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an Eid break. When you book a two-night stay at the InterContinental Abu Dhabi until September 
13, you will receive a Dh200 in-hotel dining voucher and voucher worth Dh200 to spend at Marina 
Mall, from Dh900 per night including breakfast and taxes (www.intercontinentalabudhabi.com) plan

In Andalucía the Islamic influence 
is unmistakable. The Arabs stayed 
longer in Spain: the last Moors were 
expelled in 1492, whilst in Sicily 
they were displaced by the Normans 
in 1061. In Andalucía, the great Is-
lamic sites of Córdoba, Granada 
and Seville are renowned through-
out the world; in Sicily the monu-
ments are fewer, and you have to 
look harder for them. But for a brief 
period Sicily led the Muslim world 
in science, linguistics, literature 
and law, and you still find the Arab 
influence from a millennium ago 
embedded deep in the culture of 
this island.

Leaving Cefala Diana we wind 
south on a road lined with yellow 
broom, through a landscape of 
patchwork fields and meadows 
punctuated by cypress trees. These 
lush valleys, surrounded by rocky 
outcrops crowned by the occasional 
ruined castle, are the fertile heart of 
Sicily, but I wanted to see how this 
part of Sicily has altered since Ibn 
Jubayr passed through here, ob-
serving “land, both tilled and sown, 
such as we had never seen before for 
goodness, fertility and amplitude”. 
Looking around me at the neatly-
tended fields, it seemed very little 
had.

Unlike in Spain, where the con-
quest had been rapid, Byzantine 
Sicily took 75 years to fall com-
pletely under Muslim control. They 
divided the island into three admin-
istrative provinces and we were now 
driving through the westernmost, 
the Val di Mazara. Here was another 
small echo from a thousand years 
ago: the word val, still used in Sic-
ily today, is derived from the Arabic 
wali, the provincial ruler. And it was 
in Sicily’s west that Ibn Jubayr, trav-
elling 100 years after the Normans 
had taken the island from the Mus-
lims, had most noticed the Arabs’ 
continued presence.

“We have lots of Arabic words in 
our language,” Carmelina says as 
we drive, “such as zaffarana (saf-
fron), tunura (wood oven) and zib-
bibbu (a grape variety).” Under the 
Romans Sicily had been the bread-
basket of the Empire; under the 
Arabs it now became the Muslim 
world’s granary. But as well as grain, 
the Arabs introduced many of the 
plants still common in Sicily today: 
citrus fruits, sugar cane (zucchero, 
the Italian word for sugar, comes 
from the Arabic sukkar), dates, 
hemp, cotton. Sicily once again 
flourished after the dark centuries 
following the collapse of the Roman 
Empire.

As the afternoon draws to a close 
we arrive at Favara (al-Fawwara), an 
unpretentious little town near Agri-
gento on the south coast of the is-
land. We’re here to see the obscure 
castle at Favara, the residence of the 
Emir Ja’far. Apparently there are 
Arab traces in the castle, and I’m de-
termined to see them before it has 
a chance to shut for the day. So we 
stop in the main piazza, a typically 
Sicilian square of proud civic build-
ings and proud old men in hats and 
coats despite the warm sunshine, 
and ask for directions to the castle.

N e w l y  r e s t o r e d  a r o u n d  1 0 
years ago, the creamy limestone 
walls glow in the late afternoon 

light. As at Cefala Diana, we are the 
only visitors. The curator seems re-
laxed so we wander around at lei-
sure, noting the Moorish flourishes 
– the cupola in the chapel, the blind 
arches and the doorways, their carv-
ings distinctly Arabic in flavour. It’s 
a satisfying end to the day, but it 
turns out to be just an aperitivo to 
the main course. It’s Palermo, the  
modern-day capital of Sicily, that is 
the jewel in its Arabic crown. 

In its heyday, Palermo had 300 
mosques, and so famed was it 
throughout the Muslim world for 
its prosperity and beauty that it was 
also known simply as al-Madinah, 
or “the City”. Ibn Jubayr, who spent 
a week here, waxed lyrical: “It is the 

metropolis of these islands ... It daz-
zles the eyes with its perfection.” 
Praise indeed from a man who 
knew Córdoba, the shimmering 
capital of al-Andalus. Here, more 
than anywhere else in Sicily, he felt 
at home as a Muslim.

Nowadays, instead of the “open 
spaces and plains filled with gar-
dens, with broad roads and av-
enues” of Ibn Jubayr’s description, 
today’s visitors are met with boul-
evards of honking traffic and the 
faceless suburbs of any modern city. 
Once you reach the centre, though, 
there are oases of calm, gardens and 
piazzas where you can still sense the 
elegance that entranced Ibn Jubayr. 
And I’d found one of them, in the 
area known as La Kalsa. Here, two 
and a half millennia ago, the Greeks 
established a port in a city they 
named Panormos. To the Arabs it 
was al-Khalesa: “the chosen”, and 
has survived a thousand years of in-
vasions to remain one of the most 
atmospheric quarters of the old city. 
I set off to explore the narrow, maze-
like streets that remind me of some 
of my favourite Arab cities – Tunis, 
Damascus, Aleppo – despite the me-
dieval palazzi and ornate Baroque 
churches scattered throughout the 
district.

Palermo boasts the highlights of 
Sicily’s Arab architecture, but they 
would have to wait until the morn-
ing. I was heading for Ballarò, one 
of Palermo’s open-air food markets. 
These markets are one of Sicily’s 
greatest Arab legacies, and have 
been doing roaring trade in this city 
for the past millennium. Ballarò, in 
the Albergheria district, has traded 
on the same site since the time of 

the Emirate. Probably named after 
the Arabic Suq-al Balari, even today 
Ballarò feels more souq than mar-
ket.

I soon lose myself among the 
canvas-roofed stalls glowing under 
bare bulbs, lighting the array of sil-
very fish, vegetables, cheeses, spic-
es, and cheap sunglasses. Scooters 
piled high with bulging bags weave 
between stalls and shoppers, and 
I’m intoxicated by the heady mix of 
fresh basil, fish and motorino oil, 
the collision of sounds, aromas and 
cultures of this city on the frontier 
between Europe and Africa. Today, 
many of the market’s traders come 
from Tunisia, their guttural Arabic 
blending with the locals’ Sicilian, a 
dialect which has absorbed so many 
of its words.

Stepping out into the hot spring 
sunshine the following morning I 
walk up Cassaro (a derivation of al-
Qasr) to the former Emir’s palace. 
I’m heading to the heart of Moor-
ish Palermo: a cluster of buildings 
that includes the Cathedral and 
Arab-Norman Palazzo Reale. At the 
cattedrale an Arabic inscription on 
a column near the door is all that 
remains of the earlier mosque, al-
though the cathedral’s exterior of 
delicately etched golden stone re-
minds me of Andalucia.

One kilometre and a frothy cap-
puccino later finds me outside the 
Palazzo Reale, Palermo’s Royal Pal-
ace. This, evidently, is where Paler-
mo’s tourists have been hiding out. 
Built on the site of an older fortress, 
this imposing structure has been a 
seat of kings for hundreds of years. 
First the palace of the Emirs, then of 
the Norman kings who rebuilt the 

palace, it was occupied by the Span-
ish viceroys in the 16th century and 
now is the home of Sicily’s regional 
government.

A short wait and I’m shepherded 
through the Capella Palatina to 
be dazzled by the Byzantine mosa-
ics and magnificent wood-carved 
Islamic muqarnas covering the 
ceiling. Astonishingly, my guide-
book dates these to the middle of 
the 12th century, a hundred years 
after the Norman conquest of Sic-
ily. Reading further, it seems the 
Normans used Muslim craftsmen 
to undertake the work, so begin-
ning a long trend of assimilation 
of Moorish culture into Christian 
Sicilian life.

And then I remember my literary 
companion, Ibn Jubayr. Washed up 
ashore here, he’d been surprised to 
receive a warm welcome from the 
Norman rulers, who promised him 
and his Muslim companions pro-
tection during their stay in Sicily. 
He’d also been astonished that the 
conquering “Christian women ... 
follow the fashion of Muslim wom-
en, are fluent of [Arabic] speech, 
wrap their cloaks about them and 
are veiled”.

Later that evening Carmelina 
joins me for dinner. Over pasta con 
sarde, we discuss the continuing 
Arab influence on her homeland. 
“Even this dish, sardines flavoured 
with raisins, is a throwback to the 
Moorish love of agrodolce: sour 
and sweet,” Carmelina tells me. 
We both agree this is an excellent 
reason to order a dessert of cassata 
(qashatah), a rich cake filled with 
ricotta cheese and yet another Sicil-
ian speciality with Arab ancestry.
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It was in Sicily’s west that Ibn Jubayr, travelling 100 years 
after the Normans had taken the island from the Muslims, 
had most noticed the Arabs’ continued presence
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In its heyday, Palermo 
had 300 mosques, 
and so famed was 
it throughout the 
Muslim world for its 
prosperity and beauty 
that it was also known 
simply as al-Madinah, 
or “the City”
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X if you go

Source: Graphic News

The flight Return flights on 
Etihad (www.etihadairways.
com) from Abu Dhabi to Rome 
cost from Dh2,945, including 
taxes. From Rome, Alitalia 
(www.alitalia.com) flies to 
Sicily for €78 (Dh368) return

The hotel Bed and breakfast 
at the Baglio Fontanasalsa 
(www.fontanasalsa.it; 00 39 
0923 591001) near Trapani 
costs from €50 (Dh237) 
per person in low season. A 
half-board stay, sampling the 
produce of the farm, costs 
from €75 (Dh355) per person 
in low season
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The book The Travels of Ibn 
Jubayr, translated by Roland 
Broadhurst is available for US$9 
(Dh33) on www.amazon.com


