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JORRIT KELDER

icily and the Sea
N Prenistory

MYSTERIOUS GRAFFITI

Rock carvings in the Grotta
dell’Addaura near Palermo
dating from the Mesolithic.
They are among the oldest
known representations

of how the early Sicilians
saw their world. Pictured
here are human figures
and a stag. These Meso-
lithic graffiti were discov-
ered thanks to the acci-
dental explosion of the
explosives the Allies had
stored in the caves after
the invasion of 1943.

t has been suggested that the earliest human

activity on Sicily may date back to the Lower

Palaeolithic, at which point the island may

have been connected to southern Italy by a
land bridge. The possible presence of these early
hominids on Sicily at that point of time is, how-
ever, controversial.

From the Upper Palaeolithic onwards, human
activity is attested by the remains of stone tools
which have been found at the site of Fontana
Nuova di Ragusa in the south (dating from
¢.15,000-11,000 BC) and at various other sites
across the island (dating from c.10,000 BC). By
this time, at the end of the last Ice Age, the shape
of Sicily would have looked more or less as it does
today—a large island, separated from the Italian
mainland by a narrow strait. Very little can be said
about these early ‘Sicilians’, other than that they
probably hunted wild boar, fox, goats, bovids, and
possibly a wild predecessor of the donkey, the
Equus hydruntinus.

Slightly more can be said about the Final
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic period, at which point
wall paintings and carvings not only demonstrate
the early islanders’ artistic prowess, but also their
connections with regions elsewhere. The earliest
rock paintings known thus far are found in a cave
at Cala dei Genovesi on the islet of Levanzo, near
the tip of western Sicily. The paintings at this site
date to ¢ 9000 BC and are comparable with rock
art elsewhere in southern Europe (such as
Lascaux).Yet another thousand years later, we

encounter the remarkably expressive rock carvings
in the Grotta dell’Audaura, close to the city of
Palermo. These carvings depict various human
figures as well as figures of horses, deer and bovids,
and provide a first glimpse of how the early Sicili-
ans perceived their world. The exact interpretation
of these early carvings, especially the depiction of
two masked (?) human figures with what looks
like ropes around their necks, is unclear. It has
been suggested that this may be a depiction of an
initiation rite, although more extravagant
hypotheses—including one suggestion that the
carvings show acrobats, or even an early homo-
erotic scene—have also been put forward.
Regardless of the precise nature of the human fig-
ures in these carvings, the presence of bovids and
equids demonstrates that hunting was an impor-
tant aspect of daily life. The hunt was not only a
terrestrial affair: archaeology shows that fishing
was important, too. Indeed, the presence of dol-
phin bones in the Mesolithic cave of Uzzo, on the
Sicilian west coast, suggests that the early Sicilians
already possessed boats that were sufficiently large
to sail out into the open sea.

From the sixth millennium BC onwards, the
people of Sicily gradually adopted a Neolithic way
of life. Most of the cave dwellings were abandoned
in favour of proper settlements in the fields, and
pottery made its appearance in everyday life. There
are no clear arguments to suggest that this change
in lifestyle was the result of the arrival of new-
comers on the island (although this remains a
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PANTALICA NECROPOLIS
Tombs cut into the lime-
stone rock at the necropo-
lis of Pantalica, near Syra-
cuse. Pantalica was a
major inland centre from
the 13th to 8th centuries
BC. Remains of houses
and possibly even a pal-
ace-like structure have
been found, but it is un-
clear whether they are pre-
historic or belong to later
periods. In view of the
large number of the tombs
(c.5,000), the site must
have remained important
after the collapse of the
Late-Bronze-Age system
of international trade.

possibility): the slow and piecemeal adoption of

the Neolithic way of life rather suggests a local
development, probably as a result of overseas con-
tacts. Obsidian, which was mined on nearby Lipari
(see p. 17) and Pantelleria and has been found on
Malta, Sicily and in central Italy, doubtless was an
important trigger for these contacts. Other goods
such as wool may also have played an important
role in the development of early contacts between
Sicily and its surrounding areas. Regardless of the
details it is clear that, during the Neolithic at the
latest, the sea had become a defining feature of
Sicilian life: it served as a source of food, but also
as a connection to nearby Malta, the Aeolian
Islands, and the mainland of Italy. It is very likely
that these overseas contacts intensified and
expanded as time progressed. Indeed, it has been
suggested that the emergence of monumental,
stone-built or rock-cut funerary architecture of
the so-called Castelluccian culture—the designa-
tion for a number of regional and related cultures
during Sicily’s Early Bronze Age (2500—-1500 BC)

—owed much to Sardinia’s Bell-Beaker culture.
Towards the end of that period, overseas connec-
tions had multiplied and Sicily became a veritable
gateway to the western Mediterranean for traders
from the east.

Sicily’s increased importance to long-distance
maritime trade had a profound impact on local
culture and everyday life, especially in the eastern
part of the island. The Middle Bronze Age on
Sicily is marked by a notable increase in foreign,
especially Aegean, Anatolian and Cypriot imports
and the adoption of various Aegean symbols
(e.g. the Minoan ‘Horns of Consecration’) and
architectural features (such as the arched ceiling
of a number of tombs, which is often thought to
copy Mycenaean tholos tombs). It is also a period
of increased social hierarchy, with the emergence
of local elites—who adopted these exotica as
tokens of their wealth and power—and the
development of a more centralised territorial (and
probably political) organisation in the eastern parts
of the island in which major, mostly coastal settle-



MYCENAEAN STIRRUP JAR
Top of a Mycenaean stirrup
jar, 16th—15th cent. BC.
It was found in the sea
near Filicudi, one of the
Aeolian Islands north of
Sicily. During the Bronze
Age, trade flourished
between Sicily and Myce-
naean Greece. Apart from
imported goods, traces

of cultural influence are
visible as well, e.g. in the
appearance of tholos-like
tombs on Sicily.

MYCENAEAN KYLIX FROM
THAPSUS (SICILY)

The kylix was a type of
wine cup that was probably
reserved for special occa-
sions. Thousands of kylix
shards have been found in
the Mycenaean palace of
Pylos in Greece: presuma-
bly the remains of a last
great feast or ritual at the
palace. Since kylikes are
relatively rare outside the
Aegean, they must have
been connected to a spe-
cifically ‘Mycenaean’ way
of drinking wine.

ments controlled a number of smaller inland sites.
By 1400 BC at the latest, there is every indication
that Sicily was now fully integrated into the east-
ern Mediterranean world of long-distance trade.
There can be no doubt that Sicily’s status as a hub
for Mediterranean trade also attracted immigrants.
Thapsus, a site on an island oft eastern Sicily, some
10 km north of Syracuse, seems to have been one
of the places where immigrants settled and min-
gled with the native population. The settlement,
with its remarkably well-organised grid of houses
and wide streets, served as a centre of trade (in
view of the numerous Mycenaean objects and
architectural parallels with ‘Mycenaean’ sites on
Cyprus probably especially with the Greek world)
with resident foreign (Greek?) merchants and
their families. In many ways, Thapsus can thus be
considered a model for things that were yet to
come: the Greek colonies of the eighth and
seventh centuries BC.

The end of this period of extraordinary
connectivity is marked by the downfall of the
great states in the eastern Mediterranean. The
causes of the destructions that marked the end

of the palaces of Mycenaean Greece, the Hittite

Empire in Anatolia, and the wealthy principalities
in the Levant are still not understood, and it is
likely that a number of factors (climate change,
invasions, earthquakes?) played a role. Sicily, or
rather its prehistoric inhabitants, may have played
a role as well, for one of the monuments that
report on these calamities, the so-called Great
Karnak Inscription (a relief of Merneptah, king

of Egypt from 1213 to 1203 BC), may bear the
first reference to the island’s prehistoric inhabit-
ants. Amongst a number of invaders is a group

of invaders called S-k-rw-s—normally vocalised as
Shekelesh. There is no way of being sure about this,
but it has been suggested that this name may refer
to the Sicels; a group of people who are known
from Classical sources to have lived in especially
the eastern part of Sicily in pre-Classical times.
The fact that the Shekelesh are referred to as
‘coming from the sea’ only serves as a reminder of

the close connection between Sicily and the sea.
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