
La Mattanza di Favignana 

Traditional tuna fishing in Sicily 

Favignana, May 2005. 
 
The first picture shows tuna „from Favignana“ being sold at Ballarò market in Palermo – for 9 Euros per 
kilo. It’s a fraud.  When you arrive at Favignana, the largest of the Egadi Islands, it’s impossible to miss 
Giuseppe Campo, the only fishmonger in town. He is the only one licensed to sell the tuna caught in the 
tonnara before the actual mattanza takes place. His price is 16 Euros per kilo. For hundreds of years, 
fishermen in Sicily and Sardinia have used dense nets to capture the Mediterranean blue-fin tuna – 
thunnus thinnus – as a quasi-religious ritual known as the mattanza. The event takes place in May and 
June, when tuna migrate from the Atlantic Ocean to the warmer Mediterranean waters to spawn. In Sicily, 
the few remaining mattanze take place off the island's western tip between the Egadi Islands. The term 
'mattanza' derives from an old Spanish word, matar, meaning 'to kill'. Many terms, such as Rais (head 
fisherman of the mattanza), are actually Arabic in origin and were introduced in the 9th century, during 
the Moors’ domination of Sicily.  The tonnara uses an expensive and sophisticated technique in which 
6000 metres of chambered nets are weighted to the seabed by 464 anchors. Once the tuna swims into the 
first chamber of the nets, it can’t find its way out, and the first nets are pulled down. Gradually the tuna is 
driven into the other chambers by pulling up the separating nets between further chambers and lowering 
them after the tuna have swum into the next trap, until the fish enter the last chamber, the camera della 
morte ('Chamber of Death'). Mattanza is the bloody final act of this process, one which lasts for months 
and has remained unchanged for centuries. Every day the Rais, Gioacchino Cataldo, 64, and a couple of 
tonnaroti, tuna fishermen, set out to the tonnara to see how many fish have been trapped. When tuna have 
been caught in the nets, they are then 'liberated' by the son of the Vice-Rais Clemente Ventrone, 60 – 
Angelo Ventrone, a free diver – and sold locally to the people of Favignana. These fish are also used for 
research. Scientists from the CNR (Consilio Nazionale delle Ricerche) have permission to open the heads 
of the tuna to extract small ear bones called ossicles. They provide information about the age of the fish 
and the environmental conditions in which they lived. The scientists believe that the ossicles help tuna 
find their way during their cross-Atlantic journey back to their spawning grounds. Reaching 4.3 meters (14 
feet) in length and weighing as much as 800 kilograms (1800 pounds), the bluefin is the largest tuna in the 
world. However, overfishing with the help of satellites and flying nets has reduced the number of larger 
tuna in recent years. The mattanza in 2005 was the first one to be held for two years because of declining 
populations. One of the key rituals in a successful mattanza is the erection of a huge pole with figures of 
saints, palm leafs and a statue of St. Peter, the patron of fishermen, near the tonnara – a couple of 
kilometres off-shore. On land, preparations consist of tying together the colossal nets. This is accompanied 
by ancient and quite explicit songs that are also sung during mattanza when the last net chamber is 
gradually hauled in and manually raised towards the surface under the supervision of the Rais. The water 
starts foaming as the tuna struggle to breathe, and it turns blood-red when the fish are pulled into the 
boats with the help of large spears. What may seem a merely cruel fishing technique or an example of pure 
obstinacy in keeping tradition alive is actually an extremely selective way of fishing tuna. Only about 50 
individual fish were caught in 2005. The tonnara of Favignana is one of just five remaining tonnare in 
Italy, which together are responsible for a mere 1 % of fished tuna worldwide. But still what once was a 
means of exploitation of a rich fish population and a means of survival for entire communities has now 
turned into something different. Sadly, though the work itself is as tough for the fishermen as it has been 
throughout the centuries, and the technique is still handed down with pride and respect, it has become a 
tourist attraction. Investors now control the event, and the tonnaroti are forced to wear 18th century 
clothing during the mattanza. Furthermore investors insist on retaining full copyright of all photos of the 
event, as they want to prevent anyone – even tourists – from shooting pictures. 
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