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SICILY TOUR
My Personal List of Books on Sicily

Douglas Kenning

[Translation is crucial; a good, contemporary translation will reproduce the delight; a bad translation makes for a dull read.]

Outsiders Writing About Sicily

Brydone, Patrick.  Tour Through Sicily and Malta (1773).  An Irish traveller giving us one of the first and most famous of Sicily travel books.  Very hard to find.
Cicero: Collected Works.  Any collection of Cicero that includes “Verrine Orations”.  This prosecution of the Roman governor or Sicily for theft of antiquities as a young lawyer made his career.  As always with Cicero, he has many pointed things to say, and much description of Greek Sicily.

Goethe. Italian Journey  (1787).  Visiting Italy transformed his life and writing.  His enthusiasm and prominence helped ignite modern Italian tourism.

Homer (8C BC), The Iliad and The Odyssey.  Prose translations by E. V. Rieu, W.H.D. Rouse, or Walter Shewring.  Best translations in verse are by Robert Fitzgerald and Robert Fagles.  This greatest story ever told mostly happened in and around Sicily and is resonant with Sicilian geography still.  Performed by Homer in poetry as a one-man show, later written down.

Lear, Edward (1847).  The nonsense verse writer and landscape painter got around the Mediterranean but seemed especially fond of Sicily.  See some of his comic drawings made during his Sicily travels at www.nonsenselit.org/Lear/LiS/ 

Newman, John Henry (1833).  Letters.

Plutarch. Parallel Lives.  Several modern translations possible.  Penguin Classics do a three-part paperback series of some of the most important lives: The Rise and Fall of Athens, The Fall of the Roman Republic, and Makers of Rome.  Engaging accounts of fascinating personalities; all the major players of Greek and Roman history are there (incl. Solon, Alexander, Pompey, Cicero, Brutus, Caesar, etc.), in biographies consumable one per sitting, in any order you like.  For the Syracuse story, see Nicias, Alcibiades, Dion, Timoleon, and Pyrrhus, and Marcellus in that order.
Swinburne, Henry, Travels in the Two Sicilies in the years 1777, 1778, and 1780.

Thucydides (450~400BC). The Peloponnesian War (books 6 & 7).  The heart of this magnificent beginning of history writing is about that greatest of all campaigns, the Siracusan Expedition, which ruined Athens and ended the first golden age of Western Civilisation.  An Athenian general himself, he understood the tactics and interviewed the participants.  The Rex Warner translation is a good one.

Virgil (70~19 BC), Aeneid, III.655 (Aeneas passes Etna & angers the Cyclops, then passes Megara & Thapsos, where the oil refineries are), III.692~712 (Aeneas passes Ortigia, stopping at Arethusa Fountain, then Eloro [Noto], Camarina [Club Med], Gela, Akagras {Agrigento], Selinus [Selinunte], Lilybaeum [Marsala], and sees his father die off Erice), V.33~41 (Aeneas returns to Erice, begins sports festival in honour of his father), V. 620~671 (the women burn the ships, Aeneas founds Segesta, puts temple of Venus on Erice).
Vivant, Baron Denon Dominique (1745-1825), Travels in Sicily and Malta (1788).

Vardill, Anna Jane. A parody of Vivant’s book, in European Magazine, 1821, Apr, Jul, Aug, Sept, issues.

Sicilians Writers: with some representative publications

Capuana, Luigi (1839-1915) From Mineo, he was a leading theorist of the verismo movement, seeing the novel as a ‘human document’ combining a naturalist view of reality with the psychological analysis of the characters, without the interference of the writer's thoughts. Short stories (Le paesane, 1894), novels (Profumo, 1890; Il marchese di Roccaverdina, 1901), and essays (Gli 'ismi' contemporanei, 1898) 

D'Arrigo, Stefano (www.horcynusorca.it) from Alì (Messina).  Codice Siciliano, a poetry  collection (1957), mainly hermetic and surrealist, and dealing with the theme of immigration that he saw as an unavoidable destiny for all Sicilian people. Novels include Horcynus Orca and Cima delle Nobildonne  (1985). Literary Park

 Diodorus Siculus (ca. 90~21 BC).  Born in Agyrium, Sicily, he was an historian of world history up to Julius Caesar.  Unreliable, but essential to any account of early Sicily.  Parts remain of his book is Bibliotheca Historica (Historical Library).
Ginzburg, Natalia. (Palermo).  Being Jewish, she was confined during the war, which shadowed most of her work: The Road to the City (tr. 1949), The Dry Heart (tr. 1949), and Voices in the Evening (tr. 1963), essay collection A Place to Live (2001), autobiographical The Things We Used to Say (tr. 1999); biography by L. M. Picchione (1978). 

Lampedusa, Giuseppe Tomasi di. The Leopard (1953).  The greatest Sicilian novel, a 20thC masterpiece.  A Literary Park est. at his home.

Pirandello, Luigi. Plays, novellas, and the Nobel Prize in 1934, taking a bitter though ironic vision of the life of Sicilian lower classes marked by dreadful loneliness: "Il fu Mattia Pascal" (The late Mattia Pascal), "Sei personaggi in cerca d'autore" (Six Characters in Search of An Author), "Ciascuno a suo modo" and "Questa sera si recita a soggetto", looking at the relationship between fiction and reality; "Uno, nessuno e centomila" (One, None, and a Hundred thousand) and "L'uomo dal fiore in bocca". A Literary Park est. at his home outside of Agrigento.

Quasimodo, Salvatore (www.quasimodo.it) was born in Modica.  The Etna-Taormina International Prize in Poetry (1953, with Dylan Thomas). The Nobel Prize for literature 1959, “for his lyrical poetry, which with classical fire expresses the tragic experience of life in our own times.”  The Quasimodo Literary Park in Modica. And Suddenly It’s Evening, and the poetry collection Life is not a Dream. Selected Writings: Poems and Discourse on Poetry.

Sciascia, Leonardo.  The struggles of the individual who seeks justice in a Sicily of social iniquities and official complicity and corruption. Day of the Owl; Equal Danger; The Wine-Dark Sea: Thirteen Stories. A Literary Park est. at his home..

Theocritus.  The first and greatest writer from Syracuse, writing while part of the ex-pat community in Alexandria, he invented the pastoral.  Most of The Idylls are set in Sicily.  Theocritus: The Idylls.  Trans. Robert Wells (London: Penguin, 1989).

Vittorini, Elio.  The most recent prominent Siracusa writer, born in Ortigia, Siracusa, he translated the works of Lawrence, Poe, Faulkner, Hemingway, T. S. Eliot, Auden, and others.  His first novel, In Sicily (1938, tr. 1949), caused his imprisonment by the Fascist government. Vittorini's works, among them The Twilight of the Elephant (1947, tr. 1951) and The Red Carnation (1948, tr. 1952), make a serious attempt to assess the Fascist experience. His later works include The Dark and the Light (1956, tr. 1961); Diario in 

pubblico (1957), essays; and Le città nel mondo (1969). A Literary Park est. near Siracusa

Other Writing on Sicily

Bradford, Ernle, Ulysses Found (Sphere Books, 1967).  One man’s quest to follow the route of Odysseus.  Full of Mediterranean sailing and lore.

Campbell, Mary B., The Witness and the Other World: Exotic European Travel Writing, 400[-]1600, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1988.

D'Este, Carlo Bitter Victory: The Battle for Sicily July-August 1943. This is one of the better war histories. As with Plutarch, the personalities make the story (Alexander, Eisenhower, Montgomery, Patton, Bradley).

Falcano, Ugo (Hugo Falcandus).  The History of the Tyrants of Sicily.  Medieval traveller.

Graves, Robert, in his The Greek Myths II.457, tells of Heracles on Erice.  So do Appolodorus (2.5.10) and Pausanias (3.16.4 ff. and 4.36.4)
Ovid (43 BC ~ AD 17), Metamorphoses, 5.572 ff.  Here is his take on the Arethusa fountain.

Renault, Mary. The Mask of Apollo.  An historical novel about a fictional professional actor in the Greek theatrical world of the 4th Century BC, meeting,  Plato, Dion, and Dionysius.

Histories and guides

Sicily: Three Thousand Years of Human History,  Sandra Benjamin.  A decent history, easy read, recently released.

Sicily: An Illustrated History (ed. Illustrated Histories).  Nice overlays of ruins with speculative reconstructions. 
About Sicily: Travellers in an Ancient Island

Sicily: A Complete Guide to the Island, Its Towns, Monuments, and 

Incomparable Landscapes (Heritage Guides)
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website: www.sicily-tour.com


email: dkenning@sicilyonline.it
tel: 0039 (Italy) + 0931-465-396 


fax:  0039 (Italy) + 0931-60977
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