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Italy ‘Bring it back’: Sicilians say Antonello da
. ' & Most viewed
Messina’s Ecce Homo belnngs with US embassy in Riyadh hit by
th em Iranian drones as Israeli

troops enter southern
Lebanon

Much of Messina's cultural memory was destroyed in a 1908
earthquake, but the Italian government has secured a Middle East crisis live: Israel

masterpiece by the port city’s greatest son launches fresh attacks on
Tehran and Beirut

Lorenzo Tondo in Palermo

Fireat US embassyin
kMon 16 Feb 2026 09.00 CET

Riyadh after drone strike -

asit happened
=2 Share P

“The Epstein files won't
knock him out’: what
Anthony Scaramucci
learned in Trump's inner
circle

& Prefer the Guardian on Google

Trump rebukes Starmer
over UK refusal to back
strikes on Iran

3 A detail from the 15th-century painting Ecce Homo, by Italian master Antonello Da Messina,
which the Italian government says it has bought for the nation. Photograph: Ministry of Cultural
Heritage and Activities and Tourism/Reuters

n 28 December 1908, the city of Messina was struck by what is still
considered the deadliest natural catastrophe in modern European
history. In just 37 seconds, a 7.1-magnitude earthquake killed half
its population and levelled much of the city.

Along with homes, churches and monuments, invaluable historical sources
and documents were lost, including works by Messina’s greatest son,
Antonello da Messina, the artist widely credited with transforming the
course of Renaissance art,

In the space of half a minute, a city’s memory and that of one of the greatest
painters in history was buried alongside its people.
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&3 The ruins of the cathedral of Messina after the 28 December 1908 earthquake. Photograph:
DEA/Biblioteca Ambrosiana/De Agostini/Getty Images

Last Monday, the Italian government quietly secured a rare Renaissance
masterpiece at auction in New York, spending $14.9m on an Ecce Homo by
Antonello. The painting, sold at Sotheby’s, is an intensely human portrait of
the suffering Christ, believed to have been completed about 1460,

Museums across Italy are now holding their breath as the culture ministry
deliberates over where the work will be displayed. Among the frontrunners
are Milan’s Pinacoteca di Brera and Venice’s Gallerie dell’Accademia -
heavyweights of the Italian museum circuit. Yet the decision could
ultimately fall in favour of the Museo di Capodimonte, whose southern
setting would underscore the Neapolitan dimension of the painter’s legacy.

Strikingly absent from the shortlist is Messina - the Sicilian port city where
Antonello was born and where many art historians argue the painting’s
return would carry the greatest symbolic force,

Since the acquisition, a political tussle has flared over whether the Ecce
Homo should be shown in Messina, For local officials, bringing the canvas
home would be an act of historical redress - a partial restoration of what
catastrophe once swept away.

“Antonello is a son of Messina; he belongs to this land,” said Valentina Certo,
an art historian and author of an illustrated children’s book entitled The

Workshop of Antonello da Messina. “Here is the district where he worked
with his son, Jacobello, and his grandsons Antonello and Pietro de Saliba.
Bringing this Ecce Homo back here would be important for the city, because
it would help stitch back together a fragment of the memory and historical
identity of Messina - a city first devastated by an earthquake in 1783 and then
by the seismic catastrophe of 1908, when a large part of our heritage was
lost.”

€3 The search for people buried in rubble after the earthquake,
Photograph: DEA/Biblioteca Ambrosiana/De Agostini/Getty Images

Before the devastating earthquake of 1908, Messina ranked among the most
important and dynamic cities in southern Italy. Curved around its natural,
sickle-shaped harbour - the ancient Zancle - the city bore the imprint of
centuries of trade and cultural exchange. Elegant palazzos lined its streets,
historic churches anchored its neighbourhoods.

Its theatres, convents and civic buildings testified to a city that was not
merely mercantile, but intellectually alive. Writers, scholars and artists
passed through its port. Among them was Caravaggio, who stayed between
1608 and 1609 while fleeing Rome after being accused of murder.

The earthquake levelled much of the historic centre and claimed
approximately 80,000 lives - about 57% of the population - while in nearby
Reggio Calabria a further third of the city, about 40,000 people, perished.
What survived was not only physically diminished, but stripped of much of
the cultural memory that had once made Messina a Mediterranean
crossroads.
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€3 Sailors of the Russian battleship Makarov carrying the wounded in Messina after the earthquake.
Photograph: DEA/Biblioteca Ambrosiana/De Agostini/Gatty Images

“After the earthquake, many of Antonello’s works were allegedly lost or
stolen,” said Lelio Bonaccorso, a graphic novelist, illustrator and Messina-
based art expert. “When we speak of Antonello da Messina, we are speaking
of one of the greatest artists of the Renaissance. Many credit him with
introducing oil painting to Italy - a technique already established in Flemish
art. It was this innovation that allowed Renaissance painters to achieve new
softness in their figures, those delicate glazes and subtle shadings across the
face”

Certo added: “He was a painter of extraordinary stature. On panels
measuring only a few centimetres, he could render his subjects with
astonishing detail.”

The Ecce Homo acquired by Italy in New York is a “tiny™ panel painting in
tempera and oil, measuring just 19.5¢m by 14cm. Painted on both sides, it
depicts Christ crowned with thorns on one face and Saint Jerome set against
a rocky landscape on the other.

D A painting of Saint Jerame on the back of the Ecce Homo, by Italian master Antonello da
Messina, which the Italian government says it has bought for the nation. Photograph: Ministry of
Cultural Heritage and Activities and Tourism/Reuters

After the purchase, Italy’s culture minister, Alessandro Giuli, described the
painting as “unique in the landscape of 15th-century Italian art” and a
cornerstone in efforts to expand and enhance the national cultural heritage.

Giuli did not say where the work would be displayed, but ministry sources
and media reports suggest the Ecce Homo is destined for the Museo di
Capodimonte - a prospect that has angered Sicilian art critics, who argue it
should return to the island. Fewer than 40 paintings by Antonello are known
to have survived.

After the acquisition, the regional Democratic party lawmaker Fabio Venezia
formally questioned the Sicilian government, urging it to press for the
painting’s return.

Contacted by the Guardian, Sicily’s regional culture assessor, Francesco
Scarpinato, confirmed he had opened discussions with the culture ministry,
which holds final authority.

On the island, frustration continues to simmer over decisions taken in Rome,
long accused of neglecting Sicily’s vast cultural wealth. Venezia said:
“Bringing the work back here would restore it to the historical and
geographical context that produced it. To recover these works is to begin
healing the wound of Sicily’s scattered artistic heritage.”

For cultural advocates, more than art is at stake. Bringing an Antonello back
to Sicily would be a quiet act of redress - a way of reclaiming, at least in part,
what disaster and decades of misrule once stripped away.

An incredible self-own

In 1936, John Scott, son of the late Guardian owner and legendary editor CP
Scott, did something unheard of for a media heir: he gave up his stake for
the greater good.

After inheriting the newspaper, Scott renounced all financial benefit - bar
his salary - in the Guardian (worth £1m at the time and around £62m today)
and passed ownership over to the newly formed Scott Trust. The Trust
would evolve to have one key mission: to secure the financial and editorial
independence of the Guardian in perpetuity.

That means the Guardian can’t be bought. Not by private equity, not by a
conglomerate, and definitely not by a billionaire looking for a political
mouthpiece. So here are three good reasons to make the choice to support
us today.

1. Our quality, investigative journalism is a scrutinising force at a time
when the rich and powerful are getting away with more and more.

2. We are independent and have no billionaire owner controlling what we
do, so your money directly powers our reporting.

3. It doesn’t cost much, and takes less time than it took to read this
message.

This unique model also means we depend on readers like you from Italy to
help fund our work. Our independence means we can say what we want,
report on who we want, challenge who we want, and stand up at a time
when others are sitting down. If you would rather the news you read was
the result of decisions made by journalists and editors, not shareholders or
ultra-wealthy tech bros, then, well, you know what to do: Support the

Guardian on a monthly basis.
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