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When and from where first peopling to Sicily started? Up today origins and time of first human 

migrations to Sicily is still a very problematic issue to deal with (Villa 2001). 

The two main theories of early population dynamics of Sicily are one considering the arrival of 

humans being from Italian peninsula through Messina strait and the other one coming from Africa 

through a Siculo-Maghrebin bridge formed during regression periods (Alimen 1975). 

Until the sixties  of  the twentieth century the older human record of Sicily was that of S. Teodoro 

Cave attributed to the final Upper Palaeolithic and recently dated at 20 ky bp (Sineo et al. 2002), 

whereas the most ancient lithic finding was that of Fontana Nuova generically related to the 

Aurignatian period.  

During the second half of the last century new lithic findings, related to Lower and Middle 

Palaeolithic, and the remains of two hominoid findings, one supposed an Australopithecus gracilis and 

the other one, known as Mandrascava skull, considered as Homo ergaster, occurred in the central 

southern Sicily by Bianchini (Fig. 1) and in eastern Sicily near Catania by some scholars and 

amateurs. 

Scholars, because the estimation to Lower-Middle Palaeolithic age of lithic findings was carried on 

only through typological basis without any stratigraphic reference and the support of other associated 

data as bones and/or absolute dating, were very careful about their chronological attribution, and 

moreover considered the two hominoids as Homo sapiens sapiens. Because of this no scientific 

research has subsequently been attempted and up today the entire question remained unresolved. 

The discovery of a Homo sapiens skull, found recently by the authors at Giovanna Cave (Cardini 

1971), addressed our research by focusing on the Hyblean Plateau territory (South eastern Sicily) 

because its taphonomy (Iovino & Marziano 2002; Iovino 2002; Mallegni pers. comm.) could indicate 

a middle (early?) Upper Pleistocene age for the deposition. The skull, inserted in a concretionary 

osseous breccia with reddish soil isolated on a wall of the cave (Fig. 2), should be in synchrony with 

the Elephas mnaidriensis deposit found at the bottom and consequently this human could have arrived 

to Sicily during the regressions related to the MIS 4 or MIS 6, not excluding however a later 

attribution due to the deposition complexity. We highlight the importance to date this skull as, apart 

the Bianchini’s hominoids, it could be the most ancient human found in Sicily as far. Besides the 

Giovanna cave skull another indications of older human presence in the Hyblean area come from the 

nearby Spinagallo cave where some fragments of Elephas falconeri bones, dated 550 ky bp, present 



blackening that could be related to a fire (Cortesi reported in Ambrosetti 1968: 281) and lithic industry 

– yet unpublished- referred by Accordi (1972:51) as probably Mousterian. 

The Hyblean Plateau is the northernmost promontory of the African plate and is formed by a series of 

calcareous terraces sloping down towards a coastal plain in southern and eastern sides, whereas it is 

delimited along the north-western side by the Gela-Catania nappe and the Catania plain. All the area is 

affected, since the Neogene at least, by a tectonic uplift with strong upsettings and it is crossed by a 

hydrographic network formed by small rivers and streams flowing in narrow and deeply embanked 

canyons that opens in the coastal plain thus determining three different environments, the uplands 

semi-arid and with marked karst features, the canyons with wet and sheltered conditions and the 

coastal plain with marshes (as the Anapo river final course basin), lagoons, coastal dunes, shores and 

low rocky coasts. Many caves of mixed karst-marine origin open in the cliffs that bound the terraces 

and the walls of the canyons and above the terraces as well. 

We think that these environmental features with their evolution in the time and in the space (because 

the tectonics and the eustasy) and the presence of flint stratifications in the western side of the Plateau 

are very favourable conditions for a potential human peopling of the area. 

 

The paleontological research demonstrated that Sicilian fauna may be chronologically grouped into 

five Faunal Complexes (F.C.): 

 

1) F. C. of  Monte Pellegrino – not present in the Hyblean Plateau 

2) F. C. of  Spinagallo (Elephas falconeri fauna) – poorly diversified and strongly endemic, 

dated to Middle Pleistocene, with doubtful origin (European or African). MIS 22, MIS 18 or 

MIS 16 

3) F. C. of  Maccagnone ( Elephas mnaidriensis, Hippopotamus pentlandi and Cervidae fauna) -  

more diversified and less endemic that previous one, dated to final Middle/Upper Pleistocene, 

with European origin through Messina strait. MIS 8, MIS 6 

4) F. C. of  Grotta S. Teodoro-Pianetti ( E. mnaidriensis, Equus hydruntinus and Cervidae fauna) 

– dated to mid Upper Pleistocene,  with European origin. MIS 4 

5) F. C. of Castello (Equus hydruntinus fauna) – final Upper Pleistocene, with European origin. 

MIS 2 

The last four F.C. are present and well distributed in the Hyblean Plateau area (Marziano & Chilardi 

2005; Marziano 2007). 

 

Considering that the spreading of humans and faunas must have followed the same routes and time 

mainly during the major marine regressions, we can associate origin and time of  the hypothetical 

human diffusions in the island with the phases of the F.C.; in particular, as regards the Hyblean 

Plateau area, we re-propose, with the evidence of the strongly endemic Spinagallo F.C., the hypothesis 



of the African- Maltese- Sicilian passage (during the MIS 22, MIS 18 or MIS 16 regression), that can 

be better suggested as related to ocean-like islands of type 2 (Marra 2005:11), not only for this F.C. 

but for the possibility of human  arrival too. In this scenarios the sea between the Tunisian platform 

and Malta had to be occupied by small islands archipelagos that served as bridges but also as a 

filtering barrier determining a slower and maybe not crowded migration way from Africa to Malta-

Sicily. 
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Captions 
 
Fig. 1. Findings from central-southern Sicily. 1 – Australopithecus gracilis siculus by Bianchini 
interpretation; 2 – Mandrascava girl skull, Homo ergaster by Bianchini interpretation; 3 – Hachereaux; 
4 – Pebble culture; 5 – Gerlando Bianchini.  
 
Fig. 2. Giovanna Cave. 1 – Geographic location of Sicily; 2 – Giovanna cave location; 3 – Plan of the 
cave with the skull location; 4 – The entrance of the cave. 
 
Fig.3. The three hypothetical ways of peopling. 
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