	Sicilian Yellow
By Gilda Caudron
 

The island of Sicily, thanks to movies like the Godfather, has become synonymous with the Mafia.  Everyone you meet from Sicily is sure to be kidded about this, just as people from France are all assumed to be snotty with tourists and incapable of dealing with people who do not speak French.  These are national stereotypes and the American tourist, with his gaudy shirt, Bermuda shorts and digital camera, is no exception.
 

While Sicilians themselves joke about Don Corleone, the truth is that Sicily is an island whose complex past and incomparable coastal and mountain beauty goes far beyond the celluloid fame of a silver screen villain.  Throughout  its history, innumerable villains - ranging from the ancient Greeks, Carthaginians, and Romans, as well as  a dizzying cast of Arabs, Normans, Spaniards, Poles, French, and Italians - have landed on its shores to claim possession.  In total, approximately 15 different races have inhabited or invaded Sicily throughout its history.
 

Its strategic importance as the island between Europe and Africa, made Sicily  as coveted then as it was during the Second World War.  Is it any wonder  that in the face of such invasions, the Sicilians developed a code of silence - omerta - in the 16th century that led to the formation of the infamous Mafia.
 

Sicily is without a doubt the melting pot of the Mediterranean.  Here one can see not only the dark version of the Mediterranean type, olive-skinned with flashing dark eyes, but also the fair version - redheads and blonds with golden tans and light eyes - that remind one of the Norman presence.  Over the centuries, the blood of these numerous invaders has mingled to produce a unique and fascinating people as evidenced in many a modern Sicilian. Surprisingly,  there are still those who can proudly trace their families back to the original inhabitants.
 

For the traveler, the jewel in the Sicilian crown is without doubt the town of Taromina.  To sit on a hotel terrace and have breakfast while watching the sun come up over the Ionian Sea links one directly back to the ancient Greek settlers who first came here. They, too, watched the sun God Apollo come racing over the horizon to cast his golden light upon their originial settlement in the early morning hours. That breathtaking view - then as now - was essentially the same.
 

Sandwiched between two deep valleys, Taromina rises in terraced splendor, 204 meters above sea level.  Clinging to the cliffs, the whole town overlooks the vast expanse of the Ionian sea from the straits of Messina to the coasts of Calabria, and  to where the sea then curls around to the formidable Mount Etna.  The volcano, dominating the landscape, reminds you of its very real danger by belching smoke and emitting flashes of upward shooting streaks of fire.
 

And yes, Virginia, they really do have towns like those you see on calendars, with the beautiful blue sea,  pastel - colored houses surrounded by soaring and ubiquitous cypress trees with white sails in the sunset.  Pots of geraniums decorate every balcony, and the local men, bronzed copper from hours spent in the hot Sicilian sun, walk the streets contrasting with the pale skinned denizens from sun-starved nations who,like a selection of sardines, lay packed on the beach as an offering to Helios.
 

Tourists come in droves, like lemmings to the sea, heedless of the long journey it takes to get here.  If you are lucky, you will only have  to make one connection from your primary destination to the downtrodden and unremarkable airport at Catania.  For others not so lucky, there will be two or three connections before Cantania.
 

After that it is about a 45 minute drive down the autostrada with speed-crazed Sicilian drivers whizzing by at astronomical speeds, past tumbled down houses, rusting railings and a generally dilapidated landscape, which has you wondering about the rows and rows of beautiful flowers blooming on the central median strip.
 

But that is Sicily for you.  Here beauty and dilapidation go hand and hand and form their own particular species of magic.  After a while you notice that the car has begun winding around roads that keep going ever upwards. Then you see a tour bus, as sure-footed as a goat and with people packed in wholesale, wheels periously close to the edge of the road, zipping towards its next destination on the opposite side of the road scattering gravel in its wake.  
 

You begin to marvel at the luxuriant vegetation covering the rocky spurs of Taormina.  Discounting the cypress found all over Italy, you notice the hues of the silvery-green olive trees along with the cluster pines, palm trees, cactuses  and the countless orange and lemon trees filling the air with a heady, delicious fragrance.
 

The marvelous climate that allows this floral outpouring is one of the reasons Taromina has become one of the world's most famous resort towns in Italy or anywhere in the world for that matter.  There are endless days of sunshine with only occasional rainfall, and temperatures that rarely drop below 10 c even during the harshest winters.
 

What remains of the Greek and Roman presence in Taoromina, is made manifest by the Greek Theatre that stands in what must one of the most beautiful site ever selected for an amphitheatre anywhere in the ancient world.  Snow-capped Mt Etna towers in the background against a turquoise blue sky, with the sapphire sea spread out like a velvet cloak at its feet. It is against this backdrop that the Greek Theatre, consisting now mostly of bricks and marble columns still defining the proscenium, presents a noble and awe-inspiring sight to even the most jaded traveler.
 

It is difficult to believe that this peaceful setting that once rang with the sound of actors declaiming Greek tragedies or comedies, later gave way to the Roman taste for violence in their amusements, and heard no more the Muse, echoing instead, with the sounds of swords clashing, and the screams of dying men and wild animals.
 

In the Medieval Ages the theatre was raped of its beautiful marble facade to build churches in the town.  Yet enough remains of its bare bones  to let us envision a lost world and to allow for a partial reconstruction so that even today performances are still given.
 

Another smaller theatre, the Odeon, hidden for centuries by other buildings, was finally evacavated in 1893.  It was discovered that a portion of this theatre had been cobbled together from a Hellenistic temple.  The remains of the same temple were also partially incorporated into a Christian church, the Church Santa Caterina  Alessandria.  One other church, the Church of San Pancranzio, is also built over an ancient temple.  In this case, it is the remains of a temple devoted to Jove Serapis, a mixture of ancient Egyptian and Roman religions.
 

There are eight churches in Taormina, enough to remind the late night revelers and sinners in this sun-drenched Sicilian resort, that if need be, redemption is close at hand  The front walls of the churches, ranging from fitted or undressed stone to pink, umber, speckled and creamy ivory facades, reflect a cornucopia of style from Norman to Baroque and Gothic, with embellishments from the 17th and 18th century predominating.
 

The Palazzo Corvaja, built of white lava and black pumice stone, is a hodgepodge of Arabic, Norman, Gothic, Catalan, and Chiaramontane elements, including a tower, mullioned windows and a balcony with sculpted stone panels overlooking a small courtyard.
 

These disparate elements have held up well over the centuries, and the Palazzo now serves as a museum.  In the courtyard there are young teen-agers milling around and listening to their teacher deliver a presentation in rapid-fire Italian, while inside the museum the ancient and not so ancient artifacts are arranged in an unimaginative manner waiting to be inspected by anyone who cares to look at their dusty and faded beauty.
 

More interesting is the collection of 18th and 19th century paintings decorating the walls. Two in particular stand out.  One features a young, simpering woman, her hair and gown indicative of the 18th century, holding a flower.  In sharp contract to this saccharine portrait is the realistic 19th century portrait of a young Sicilian woman with a large, hooked nose and turned down mouth.  She is well-dressed, if not flamboyantly so, and appears quite disdainful.  What, you wonder, brought that look into her eyes.  Is she a wealthy heiress who is suspicious of fortune-hunters?  Is she unhappy with the shape of her nose and daring you to notice it?  There is a story here, if only we knew.  
 

By way of the museum, you find yourself in the historic portion of Taromina and on your way to the high street, the Corso Umberto, which by following leads you into a world unmatched by the pseudo charms of Old Italy with the flaking plaster effects so artfully simulated by Disney World or Caesar's Palace. Which makes you wonder again. Why do the Italians, arguably the best masons in the world, allow their buildings to develop these flaking patches that give them that famililar antique look?
 

There are no sidewalks. There are no cars.  They have been forbidden for over 30 years, and who needs them, really?  The architecture of the buildings lining the Corso Umberto are of medieval appearance with numerous side streets and alleys ricocheting off it in every direction. Everywhere you look there are  beautifully crafted wrought-iron balconies jutting from the buildings and filled  with window boxes of cascading flowers, mostly geraniums, that add a symphony of dazzling color to the already vibrant hues seen everywhere. 
 

In one side street, for some reason that is not readily apparent, fresh flowers have been strung together and the garlands hung between the houses.  What is happening here?  A party? A wedding?  Bemused and fascinated by the sight, you turn away, still mystified and wander back to the Corso Umberto which is crowded with people.
There are people watching people, people strolling, people sitting down, but no where do you see people rushing. This is not a place to rush anywhere, for there is always domani in which to take care of matters.
 

Along the throughfare the elegant shops, restaurants, bars, and souvenir shops await await their next victim. Everywhere you look there is something that delights, from gorgeous jewelry twinkling in shop windows to old silverware that has been brightly polished and displayed in front of an antique store, to the beautiful Majolica  pottery produced on the island - many of them coated with that glaze called Sicilian Yellow - whose color seems to distill the essence of this sun filled and flowery land.
 

But the most fascinating piece of pottery to be seen is the Trinacria, the woman with the Medusa hairdo and the three legs.  She is seen everywhere pottery is sold, or that matter, everywhere in Sicily.  In 2000 the symbol of the Trinacria was approved for inclusion on the Sicilian flag.
 

If you are not familiar with her, this is her story as recounted in legend, myth, and rooted in historical fact:
 

"When the Greeks first invaded Sicily they sailed around the island and noted on their maps that there were three capes, Peloro, Passero and Lilibeo forming the three points in the northeast, southeast, and the west which resembled a triangle, hence the name "trinakrias" or "triangle."  Later on the Romans named it "Trinacrium" or "Star with Three Points", an altogether more romantic name.
 

Over time, this triangle became three  legs with bent knees attached to the head of a Gorgon.  In Greek mythology the Gorgons are three hideous looking women -  Medusa, Stheno and Euryale -  who have live snakes for hair,  necks covered with scales, tusks like boars, golden hands and bronze wings.  These sisters were the offspring of sea gods and lived in the far west.  The original Trinacria shows the head of the Gorgon with the snake-hair and holding ears of wheat to symbolize the fertility of the island.  
 

The three legs projecting from the head symbolize, of course, the three capes.  That this symbol was well-known in antiquity is evidenced by the fact that a mosaic  depicting the Trinacria dating to the 3rd century has been discovered in Sicily. There is also a legend that says the three legs really stand for the three seas, the Ionian, the Mediterrnean and the Tyhrinnean that surround the island."
   
This is where the story gets interesting.  Could this story of the three sisters who lived in the West be based on actual fact? The Isle of Man has almost an identical symbol called the "triskelion" or "three magic legs" showing the three conjoined legs but missing the Medusa-like head of the Sicilian counterpart.
 

Astonishingly enough, it seems as if this is one of the oldest symbols known to mankind, since representations have been found in prehistoric rock carvings in Northern Italy.  It is not only revered by the Sicilians, but also by the Norse and is thought to have come originally from Scandinavia, while others connect it with the Normans.  
 

Today's Gorgon on the Sicilian flag has a much more benign aspect, looking more like a windswept mermaid than the awful Gorgon.  And speaking of the seashore, if you wish to go to go the beach there are three ways.  If you have no head for heights, go by car down the winding roads that lead to the Lido Di Mazzaro, the famous resort at the foot of the cliffs, or opt for the thrill of a cable car ride in the funicular from the Via Pirandello that bumps its way down cable wires to the beach.  You can also venture down the cliffside from the observation point also located on the Via Pirandello.
 

Tucked into a small, crescent-shaped bay, you find the Lido La Pigna, which boasts a variety of hotels, two major restaurants and the perfect-sized beach, because it is not big, and not too small.  It is just right, as Alice-in-Wonderland would say. 
 

This is not a bucket and spade beach.  The sand is a grayish color, due to the volcanic nature of this part of the island.  People in various bathing attire are oiled and geared up for a day's relaxation. Some shelter under the brightly colored beach umbrellas while others, heedless of the prolonged effect of the sun, brave its strident rays to bake to a turn.
 

You order lunch in one of the restaurants overlooking the Lido, where the waiter, a small, elderly man, brings you squid when you ordered octopus. The ensuing argument with him involving much head-shaking, gestures and shoulder lifting makes you feel half Italian.  The octopus is delicious when he finally brings it, and the victory belongs to you. Success is a wonderful seasoning.
 

Afterwards it is time for a boat ride, offered by one of the suntanned youths, loafing at the Lido awaiting just such an opportunity. Climbing into the boat you might find yourselves with another couple, for the boat holds up to six people and your guide -  a young, handsome Sicilian with eyes as blue as the sky above and the sea beneath the boat -  takes you for a magical ride around the Capo Taromina, the Isola Bella, and the Capo SantAndrea.  With delight, he points out an outcropping of rock shaped like an elephant and takes you to the Grotta Azzura.
 

This blue grotto, while quite small compared to its famous cousin on the isle of Capri, enchants you the moment he angles the boat part of the way in.  The sea floor, he explains, is much shallower here inside the grotto.  Dreamily, you think of sea caves and mermaids, with streaming hair like the Trinacria swimming in waters the color of aquamarines and blue topazes.  It is said that if you swim in a blue grotto your body appears blue also.  It is as if there are underwater lights in the grotto, so brilliant have the waters become. The magical effect is to make you believe  all the tales about the Nereides. 
 

The Nereides are the fifty sea-goddesses of Greek mythology who live with their father Nereus at the bottom of the sea. They were possessed of the gift of prophecy and could change into any form they chose.  Have they  transformed themselves into a crowd of tiny, transparent jellyfish that are waving their tentacles at you this very moment in a gesture of hello over the side of the boat?  
 

In ancient times they were worshipped in seaport towns and a sailor always knew that his best friend, when he got into trouble at sea, was one of the Nereides.  They were always depicted as beautiful young woman, sometimes clothed, sometimes not, often riding dolphins or other sea mammals.  It doesn't really matter if these goddesses have not been officially worshipped for thousands of years, because in the limited space of the blue grotto today, you hear their siren song and know that they still live. Is not imagination the greatest reality of all, and did you not just now feel their magical presence? 
 

As the boat edges out backwards, your pilot begins to sing old Italian songs.  You join in a few verses of "Volare" and what should seem corny does not.  You think of Sophia Loren in the movie, Boy on a Dolphin, when she dives to the bottom of the sea to find the lost statue.  Later that evening, whistling the haunting refrain from the movie, you realize that you did not see a single dolphin during your excursion. Where have they gone, you wonder? Are they still there? To  When you return home and check the Internet, to your horror you find out that many common dolphin species are disappearing from the Ionian and Mediterranean seas due to the reduction of food prey and marine food webs heavily contaminated by PCB's and other pollutants.
 

But for now, blissfully unaware of such calamities occurring beneath the surface fo the water, you relax as your boat glides past Giardini-Naxos, the original Greek settlement nestled in the long curve of yet another bay, this one a powerful stretch of land that holds the shore in a strong embrace.  In the distance, more gaily colored parosols whip in the salty breeze in front of the inevitable ranks of hotels.
 

There still exists the temple of the goddess Aphrodite at this site on the bay.  It is impossible to avoid the gods and goddesses of antiquity here in Sicily, perhaps more than any other place in Italy except Rome and Pompeii.  It would be a surprise to most people to realize that in antiquity the statues of the gods and goddesses were not the pristine white so often portrayed in movies and painting, but throbbed with color and flesh-colored tones.
 

The closest approximations that help to create in your imagination what those ancient statues most have looked like, are the statues of the saints in the Catholic churches.  The lovely blue tints of the Virgin's robe and her rose-tinted cheeks, to the cascading brown hair of Jesus and the vivid red of his wounds give some clue. 
 

The boat finally draws up to the shore and you return by funicular to the town on the cliffs.  Tonight you sleep well.  The breath of the Ionian sea has sent the salt-laden oxygen coursing through your veins and induced a deep sleep punctuated with dreams of the Trinacria running through the wavelets of the sea on her three legs towards a dolphin waiting in the deep waters wearing a yellow crown made of majolica with the words "Save Me" written on it.
 

Ah yes, the magic of Taromina! It is good to be back.
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