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According to Pearce (B. Pearce, 1993) we experience, in our contemporary situation, since the modern world has spoken its „No“ to myth and the social structure connected with it, the crisis of the modern world expressed in the annihilation of its significances. It focuses in a sort of neo-nihilism and in a return to forms of communication centred merely on groups – but in an exclusively negative meaning, which gives way to the phenomenon of “gangs” – and to merely ethnocentric forms of communication, which foster the disturbing and more and more often present phenomena of integralism.

If myth is a complex form of language and human relations, the fact that it was questioned by a radical rationalism (which since the 18th century has stigmatised it as “unscientific”, as unable to uncover any truth whatever, even as a mystification) is certainly one of the relevant reasons for the suffering of our epoch. 


A re-evaluation of myth – which by the way already happens in an embryonic form – is therefore necessary as an element of recovery, a re-evaluation and a modern proposal for communication between the various cultures; here myth offers itself because of the interconnection between its stories, because of the ampleness of its fundaments, because of its polycentric complexity (Campbell, 1988).

If it is true – and it is true – that myth does not know and does not need historical facts  – insofar as it describes man’s cosmic destiny which is always the same -,  the great myths which the ancient world has passed on to us have maintained their value of a structure of reality which is inaccessible to rational and empirical research, because it transfers the event to another category and enables us to realize a transcendental reality, too: myth, therefore, is not only a symbol of inner processes, as Jung affirmed (Gustav Jung, 1965), but an autonomous and creative act of the human mind.
Sicily was, and still is, one of the great myths of mankind. „Sicily, the myth of Europe“ was the suggestive title of an exhibition organized in Catania some years ago, which justly underlined that Sicily itself, more than the very numerous myths that came into being at all times or were located here, has become a myth for all those who have crossed it and dreamed of it, from the farthest angles of Europe and the whole world.

To restrict ourselves to the classical epoch, which by the way can be considered as the most fruitful model of Sicilian mythology, we can say that Sicily enters the world of myth at the beginning of Greek culture, at the time of the Minoan culture which designates the beginning of western history and culture.
       Daedalus, the famous architect and sculptor, who worked at the court of Minos as a guest of this powerful sovereign, having finished complicated and perfected works of art, but certainly not traditional ones pleasing the king – such as the wooden cow enabling the lascivious queen Pasiphae to have intercourse with a bull, or the magnificent labyrinth, which was to guard and hide the Minotaur, the monstrous fruit of that intercourse -, is said to have crossed the Ionian Sea by means of wings made of feathers and wax together with his incautious son Icarus to escape the vengeance of the king, and to have come to Sicily. In Sicily he was welcomed by the Sicanian king Kokalos, for whom he fortified the capital Kamikos and created other wonderful works. But Minos pursued him at the head of a strong army as far as Sicily and demanded his extradition from Kokalos. As the king could not resist by means of arms, he pretended to welcome him and made his daughters kill him in an incredibly boiling bath. His corpse was given back to the Cretians, who buried him in a magnificent tholos tomb paying him the last honours. Some of them returned to their home-country, others settled in the interior of Sicily, where they founded an important temple in honour of the Mothers. Many centuries later a tyrant of Agrigento returned the bones of the old king to the Cretians to corroborate the credibility of the story.
Heracles, the great panhellenic hero, is the protagonist of another myth located in Sicily. Returning from Iberia, where he regained the herd of bulls of Geryon, he sailed round the island, welcomed by the nymphs, founded important sanctuaries and cults, which in historical times, during the Greek colonization, served as pretexts for the occupation of territories and as occasions of close relationships between Greece and Sicily.
In a not clearly defined epoch two myths of great importance and suggestive power are set. There is the rape of Persephone, which took place on the shores of Lake Pergusa, by the king of the underworld Hades or Pluto, and the gap in the earth that opened to receive his chariot drawn by black horses; in her desperation the mother of Persephone, Demeter, wanted the earth not to bring forth anything any more, and her companion Cyane turned into a transparent spring of water by means of her tears, which still today springs up in Syracuse.

The other myth’s protagonist is the nymph Arethusa, who was courted in vain by the god Alphaeus and, in order to escape, turned into a spring near the sea at Ortygia, where later on the great Syracuse was founded. Alphaeus did not give in and, coming from the Peloponnesos and turned into a river, he crosses the sea and mixes his waters with the nymph’s.

Another panhellenic myth, in which Sicily plays a specific role, is the return of Ulysses to Greece, mainly told in Homer’ Odyssey. In the course of this adventurous journey the island is mentioned several times: in connection with Skylla and Charybdis, with the cattle of the sun god, whose slaughtering by the companions of the hero causes new misfortunes; with the residence of Aeolus, the king of the winds, who out of pity with the misery of Ulysses gives him tubes, in which he locks up the unfavourable winds; he only leaves  Zephyr at large, who would have taken the hero softly back to Ithaca, if the stupid companions had not opened the tubes because of their suspicion and their greed for gold and had not aroused a ferocious thunderstorm.

Finally, there is the best known episode about the gigantic Cyclops Polyphemos, whose blinding by Ulysses, so that he could flee from his cannibalistic hunger, caused the anger of his father Poseidon, the god of the sea, against Ulysses, which was to pursue the hero until the end. 

Sicily also turns up in the myth about Aeneas, the son of the Trojan hero Anchises and the goddess Aphrodite. After the destruction of Ilion by the Greeks, in order to get back the unfaithful, but very beautiful woman Helena, Aeneas lands in Africa and at Carthage experiences a passionate, but impossible and tragic love to Queen Dido (who was just founding the town together with her people, the Phoenicians), and then sails along the south coast of Sicily from west to east, meeting local heroes and gods, and founding cults and sanctuaries.

What concerns our lecture, I would like to underline as a common denominator the aspect which connects these myths and at the same time distinguishes them from the other innumerable ones which the Greek fantasy was able to create and develop. While the majority of the myths concerning other places indeed restricts itself to religious aspects, to morphologic characteristics of the territory, to the existence of special elements of the world of nature, those which concern Sicily highlight the aspect of the journey, the extraordinary geography of this island, its role as an unavoidable stage and connection between different and far-away cultures and countries.

That certainly results from an objective geographical position coinciding with the reality of sometimes negative, dangerous or even bloody, but sometimes also productive and fruitful contacts. In short, already at that time they, by means of the suggestive power of myths, seem to have ascribed to Sicily a connecting role of encounters between often big differences, finally leading to positive effects. Myths construct, myths are reconstructed and altered, and by feeding on last results and on itself, they expand their special capacity of attracting and determining effects.
In a continuity, which does not seem to have been interrupted in the vicissitudes of history and in the sequence of reigns, Sicily reappears as a myth in modern time. At that time the historical, cultural and political conditions made it possible, useful and effective to revive its myth as a multicultural, open and tolerant country, which in it finds the causes of its well-being and even its political role in the international landscape of that time.

In the first half of the 19th century we find ourselves in the midst of ideological tensions and the fight for power between England and France, while the fragmentary German and Italian world suffer miserably from the ferment of unification. In that environment Sicily passes so to speak as a hostage or a personal possession from one sovereign to another, finally to the Kingdom of both Sicilies, where its status of an autonomous kingdom and of independence seems to end, and searches for a strong ideological motivation in its own roots. It finds it in the period of the passage from the Arab rule to Emperor Frederic II., a central role being ascribed to the Normans, who restored and renewed the prosperity and the independence of the island. 

The destructive fragmentation of the large realms of the 19th century, which sometimes split up into often extremely small political, cultural and economic entities, made it useful as well as seductive to highlight the multiethnic peculiarities of Norman Sicily and the capacity of its kings for synthesis; to them talents for tolerance are attributed, and an ability to unite different peoples and interests in a synergetic way by creating a state which did not even lack the primacy of constituting the first parliament of Europe.

To what extent that was real and true, and to what extent it was the fruit of an interpretation subject to the fascination by a fabulous golden age or was determined by concrete political, economic and cultural interests, that has only lately become known by historical research and studies, Sicilian ones, too, which have clarified and defined the limits of such enterprises, uncovering aspects of cynicism and instrumentalisation, often resulting in acts of genuine intolerance and genocide.

What a lot of specialists, especially Giuseppe Giarrizzo, have found out during those last years: it turns out that Michele Amari, the great historian and Arabist, was the principal protagonist of creating the Sicilian myth. In spite of that the myth of a tolerant, multiethnic Sicily that was capable of harvesting and fructifying the most positive qualities of any people was no vain myth and is not so today. For like any myth it is capable of turning into a concrete reality and so of creating in its turn, in a structural form, models realizing and guiding situations and behaviour.

Therefore the myth of Sicily ultimately is not only real and true, but it still today represents a model according to which a developing situation can be shaped in a positive way and be projected from the ancient world into the future; all the more today, in a world which seems to have lost its own roots and the human values, where the living together of peoples, religions, customs, systems seems to be more and more fragile and threatening and where shutting oneself up in oneself seems to be the simplest form of reacting and defending oneself. 
That is a destructive and impossible attitude, against which myths, modern myths, should give us a hand to change it. Unfortunately our epoch seems to have lost the ability to create positive myths (R. Barthes, 1974) that you can share and do share, tending more and more to a fragmentation resulting in a form of individualism in which solitude and violence rule. You cannot create myths artificially, perhaps it is necessary to recapture ideals and the consciousness that not everything can be reduced to terms of economy, power and success.

Europe itself, the cradle of law, freedom and democracy, must again become a universal myth. But each of us can try to cultivate a myth, and among those destined to perish again one will perhaps succeed in growing and acting thanks to the fascination of an incomparable seduction, thanks to its ability of coming into existence without a beginning and without a development measurable in time, but of carrying its aim and the necessary stages of a future time in itself.
      UCIIM                                                       Amoroso 1                                        SIESC 2008

