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Monreale, Sicily – One of the joys of being retired for the past seven years has been having the opportunity to travel throughout our planet.  I have been fortunate enough to visit each of the continents except Antarctica (although I came close last year when our travels took us to the southern tip of Chile).  I have attempted to share some of the highlights of these travels with you in Eyes Right columns.  Many of my own memories of places we have visited and people we have met have not been retained in written words, but in the corners of my mind.
As I have seen each new place, different rankings inevitably take place.  Typically I evaluate areas of natural beauty and grandeur separately from a category reserved for man-made structures.  In this latter group I further divide my very subjective rankings into two categories:  how impressive it is, and how beautiful it strikes me.  
Number One in the impressive category has been, since I saw it four years ago, the Inca masterpiece, Machu Picchu, in Peru.  My first thought when I walked there was “How did they do this?”  Over the next two days as I climbed over so many of the ancient structures my initial reaction did not change.  I still have no idea how a relatively small number of the indigenous people (most historians and archeologists believe no more than 250) built these dry stone buildings with such huge rocks, perfectly fitted with each other on the side of these mountains.   As I left to return to Cusco, I kept repeating, “How did they do this?”  Please bear in mind that I have seen the pyramids in Egypt and Roman ruins in Turkey, but, in my opinion, Machu Picchu remains the most impressive feat.
In terms of sheer beauty of man-made structures, my Number One has been a moveable feast.   Since I first saw it in 2012, Keeneland Race track outside Lexington, Kentucky became my Number One (see Eyes Right 11/30/12 and 5/17/13).   This may seem to be a curious choice to many, but I immediately fell in love with the white limestone walls and the dark green and white woodwork of each of the buildings.  It is beautiful, especially in the spring when the surrounding field of Bluegrass form a complementary setting.
But when we traveled to India in 2015 I shifted the title of most beautiful to the Taj Mahal.  This was not an immediate reaction upon seeing this magnificent building from a distance.  It was not until I came closer to inspect the incredible craftsmanship of this 17th century white marble wonder inlaid with an untold number of precious gems that I said aloud, “This is my new Number One.”   I have no idea how the Muslim Mughar Shah conceived of this grand spectacle (it was to honor his wife, the love of his life who had died - although he had scores of wives and hundreds of concubines), but it is a testimony to his ability to organize tens of thousands of workers and craftsmen to complete construction of a superbly exquisite building which has stood the test of time. 
So when my recent travels brought me to Sicily I was unprepared to be “wowed” by any other building.  Then I arrived in Monreale to see its cathedral.  Just a few days before I had the pleasure of seeing several impressive churches in neighboring Palermo.  There the interiors of the church and convent of St. Catherine were spell-binding.  But nothing prepared me for the wonder awaiting me inside the Cathedral of Monreale.   Perhaps it was the numbness of having seen somewhat similar exteriors of so many other Sicilian churches built in the Arab-Norman style that had caused me to have such meager expectations for the inside of this Cathedral.  But immediately upon entering, I was struck with - and here I am not exaggerating - a sense of total awe.  The walls shine with a bright golden hue highlighting over 8000 square meters of small mosaics depicting detailed scenes from the Old and New Testaments.  The layout of mosaics are cleverly designed to draw one’s immediate gaze to a huge and overwhelming depiction of what guide books describe as “Christ The Pantocrator” (The All-Powerful) in the dome over the altar in the front of the church.
One of the early Norman rulers of Sicily, William II, conceived of building this cathedral as a means to bring unity to the island via a political and cultural grand project co-opting not only the recent Islamic traditions due to their prior ascendency, but also the Greek-Byzantine influence from an even earlier era of supremacy.  Construction began in 1172 with thousands of craftsmen and laborers of all ethnicities working together under what appears to have been a single architect (his name has been lost over the ages).  Essentially every square inch of the massive interior is covered in mosaics crafted in very small pieces.  It is estimated that over 5000 pounds of pure (24 karat) gold were used as a shiny base for the brightly covered glass mosaics.  What I found most impressive was that each of the large panels depicting scenes from the Old Testament were designed to allow people of the Middle Ages (who could not read) to easily grasp details of each day of creation, followed by other scenes from the Old Testament up to Jacob struggling with an angel.  Another section consists of equally detailed mosaics clearly showing events in the life of Christ, such as various miracles and other key elements found in the New Testament.  There are even mosaics on the side walls depicting the lives of Peter and Paul, including a very explicit image of the beheading of Paul.  Interestingly (to me) Paul in portrayed in every church I visited here in Sicily as being bald.
I remained in the Cathedral for over 30 minutes trying to absorb just a small portion of the amazingly detailed and beautiful mosaic panels throughout the church.   I could have stayed for days and not yet absorbed the wonder of the building, much less an appreciation for how it was so cleverly, and beautifully constructed.   Once again I found myself saying, “How did they do this?”  Monreale is my new Number One! 
I thought you might like to know.
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