1860s when 
the novel takes place. Of course, the Lampedusa descendants, 
including the author’s family, occupied it nearly full- time dur-
ing the twentieth century; Giuseppe last slept in it just two 
months before it was ripped asunder by the Allied bomb.

Most of the book’s events take place in two other Lampedusa 
palaces owned by the family of the fi ctional prince: one is a 
palazzo on the northern outskirts of Palermo on the Piana dei 
Colli, today a scene for concerts and art exhibitions. This pal-
ace occupies the opening scenes in both the book and the fi lm 
with the family kneeling in prayer during a private Mass. The 
other principal site for both book and movie is the fi ctional 
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Donnafugata in southwest Sicily, based on the ancestral coun-
try estate of Lampedusa’s mother.

As for the  house in Palermo, the site of the architects’ am-
bitious restoration project, it is referred to in the movie only as 
a place where the prince stashes his carriage when he rides 
into town, accompanied by his personal priest, to meet with a 
prostitute— after he drops the priest at his order’s monastery. 
And when Garibaldi’s Red Shirts are about to enter Palermo, 
the prince sends his eldest son, Paolo, from the palace on Pi-
ana dei Colli to occupy the townhome, saying the structure, if 
it  were empty, would be a tempting prize for an invader.

At the book’s end, in a section not replicated in the fi lm, 
the dying prince is returning from Naples, where he has seen 
physicians for his deteriorating health. The family decides to 
put him up in a Palermo hotel rather than the nearby palazzo 
because “the  house was not in order . . .  it was used only for 
occasional luncheons by the sea; there  wasn’t even a bed in it.”

While in a room in that hotel, the Hotel Trinacria, which 
was a real place in the late 1800s and early twentieth century, 
the prince observes himself in a mirror. “He recognized his 
own suit more than himself: very tall and emaciated, with 
sunken cheeks and three days’ growth of beard . . .  A leopard 
in very bad trim. Why, he wondered, did God not want any-
one to die with his own face on?”

Giuseppe di Lampedusa, before the bomb, had imagined 
himself dying in the family’s Palermo home, in the same room 
he had occupied since childhood, just a few feet from where 
his mother gave birth to him. Her room was “very lovely, its 
ceiling scattered with fl owers and branches of old coloured 



10 seeking s ic ily

stucco, in a design gentle and corporeal as a piece of music by 
Mozart.”

I saw a photograph in March 2010, taken by the architects, 
of that ceiling painting. Neither Giuseppe nor the prince made 
it home, each dying in strange places, alone with their me-
mories.

Reading The Leopard was a signifi cant step in attempting to 
understand Sicily and Sicilians. Through the dialogue of the 
characters, principally the prince of Salina and his nephew, 
Tancredi, Giuseppe di Lampedusa progressively reveals how 
Sicilians are the way they are and how they diff er from main-
land Italians.

The prince is a man of the privileged upper class that has 
fl ourished for generations under the Bourbon rulers based in 
Naples. He senses that change is coming and works to adapt to 
it so his and his family’s way of life will continue. He has taken 
Tancredi, the son of a sister, under his wing and, it seems, has 
much more feeling for him as a son than as his nephew. Tan-
credi is a cynic in the true Italian sense of the word: one who 
readily adapts to changing circumstances and who can shift 
loyalties when it’s con ve nient. He joins Garibaldi and the red- 
shirted One Thousand to free Sicily from Bourbon rule. Then, 
when it works to his advantage, he abandons Garibaldi, who 
has fallen from favor among the Piedmontese. Tancredi joins 
the royalist army of Vittorio Emanuele II, king of Piedmont, 
Savoy, and Sardinia, who became the fi rst king of a united Italy 
in March 1861.
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