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Abstract:
Justin D. Edwards’s political reading of the haunted spaces of Postcolonial, Global,
Popular and Eco Gothic informs this article on the use of spectrality in Fabio
Grassadonia and Antonio Piazza’s film Sicilian Ghost Story (2017). As the self-
reflective title suggests, the film deploys a popular paradigm of the Gothic, the
ghost story, and an intricate set of global cultural influences, to address a distinctly
regional history and locale. In its application of the gothic fairy-tale aesthetics
and themes to Sicily’s lesser-known woodland and mountains, the film’s
combination of real and fantastic narrative modes challenges conventional ways
of seeing – and imagining – the island’s landscape, its historical past, and political
and environmental narratives. Foregrounding resistance to the enforced invisibility
and voicelessness of mafia crime victims, the film’s use of spectrality redeems the
ghost from the dark and rebukes the glamorisation of mafia in popular culture and
tourism. The film proposes, instead, a notion of haunted ecology, and significantly
echoes with recent cultural interventions producing a form of environmental
resistance through the literal re-possession of land previously under the ‘invisible’
control of the mafia.
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Trigger Warning: This article makes references to a true story and
sensitive themes including suicide, child abuse, and violence.

Haunting Justin Edwards
Ghosts have frequently returned, revenant-like, to haunt the critical works
of Justin D. Edwards. Since Edwards was always invested in the political
and social significance of gothic cultures, it is unsurprising that his
arguments on hauntings would foreground the subversive role these
play within established power structures. Discussing the political
function of the postcolonial revenant in Gothic Canada (1990), Edwards
highlighted the pervasive haunting of a ‘phantom presence that
rises up out of a dark past and the desire to speak from the position
of those who have been dispossessed’.1 In later work, considering
the Gothic’s intersections with the Global, Edwards observed how,
while capitalism and consumerism might be ‘aligned with the sorcery
of witches, zombies and disembodied, dispirited phantasms’, such
hybrid offshoots of Global Gothic did not always easily belong within
globalisation’s exploitative scopes. In fact, Edwards and his co-author
Fred Botting suggested that, as ‘markers of otherness, articulations of
the threatening changes of economic and imperial power, signifiers
of techno-scientific innovations, as well as representations of personal
and communal losses and traumas’,2 such staple figures and formulas
of the Gothic could – and often would – also subvert dominant ideol-
ogies. This is particularly evident in the more popular manifestations of
(Global) popular Gothic, or ‘Goth Pop’, which Edwards explored with
Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet. There, haunted sites and tourism were
discussed both as ‘more serious’ iterations of popular gothic entertain-
ment, and as a practical exemplification, through the evident commercia-
lisation and commodification of ghosts and hauntings, of Gothic’s
collusion with capitalism: ‘Haunting’, they rightly argued, ‘is big
business’.3 Shifting the emphasis from the global to the planetary, and
considering the Gothic’s implications in the Anthropocene, Edwards
reached the conclusion that ‘[t]he haunting is conceptual and corporeal: it
dislocates and relocates the mind and the body not through scientific
understanding of climate change but through a reimagining of an
ecological condition that includes the totalities of breakdown and dis-
integration’.4 In doing so, Edwards and his co-authors Rune Graulund
and Johan Höglund argued, environmental haunting disturbs the linear
structures of scientific discourse to produce a narrative that subverts
ways of thinking about the environment and ‘change[s] the cultural
practices that contribute to environmental crises’.5 It is through the
shared haunted spaces of Postcolonial, Global, Popular, and Eco Gothic
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that this article approaches the use of spectrality in Fabio Grassadonia
and Antonio Piazza’s film Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).

Spectralising Cosa Nostra
Combining literary references to European fairy tales and Greek myths,
visual aesthetics evocative of Nicolas Roeg, Jane Campion and Guillermo
del Toro,6 and a haunting soundtrack by the indie Austrian band Soap
and Skin, Sicilian Ghost Story seemingly presents itself as a recognisable
iteration of Global Gothic’s endless popularity. As it apparently offers a
story for international consumption, however, the film’s title also points
to the coexistence of global and local: ‘English gave us a form of artistic
freedom against the reality we were about to depict’, commented the
directors in an interview, ‘so we took this freedom that usually seems to
be forbidden when you talk about mafia’.7 While the film reveals an
intricate set of global influences and collaborative efforts, therefore, the
title also emphasises that this is a ghost story from/about Sicily,8 which
uses the paradigms of Global Gothic to address a distinctly regional locale
and culture.
The deployment of ghost-story and fairy-tale aesthetics has raised

ethical questions about the suitability of non-realist genres to tell a true
story.9 Reviewing the film for The Guardian, Peter Bradshaw commented
that ‘[the] question of tone […] is very much not solved by the revelation
at the end’.10 The reviewer’s discomfort refers to the film’s dedication,
placed before the final credits, to ‘Giuseppe di Matteo (1981–1996), a
child abducted by the mafia, imprisoned for 779 days, strangled and
dissolved in acid’. Such unease arguably derives from a conscious effort to
represent a story impossible to tell in realist terms both because of its
taboo subject matter and the code of silence (omertà) supporting the
mafia’s invisible control of Sicily. The film’s ghost, therefore, becomes
a ‘symptom of repressed knowledge’,11 to borrow Jeffrey Weinstock’s
words, and the vehicle to articulate a story ‘unconsciously repressed in
the Sicilian conscience’,12 as Grassadonia remembers. Simultaneously,
the film uses the ghost, and the haunting it produces, to interrogate the
‘realist’ aesthetics of an established visual tradition whose cliché narrat-
ives too readily – and simplistically – conflate the representation of Sicily
with a sensationalised, or even romanticised, image of the mafia, making
it, simultaneously, more accepted and acceptable.
The film proposes, instead, a different kind of Sicilian visual and

narrative story. In its application of gothic fairy-tale aesthetics and themes
to the region’s lesser-known woodland and mountains, the film traces
an alternative historical, political, and environmental trajectory for the
island. In its hauntedness, the landscape exposes the dark shadows of
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Sicily’s cultural and historical past and present, while, at the same time,
pointing to the redemption that the same landscape can accommodate.
Indeed, as this article demonstrates, the film’s use of spectrality estab-
lishes links with other forms of performative interactions with Sicily’s
geographical and cultural landscapes, proposing a form of haunted
ecology, whereby the literal re-possession of land previously under the
‘invisible’ control of the mafia – and now manifestly haunted by its past
sins – offers a joint cultural and environmental resistance to the criminal
oppressors of the past. In turn, while unearthing the collective trauma of
Sicily’s recent past, the film also points to the haunting’s urgent invitation
to enact change, as implied in Avery Gordon’s claim that ‘haunting, unlike
trauma, is distinctive for producing something-to-be-done’.13 Following
from the re-possession of haunted landscape imagined in the film and
actualised in the environmental interventions discussed later, then,
Sicily’s haunted tourism prompts visitors to use remembrance – triggered
by the haunting of past crimes – as resistance.

Historical and Literary Backgrounds to Sicilian Ghost Story
The last twenty years of the twentieth century marked simultaneously
the climax and the end of the Sicilian mafia’s most violent phase. In the
early eighties, the judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino began
a courageous campaign against the mafia. Although the ‘Maxiprocesso’
(Maxitrial) against 474 mafiosi led to 342 convictions, the optimism
produced by these results was also followed by the mafia’s most atrocious
retaliation, which culminated in the killings of both leading judges in
1992. Falcone, his wife, and three police escort agents were killed in the
Capaci bombing of 23 May 1992, a meticulously planned operation
orchestrated by Corleone mafia chief Totò Riina, known as ‘La Bestia’
(‘The Beast’), whereby an underground tunnel excavated under the
motorway linking Palermo Airport to the city was packed with explosive
and blown up exactly as Falcone’s car was driving through. Less than two
months later, on 19 July 1992, Borsellino was assassinated in a car bomb
explosion that also killed five police agents. A week later, seventeen-
year-old police collaborator Rita Atria committed suicide, throwing
herself from the seventh floor of her protected accommodation in
Rome. Her story would later become the subject matter of Marco
Amenta’s crime film The Sicilian Girl (2008).14

As well as the aid of collaborators such as Rita Atria, police investigat-
ions relied on the controversial assistance of the mafia’s so-called pentiti.
‘Pentito’ is a legal term that refers to the special status of mafia turncoats,
who choose to collaborate and become police informants, in exchange for
a mitigation of their sentence. Literally translated as ‘repentant’, the
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Italian term pentito holds a quasi-religious resonance, at times reflected in
the apparent faith revival experienced by pentiti in prison. At the very
least, it implies some kind of moral conversion, albeit one dubiously
tainted with opportunistic self-interest. A pivotal case was that of Santino
Di Matteo, known asMezzanasca (‘Half-Nose’), one of the hitmen involved
in Falcone’s assassination, who, after his arrest, became an informer and
named all those involved in the attack, including his best man, Giovanni
Brusca, known as U Puorco (‘The Pig’) or U Scannacristiani (‘The
Slaughterer’). In retaliation, Brusca organized the abduction of twelve-year
old Giuseppe, Di Matteo’s son, and his own godson, in November 1993.
After more than two years, during which Giuseppe was never allowed
to see daylight or speak to anyone, Brusca eventually ordered the captors
to strangle the boy and have his body dissolved in acid. Known in popular
press as ‘lupara bianca’ (‘white shotgun’),15 this spectral metaphor refers
to the practice, common among members of the mafia, of eliminating
the bodies of their victims, and thus making them ‘invisible’.
The case of Giuseppe di Matteo inspired the Italian writer Marco

Mancassola to include the boy’s story in Non Saremo Confusi per Sempre
(We will not be forever confused), a collection of fictionalised responses to
real-life events. Self-consciously eroding conventional genre boundaries,
these stories expose the tension between realist and fantastic modes of
story-telling, while exploring the complexities of the human experience.
As Mancassola reveals, behind these stylistic choices is also a political
desire to resist the constraints that the market logic of late capitalism
imposes on the creative process:

Compared to the reduction, within the late-capitalist condition, of the
human to something which can always be communicated, translated into
something that can be sold, codified, [and] labelled, the possibility of
claiming something which cannot be codified, or reduced to a commodity,
remains open in the folds of the fantastic and the literary imagination.16

In the stories of Non Saremo Confusi per Sempre, therefore, Mancassola’s
intention is not to offer a documentary investigation of the recent past.
Rather, through a narrative that deliberately challenges the limits of
realism, the collection intends to expose the unexplored and concealed
emotional wounds such stories opened in the collective consciousness of
a generation.
Inspired by ‘Il Cavaliere Bianco’ (‘The White Knight’), Mancassola’s

story about Giuseppe di Matteo, Sicilian Ghost Story explores the inter-
stices within a community’s repressed memory of collective trauma,
by casting a mafia crime case as a ghost story.17 In following a double
narrative, where the real and supernatural strands run parallel until they
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coincide, the film challenges the realist conventions invariably adopted
in mafia films. Notwithstanding differing aesthetic merits, the archetypal
modelmost famously epitomised by Francis FordCoppola’s The Godfather
trilogy (1972, 1974, 1990) is also recognisable in films as diverse as
Francesco Rosi’s Salvatore Giuliano (1962), Damiano Damiani’s The Day of
the Owl (1968), Giuseppe Ferrara’s One Hundred Days in Palermo (1984),
Roberto Benigni’s Johnny Stecchino (1991), and Pif’s TheMafia Only Kills in
the Summer (2013), to name but a few. Confronting both the established
canon and the real traumas of the recent past, Sicilian Ghost Story strives,
instead, to deliver not only a different mafia story, but also, and more
importantly, a different way of ‘seeing’ (and experiencing) Sicily; as
Grassadonia explains:

The problem with Sicily is that it has been crushed by an image, and an
imagination, of itself which follows specific styles and stereotypes […] We
must try to subvert certain expectations with our imagination. What we
are interested in is, taking as a starting point an experience like that [of
Giuseppe Di Matteo] where there is no hope, no light, no chance that life
might blossom, [exploring] how we can tell a story that is completely
different in meaning. We must revive the story of Sicily.18

Within this context, then, the ghost story interrogates the real/imagined,
living/dead, victim/oppressor oppositions conventionally left unchal-
lenged in realist cinematic representations of Sicily and the Sicilian mafia,
where death is final, and the dead do not have a point of view or a voice to
tell their story.
Central to this narrative choice is Luna (Julia Jedlikowska), who is

inspired by Silvia, Giuseppe’s fictional school friend and sweetheart in
Mancassola’s story, and whose psychic visions unlock the possibility of
replacing the limited scope of a death story with the fertile potential of a
supernatural love story: ‘The point of view of a young girl in love with him
allowed Giuseppe’s return to life, and enabled us to treat him not like a
piece of news, a victim, and give me him the dignity of a new life’, Piazza
explains, ‘[for] Luna’s love had to be so strong that it would cross the
threshold between the living and the dead’.19 In doing so, the ghost story
points to the distinctly spectral ways of seeing in the film.

Spectral Ways of Seeing
The film’s treatment of Giuseppe (Gaetano Fernandez)’s ghostly condition
draws attention to the key questions of ‘seeing’ and ‘visibility’ central to
Grassadonia and Piazza’s earlier works, the short Rita (2009) and debut
full-length feature Salvo (2013). While Jacques Derrida’s claim that ‘[t]he
spectre […] is the frequency of […] the visibility of the invisible’20 might be
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true of all ghost stories,within Sicily’s culture of latent organised crime and
code of silence, re-presenting that which is invisible, and giving it a voice,
becomes a manifest act of political resistance. Since the community’s ap-
parent indifference to his disappearance is what, initially, turns Giuseppe
into a ghost, Luna’s public campaign to raise awareness about Giuseppe’s
disappearance rebels against the community’s silent collusion with the
mafia. That Luna and her friend Loredana dye their hair blue to enhance
their own visibility and shift from their marginal outsiders’ position to the
centre of their provocative campaign, is telling of the central role played by
visibility in the film. Although part of the realist story, the film’s pushback
to the community’s unwillingness to speak up against the invisibilityof the
victims of mafia crimes is, in fact, aligned with Luna’s psychic visions,
which articulate, in supernatural terms, a desire to see things differently,
and an alternative narrative to the community’s passive resignation.
The film further foregrounds the theme of visibility through the

recurrent image of an owl, which tightens the cohesive network of psychic
visions in the film. The owl signals to Sicily’s cultural history and, in
particular, to the Greek myth of Athena, whose iconography is associated
with the bird, and whose epithet in Homer’s epic works is ‘Glaukopis’
(‘γλαυκῶπις’), a word that has been translated as ‘bright-eyed’ and
‘owl-eyed’.21 The owl’s eyes become a reminder of the problematic links
between death and invisibility throughout the film, as the bird is also
symbolic of the fine boundaries separating the living from the dead: ‘The
role of the owl is instrumental for the narration’, Grassadonia confirms,
‘he is the one who tells the story because he is the animal, sacred to
Athena, that connects the world of the dead with the world of the living’.22

The owl’s eyes, therefore, point both to the film’s layered exploration of the
act of seeing as a theme, and the film’s use of multiple points of view as a
cinematic technique.
Juxtaposed to the forms of vision explored in the supernatural strand of

the story, and the liberating possibilities they entail, the villains’ points of
view serve to expose the inexorable horror – and claustrophobic
constraints – of the ‘real’ story. In ‘The White Knight’, Mancassola
draws attention to Giuseppe’s body as the abject site of horror to the
mafiosi who, significantly, refer to him as ‘U canuzzu’, (Sicilian dialect for
‘The puppy’). As well as reflecting the use of coded communication
customary among the mafia, the apparently endearing pet name in fact
dehumanises the boy and places distance between the ‘human’ perpe-
trators and the ‘animal’ object of their abuse:

He was so pale, he almost vanished under the tracksuit he was wearing.
[They] couldn’t look at him or each other. A dark, suffocating shame crept
among them.
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It must be because of this that the Slaughterer kept to himself, sending
orders from afar.

The ‘puppy’, he kept calling him. Even though the German knew the boss
was scared of the boy, scared of seeing his emaciated face andmeet his eyes.
He was scared of him. Everybody was scared. A group of hardcore Mafiosi,
expert assassins, merciless criminals, all uncomfortable in front of a skinny
boy.23

Significantly, the physical horror of the fictionalised story reflects the
gruesome details of the real testimonies from the trials that took place
later.24 The memory of Giuseppe’s emaciated body emerged, for instance,
in a real statement delivered by Vincenzo Chiodo, one of the kidnappers,
in uncannily haunting terms:

I remember the child, I mean I think of him almost every day […] it’s always
before my eyes. […] The child didn’t understand anything […] He didn’t
react any more like a child […] He was soft […] perhaps due to the lack of
freedom […] He was soft, tender, as if made of butter.25

The complex responses to the boy’s tortured body expose the ambiguity of
abjection, a psychological reaction, as Julia Kristeva has explained, that
simultaneously creates and fills the gap between the gazing subject and
the object of horror.26 Simultaneously, the strategy of defamiliarization,
which, before Giuseppe’s death, turns his flesh into soft butter, suggests
that, in the minds of his captors, Giuseppe’s body, thus estranged, has
ceased to exist even before his execution.
Rather than reproducing the horrific details of the real story, the film

directs the audience’s gaze to a different version of the story. Subverting
the body horror of the documented story, the use of defamiliarization
dehumanises instead the principal actors of the crime, whereby the
grotesque physicality of the captors’ scarred faces and bloodshot eyes
turns them into the ‘ogres’ of this Sicilian gothic fairy tale: ‘each of the
ogres has a physical characteristic’, Grassadonia notes, ‘which becomes a
manifestation of his putrid self’.27 Concurrently, the film resists a
victimised representation of Giuseppe’s abject body, provoking, instead,
a sense of remorse, or even shame, in the audience. For, when looking
upon the emaciated body, the audience’s gaze coincides momentarily not
only with those of the captors but also, and especially, with that of the
wider community bound by the mafia’s code of silence. The community’s
complicity is visually reinforced, diegetically, by the blue canisters of acid
which Luna’s father, who works on a building site no doubt controlled by
the mafia, keeps in the house cellar. When these later re-appear in the
scene of Giuseppe’s execution, they establish an unambiguous link
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between Luna’s family and the perpetrators of Giuseppe’s murder.
As the default passive position of film spectators forces them to identify
with the community’s disaffected response to the culture of organised
crime, the film produces an unapologetic attack on the community’s
collusion with the mafia.
It is, however, in exploring Giuseppe’s point of view that the film

delivers the story’s most audacious twist. When, during his captivity,
Giuseppe reads the letter Luna had given him the day he was kidnapped,
he becomes part of the fantasy world she has been building for herself:
‘I started dreaming, making things up that don’t exist,’ she says, ‘But if you
dream of something, it means it can exist’. Juxtaposed to the horror of the
real, Luna’s visions, and the psychic connection she establishes with
Giuseppe, foreshadow the ontological subversion central to the film,
where the spectral/fantastic narrative takes over the real story. This shift is
conveyed through the film’s complex use of light to represent spectrality:
‘In one memorably chilling dissolve, from Giuseppe’s face to a dark scene,
the pinpricks of light in his eyes remain in view for a disturbingly long
time’, an insightful reviewer recognises, and ‘each tiny gleam represents
the lights from his small cell windows, implying a psychic connection
with Luna that breaks his prison bounds’.28 As Luna’s and Giuseppe’s
visions finally coincide, the psychic connection turns Giuseppe’s body
into an ethereal spectre, whole, clean, untouched by torture and abuse.
Thus, in a final vision, Luna sets Giuseppe’s ghost free, and the two find
shelter in the forest, Giuseppe’s semi-naked body now dressed in Luna’s
red duffle-coat, in a gesture that underscores the bond between the two
young lovers (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).
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The ghost story therefore subverts the real horror of Giuseppe’s ordeal,
and, in re-telling Giuseppe’s story, points to the redemptive core of the
film. The spectralisation of Giuseppe’s body produces a kind of doubling
whereby his ethereal ghost (Fig. 2) restores his pre-abduction condition
and replaces Giuseppe’s abused body (Fig. 3). On one level, spectral
disembodiment therefore becomes a transcendent strategy through which
the spirit survives the body’s physical ordeal.
On another and, arguably, more significant level, as the next section

reveals, spectrality allows for the paradoxical reincarnation of the
deceased boy, as the ghost becomes re-embodied in the landscape that
has accommodated his disembodiment.

Figure 2. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).

Figure 3. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).
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Gothic Environments
Largely shot in Parco Regionale dei Nebrodi, the film deploys Sicily’s less
familiar woodland scenery to accommodate both the supernatural and
the darker tones of the fairy tale. As Piazza puts it:

Wewanted Nature to be a protagonist. We alsowanted to show another side
of Sicily. People often associate Sicily with summer and the vivid colors of
yellow and blue, but there are many other shades in the Sicilian territory.
We wanted a fairy [sic] setting. The forest is traditionally the place of
danger, but in our case, nature here hosts and embraces the two kids and
their love[;] it is the world of the humans, the village with its code of silence,
[that is] the real threat.29

As Elizabeth Parker has extensively discussed, ‘[t]he Gothic forest – that
is, the frightening and foreboding forest – is an archetypal site of
dread in the collective human imagination’, and, as such, is the locus
of (frequently violent) confrontations with the secretive knowledge it
conceals.30 In the film, the forest retains an otherworldly dark quality,
highlighted through cross-references to the gothic forests of the Grimm
Brothers’ fairy tales and the uncanny settings of more contemporary
cinematic and textual narratives.31 In the first glimpse of the forest, for
instance, Luna’s red duffel-coat (Fig. 4) is both a nod to Roeg’s ‘classic tale
of lost children and terrible visions, Don’t Look Now (1973)’,32 and a
reference, through the threat of a rottweiler’s attack, to Little Red Hiding
Hood’s encounter with the wolf in the traditional fairy tale. Acting as a
bridge between Luna’s psychic visions – depicted in her obsessive draw-
ings (Fig. 5) – and Giuseppe’s story, the forest becomes the liminal space
where the supernatural aligns with the real. This overlap is facilitated by
the film’s use of extreme wide-angle and low shots, which make the forest
evocatively strange, turning the local scenery into the suitably surreal
background of a dark fairy tale, in a way that ‘doesn’t simply tell a story
but makes us feel its impact’.33

The Nebrodi region was also selected as a film location for its
abundance of water, which becomes the primary channel for the spectral
and psychic imagery of the film: ‘Water is […] one of the film’s narrators’,
explains Grassadonia, ‘water brings Giuseppe around from the begin-
ning, and Giuseppe returns also through water’.34 Indeed, at the very
beginning, it is the sound of dripping water that is first heard before
any image appears on the screen, and, thereafter, water punctuates the
crucial moments in Giuseppe’s ghost story. The first glimpse of Giuseppe
is through the water of a fountain, in a sequence which foreshadows
Giuseppe’s spectral condition as it slowly focuses on his face from
an underwater perspective. It is, too, in the water of the lake that a
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photograph of Giuseppe surfaces, and it is after diving in the lake that
Luna has a vision of the bunker where Giuseppe is kept. During his
last transfer to the bunker where he dies, when he claims, ‘I can smell the
sea. I want to see it’, the mafioso who escorts him retorts, ‘It’s in your
brain!’ Later, it is again in a poignant underwater scene that Luna and
Giuseppe’s ghost meet again. Finally, when, in her vision, Luna rescues
Giuseppe, they first seek refuge on a boat moored to the shore of the
mist-enshrouded lake.

Figure 4. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).

Figure 5. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).
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It is, however, only when Giuseppe’s remains are poured into the water
of the lake that the significance of water, as a vessel for the ghost’s
re-embodiment in the landscape, fully emerges in the film’s climactic
scene:

The most viscerally gory image is an underwater shot sustained for so long
that it takes on a spectral cast – a dissolution of essence rather than a
destruction of flesh. Amid the sombre, gauzy palette, the use of a
particularly vivid blue forms one of the film’s most intriguing threads.
Like Sicilian Ghost Story itself, this visual clue seems at first innocent, then
lethal – and ultimately liberating.35

The tiny flakes merge with, dissolve, and then spread in the water,
becoming one with the environment (Fig. 6). In doing so, fragments
of Giuseppe’s body, as the subsequent scenes imply, permeate the water
that seeps from the rock ceiling in the cellar of Luna’s home, and in
the blanket of snow that covers the village on the night of his death. The
pervasive quality of these interlinked water traces reveals the ghost’s
oxymoronic elusive pervasiveness, or, in Patricia M. Keller’s words, ‘the
visible/invisible divide, the fine line between presence and absence,
testimony, affect, the trace, justice, debt, desire, inheritance, “afterness”’.36

The spectral trace never disappears; rather, in re-possessing landscape, it
exhumes its dead, and allows for their secretive story to elude burial and
concealment.
In the final sequence, water imagery returns, once more, in a scene set

against the more familiar sunny Sicilian landscape, where the sea waves
caress the shore beside Selinunte’s Temple of Hera. The final reference to
Sicily’s ancient Greek past signals the turn of the gothic fairy tale into the

Figure 6. Sicilian Ghost Story (2017).
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redemptive catharsis brought in by the film’s ending. While a smiling
Luna is surrounded by the affection of her friends, the silhouette of a
boy moves freely in the background; not only is Giuseppe’s ghost set
free at last, but his body also remains bound to the island’s environment,
its land, its waters, its flora, forever: ‘Water is an element of life’, explains
Grassadonia, ‘but also an element of death from which life force-
fully re-emerges’.37 The disembodied spectre, then, becomes fluidly
re-embodied within the land’s own lymphatic system. To haunt, after
all, as Keller reminds us, originally means ‘to inhabit’: ‘in their haunt-
ing – that is, in their persistent affective return to certain places […],
ghosts render those places eerie, uncanny’, and it is precisely through the
implied notion of the ghost’s return, that, as a revenant, Giuseppe will
always be, paradoxically, present in the landscape that witnessed his
disappearance.

Re-possessing Landscape, Haunted Ecology and Mafia Tourism
In his exploration of gothic Canada, Justin Edwards signalled the
significance, overlooked in previous analyses of the country’s ‘haunted
wilderness’, of the repressed spectre of colonialism, suggesting that
‘[t]he ground upon which the colonized encounters the colonizer is a
haunted site where we find the recycling of a previous demand that has
been inadequately dealt with’.38 The political status of Sicily as ‘colony’ of
mainland Italy remains debatable, since the island became part of the
Kingdom of Italy in 1861, as a result of both a military campaign led by
Garibaldi for the unification of Italy and the subsequent plebiscite.39

Nevertheless, the region’s autonomy granted in 1946 did nothing to
support Sicily’s independence and, in fact, facilitated the mafia’s seamless
control over the island. Thus, postwar Sicily was arguably subjugated by
the double bind of the mafia’s collusion with local governments and the
indifference of Italy’s central governments, which displayed, at best,
blindness towards, or, at worst, vested interests in, the mafia’s control over
the region’s territorial and commercial assets.
The acknowledgement that Sicily’s landscape, tainted by the pervasive

history of organised crime, is haunted by the repressed memories of
its own past can, in fact, produce an act of resistance against both the
community’s collusion with organised crime and the perpetuation of
narrative stereotypes that identify the island with the mafia. This is not to
deny that the Sicilian mafia has not always been tied to land ownership
and the building industry. On the contrary, it is a reminder that, as
Falcone put it in 1982, ‘mafia organisations entirely control the building
sector in Palermo’.40 Significantly, in the film, the corrupt world of illegal
construction is juxtaposed to the fantastic notion of an Anthropocene
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apocalypse, which, re-booting Sicily’s history, would paradoxically return
its landscape to the uncontaminated condition of a pre-industrial past:
‘Nature would take over again. Rivers and lakes would be clean again’,
while the ‘island would be again populated with the gods, who used to
live here in great numbers’. Importantly, the fact that Sicilian Ghost Story,
unlike most mafia films with urban settings, is largely set in a natural
environment delivers a pivotal environmental turn within the mafia
cinematic canon.
Rather than a revival of the presumed golden age of classical mytho-

logy, however, the film arguably delivers what Edwards, Graulund, and
Höglund call ‘the return of the environmentally repressed’, and endorses
the hopeful idea that ‘the ecological uncanny can also be embraced to
change the cultural practices that contribute to environmental crises’.41 In
doing this, Sicilian Ghost Story foregrounds the notion of a haunted ecology,
where the relationship between humans and the environment they
interact with is critically informed by the awareness of past traumas, sins,
and violence the environment has witnessed, suffered and, unwittingly,
facilitated. The film therefore re-imagines Sicily’s landscape as a haunted
space where, while the familiar story of crime, violence, and death is not
forgotten, it is also uncannily replaced by an environmental narrative of
resistance, love, and life.
Although the work of dedicated judges such as Falcone and Borsellino

did not always attract the support of Italy’s central governments, there is a
sense in which Giuseppe Di Matteo’s case represented a real turn. While
the legacy of Falcone and Borsellino’s work was reflected in the conviction
and arrest of some of the mafia’s key representatives, a series of cultural
interventions literally reclaiming the turf previously owned by the mafia
have aimed to transform the natural and ideological landscapes of
Sicily.42 In 2021–2024, for instance, saplings from an original tree planted
outside Falcone’s house in Palermo were distributed as part of a joint
campaign to ‘raise awareness among young people about social commit-
ment but also about the importance of environmental protection’.43

Meanwhile, over the last ten years inner-city parks, working farms, and
gardens have been created on the land confiscated from the estates
previously owned by the mafia. As well as turning these spaces, previously
occupied by illegal constructions or used as bases for illicit operations,
into green and ‘clean’ spaces open to the public, these locations arguably
encourage alternative ways of experiencing Sicilian landscape, some of
which could be defined as ‘haunted tourism’.
Rather than ‘promoting the increasing commercialisation of the “real”

ghost as a commodity’,44 haunted tourism should here be seen as another
strategy to make what had been made invisible by the mafia visible again.
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A memorable example is San Giuseppe Jato’s Giardino della Memoria, a
memorial garden created around the bunker where Giuseppe Di Matteo
spent his last days. Aiming to turn a ‘place of death into a place of memory
and commitment’, and to raise awareness to crimes against children,45 the
ethical function of such haunted spaces was poignantly captured in the
inaugural speech by Franca Castellese, Giuseppe’s mother, who invoked
her son’s spirit to assist everyone in the ongoing battle against organised
crime.46

Giuseppe’s name also featured in Gli Invisibili (‘The Invisible Ones’), a
digital resource developed by Palermo secondary school Borghese-XXVII
Maggio in collaboration with local associations Agende Rosse, Coartega
ed Incontrosenso, to commemorate the 108 children killed by the mafia
between 1896 and 2017. The website’s black-and-white palette (Fig. 7)
and the project’s mission – to perform ‘active memory’ and promote
remembrance as a tool for civic awareness and political justice – was close
to the aesthetics and ethics of Sicilian Ghost Story.47 Although not a
landscape intervention, ‘Gli Invisibili’ nevertheless disrupted a different
kind of space, the virtual sphere of information, by drawing attention to
the gaps left open by mainstream narratives. In this sense, it shared with
the landscape interventions discussed above a self-conscious use of
spectrality that actualises an ontological inversion: it is through these
haunting strategies that the ghosts from the past are forced to re-appear.
As the site seems to have, ironically, disappeared, its ghostly traces on
other websites are perhaps a reminder of the local community’s ongoing
resistance to engage with the ghosts of the past.
Concurrently, as school children are encouraged to visit digital and real

haunted sites, including the ‘No Mafia’ hut (Fig. 8), where Giovanni

Figure 7. ‘Gli Invisibili’ Homepage.
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Brusca and his accomplices waited to detonate the explosive tunnel
for Falcone’s assassination, Sicily’s haunted tourism becomes a form of
cultural resistance against the joint oppression of the mafia, and the cliché
narratives built around it.
These spaces, mainly the destination of local visitors, offer a counter-

narrative to the rather different practices of ‘mafia tourism’ still
particularly popular with foreign visitors; from ‘the selfie with the
shotgun’ to bridal photoshoots outside theGodfather’s iconic Bar Vitelli in
Savoca, and the sale of dubiously themed souvenirs all over the island,
such commercial initiatives bring small gains to local communities
still complicit with the glamorisation of Sicilian organised crime.48 Unlike
these superficial manifestations of the ‘mafia cult’, haunted tourism and
the re-claiming of haunted sites openly challenges the culture of silence
and invisibility promoted by the mafia.

Conclusion
Viewed within both its regional cultural context and the global mafia
film genre, Sicilian Ghost Story points to the Gothic as a critical tool
for historical, cultural, and environmental revisions. In the subversion
of realism’s linear narrative, the ghost story’s resurrection of the dead
restores the voices of those silenced by centuries of mafia oppression,
enabling them to speak. The haunting, it follows, is not simply a
manifestation of the crimes of the past, but an invitation to challenge
persistent imaginings of Sicily, its history, and its environment. As the
waters of Sicily became Giuseppe’s tomb, in Grassadonia and Piazza’s

Figure 8. ‘No Mafia’ Hut, Capaci (Palermo).
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vision, the island’s haunted landscape ultimately retains the traces of
shared loss, and, through their spectral re-embodiment in the Sicilian
environment, creates a counter-narrative of life-affirming resistance:
‘from the lowest depth of human abjection […] we wanted to start off
with a different story, to build from the ruins a story that is a hymn to
love’, where, Grassadonia explains, ‘it is the dead that saves the living,
not the other way around’.49 Reclaiming the visibility and voice of those
whom the mafia attempted to eliminate and silence, the ghost story’s
haunted ecology reaches beyond the singular story to re-assess commu-
nity accountability, subvert accepted narratives and, ultimately, redeem
the land that accommodated the crimes of the past.
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