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CATANIA

A DREAm OF A SET

On the sea. A few steps far from the mountain.

Catania rises in the Eastern coast of the island,

at the feet of Mount Etna, the highest volcano of

the whole Europe. Dominated for centuries by

Greeks, Byzantines, Romans, Arabs and many

other people that left their traces here.

The climate, the folklore, the humanity that is

breathed in this city, made it a dream set.

In Catania, in the first years of 1900s (between

the 1914 and the 1916), several production

houses were founded: Etna Film, Katana

Film, Sicula Film, Jonio Film. This film

production, however, lasted only a few

years. The sector had a crisis. Only re-

cently the Catania Film Commission

and the Etna Film Commission tried to

give more impulse to the film produc-

tions in the city. This land, Sicily, with its

thousand-year history and Catania,

with its traditions, its evocative and en-

gaging atmospheres, made possible the

realization of films and masterpieces

shining like stars which contributed to

get larger the firmament of the worldly cinema-

tography. Let’s begin our tour from Porta Uzeda

(Uzeda Gate), which connects the Seminario dei

Chierici (Clerics’ Seminary) with the Palazzo

Arcivescovile (Archbishop’s Palace) and the

Cattedrale di Sant’Agata (the Cathedral), illu-

strating, as passing them, all the places which

have been chosen by the greatest filmmakers to

make their films. Going past this almost “magic”

gate, we find us in front of the wonderful Piazza

Duomo (Dome Square), whose heart is the

Fontana dell’Elefante, “U Liotru”, (the Elephant

Fountain called “U Liotru”), symbol of Catania.

In this square, with the Uzeda Gate on the

background, it was shot – among the others –

the film “I Vicerè” (The Viceroy - 2007) by Ro-

berto Faenza, based on the novel by Federico

de Roberto. Set in the Sicily of middle 1800s,

when the domination of the Borboni’s family

was to an end and one had to face the birth of

the Italian State, the film tells the gestures of

Consalvo, the last Uzeda’s heir, which was the

family of the Spanish Viceroy, who plays as main

character in the continuous war of his house to

gain power and richness.

Always around Piazza Duomo, Via Etnea and San

Berillo, a memorable quarter of Catania, it car-

ries out Marcello Mastroianni’s drama in “Il

Bell’Antonio” (1960), a film by Mauro Bolognini

and based on the novel of the same title by Vita-

liano Brancati.

From Piazza Duomo we go through Via Etna as

far as the cross with Via San Giuliano, where

there are the so-called Quattro Canti, whereas

in the steep climb of Via Sangiuliano, in the Ea-

stern part of the city, we can find some other in-

teresting buildings, among which Villa Cerami,

one of the most prestigious of Catania. Built

after the 1693 earthquake, it was bought in

1957 by the University of Catania and assigned

to the Law Faculty. It’s the umpteenth master-

piece of the noteworthy baroque Sicilian style,

realized by that one who maybe was its main

exponent in Catania, the Abbot Gian Battista

Vaccarini. The Villa is also one of the places

where, during the Christian Democratic period,

it was shot “L’arte di arrangiarsi” (The Art of

Getting Along – 1954), an exhilarating but, at the

same time, bitter film by Luigi Zampa, with Al-

berto Sordi. It’s the last film of the Zampa-Bran-

cati’s trilogy, an out-and-out summary of the

countless national vices, set among the invalua-

ble treasures and ostentations of Via Crociferi,

the imposing Church of San Nicola La Rena, Pa-

lazzo Biscari (Biscari Palace), Piazza Duomo, the

Bellini Theatre, Villa Cerami and Porta Garibaldi

(Garibaldi Gate), called “Fortino” (Small Fort). 

We then move to the Northern-Western site

of the city, dominated by the hill with the big Be-

nedictine Complex, one of the most magnificent

of the whole Europe, housing today the Faculty

of Letters and Philosophy of the University of

Catania. The Monastery overlooks Piazza Dante

(Dante Square) and develops around two cloi-

sters. The Eastern and Southern facades, with

their decorations, carves and precious capitals

are examples of the splendid baroque style.

Worthy of a visit are also the wonderfully car-

ved Choir and the Ursino Recupero Library, a

work by G.B. Vaccarini, containing numerous

and valuable books. Since 1893 Federico de Ro-

berto was designed “honorary librarian”, as just

here he set many pages of “The Viceroy”, writ-

ten – so it seems at least – on the “donkey

back” writing-desk which is here preserved. 

After the Fascist period, Catania perceived the

first signals of the “Pink Neorealism” with the

comedy “E’ primavera” (It’s Forever Springtime

– 1949), the adventure of a nice bigamous, shot

around Piazza Dante.

In 1558, during the Renaissance period, it was

started the construction of the Benedictine Mo-

nastery, to which it would be joined, successi-

vely, the Church of San Nicola La Rena, so called

because of the monks’ devotion to San Nicola

di Bari and also for the characteristic sandy soil

(“rena” or “arena”, sand in Castilian language)

which covered the area. Lastly we enter Via

Crociferi, outlined in 1700s, one of the most fa-
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by the magic which every single stone, baroque

or not, oozes from the palaces of this radiant

Catania, are really lots: Camerini, Zampa, Bolo-

gnini, Germi, Pasolini, Wertmüller and Zeffirelli.

Sicily is rich of naturally cinematographic places

. Leonardo Sciascia, at this regard, said that “Si-

cily is the cinema”, so as Gesualdo Bufalino

wrote: “Places which invite the cine camera,

when don’t oblige it, to look for them, go after

them, possess them. Places that, thanks to a

happy alliance of audio-visual, socio-historical

and anthropological suggestions, constitute in

themselves quickly done set designs and screen-

plays”. Architectures, proportions, forms, geo-

metries, evoke all the dominating people that in

the past lived in this city. Visiting Catania means

becoming part of these historical places, finding

out links with the land, the stone, the food, the

great conquistadores of past times, and yet so

near. It’s a bit like feeling at home.

For all those who are fond of cinema, it’s advisa-

ble to visit the “Museum of Cinema”, housed by

the Cultural Centre “Le Ciminire” (The Cim-

neys), Viale Africa, Catania.

For info and bookings:

Tel: (+39) (0)95 4011928/1938

Fax: (+39) (0)95 4011930

e-mail: museo.cinema@provincia.ct.it

The Museum is open in the following days:

• Wednesday, Friday, Saturday and Sundays from

9.00 a.m. until 12.30 p.m.

• Tuesday and Thursday from 9.00 a.m. until

12.30 p.m. and until 3.00 p.m. to 4.30 p.m.

• On Mondays it’s closed the whole day.

Valentina Del Campo

scinating places of Baroque style, but not of the

Sicilian one. It begins in Piazza San Francesco

d’Assisi and is reachable passing through the

Arch of San Benedetto. In the lower part it

stands the complex of San Benedetto, compo-

sed of the Church and the buildings of the Badia

Grande (Big Abbey), by Francesco Battaglia, and

Badia Piccola (Little Abbey), maybe by Vaccarini.

The XVIIIth century church has got a unique

aisle and some magnificent decorations; note-

worthy are the main altar and the inlaid marble

floor, too. Near this complex there’s the Colle-

gio dei Gesuiti (Jesuit College) and the three-ai-

sles church of San Francesco Borgia. In front of

it there’s the Church of San Giuliano, one of the

highest buildings of Catania, built – like the pre-

vious one – in 1700s. Franco Zeffirelli, dazzled

by that beauty, during the filming of “Storia di

una Capinera” (The Story of a Blackcap) said:

“The splendor of the baroque stone of the

churches in Via Crociferi makes gloomier the

clothing ceremony”. Another setting in Catania,

another success.

Finally, it’s impossible not to cite “Paolo il caldo”

(Hot-blooded Paolo – 1973), based on a novel

by Brancati, with the direction of Marco Vicario,

which goes through the already named places of

the Baroque, and, moreover, “Giovannino”

(1976), based on a novel by Ercole Patti and

shot among some places like Villa Cerami, Via

Crociferi, Piazza Duomo, the Bellini Garden and

some others. Citing here all the films that have

been set and shot in Catania by recurring and

famous names of the cinema world is an impos-

sible feat, but the directors that were bewitched




