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Rosalia and the Palermo Mummies
Essay by Eleanor Whitney 

I spent several years working at a prominent New 

York City museum. Included in its encyclopedic 

collections were several unwrapped Egyptian 

mummies. New York State law prevents the exhibition 

of human remains and so they spent their eternity 

slumbering in climate-controlled art storage. A 

colleague in the collections office took me to see them 

during a lunch break, her jingling keys opened door 

after door until we found ourselves deep in the 

storerooms, far away from the daily museum bustle. 

There, on metal shelves, in airtight containers, were 

the mummies. Desiccated, shriveled, but overall, 

human. I looked at them and tried to wrap my head 

around the people I saw in front of me. I leaned in to 

look closer. I noticed hair and toenails, the whirls of 

skin on the thumb, still intact. I shuddered slightly. My 

friend turned to me, “Just remember,” she said with a 

smile, “They are friendly mummies.”

Ritual mummification is an ancient tradition that 

has been practiced all over the world. Mummification 

practices in Ancient Egypt are the most widely known. 
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The average American middle school student, having 

studied Ancient Egypt in world civilizations class, will 

proudly tell you that as part of the embalming process 

the brain was removed via a hook inserted through the 

nose to prepare the body for mummification. Mummies 

have also been found wrapped in intricately woven 

textiles in Paracas, Peru, located in the driest region on 

earth.

Despite my experience with mummies, I was 

unfamiliar with those housed in the Capuchin 

Catacombs of Palermo until I saw Cynthia Karalla's 

photos. What makes these mummies so intriguing is 

that they are part of the modern world and recent 

history. The contemporary viewer cannot detach from 

them the same way one might when looking at a 

mummy from Ancient Egypt. The first, and oldest, 

mummy in the crypt belongs to the friar Silvestro da 

Gubbio, who entered the catacombs in 1599. The most 

recent, and most celebrated, mummy is Rosalia 

Lombardo, who was 2 years old when she passed away 

from pneumonia in 1920.

The crypt at the Capuchin monastery of Palermo 

has over 2,000 mummified bodies on display. Like the 

cities of the living, there is some semblance of order in 
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this city of the dead. Bodies are arranged along 

corridors or hung in niches in the wall, a hook around 

their neck to keep them in place. They are categorized 

by profession–clergy members are buried with other 

religious practitioners, doctors with doctors, and so 

on. The first mummies were created by accident, or by 

divine providence, depending who you ask. After years 

in the crypts the bodies of monks that been buried 

there were found to be intact, instead of decayed as 

one might expect. Their preservation was viewed as a 

miracle willed by God and the dead monks hailed as 

saints. Over time residents of Palermo began 

employing mummification technologies, leaving less 

to chance and God. Early on bodies were left to dry 

naturally in the limestone crypts, placed on terracotta 

racks to let bodily fluids drain. After several months 

the bodies were washed in vinegar, dressed and put 

on display. Later chemical embalming procedures 

came into vogue. It was embalmer Alfredo Salafia who 

used such a process that preserved Rosalia Lambardo 

in angelic eternity. Salafia kept the solution for his 

popular and effective embalming formula secret and it 

was only recently rediscovered and published in 

National Geographic.
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What, exactly, compelled the residents of Palermo 

to display mummified bodies is up for debate. Some 

surmise that the public display of the mummy's 

desiccated corpses was the continuation of a pre-

Christian tradition. Others hypothesize that the 

mummies are a life-size memento mori, reminding all 

what comes next. What is for certain is that the Palermo 

mummies are unique in Italy and throughout the world. 

In the crypt the living can walk among the dead, spend 

time with them and get to know them a little bit.

As the process of mummification gained popularity 

the Capuchin monastery began to sell the residents of 

Palermo places in the crypt. They promoted a place in 

the catacombs as a fashionable and respectable way to 

spend eternity. The monks used the proceeds to pay for 

the upkeep of the tombs. By the nineteenth century the 

crypts became overcrowded and the municipality 

passed a law banning the practice of mummification. 

Rosalie Lombardo was the last person to enter the 

crypt, her body nearly perfectly preserved by Salafia's 

embalming formula.

It is usually forbidden to photograph the 

mummies. However, Cynthia Karalla obtained 

permission to take their portraits over the course of two 
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months. She worked in the catacombs with an assistant 

to document the mummies and to showcase their other 

worldly glory. Karalla told me a story about how, at the 

end of a long day of shooting, the monastery staff forgot 

that she was there, and turned off the lights and shut 

the door to the crypt. Instead of feeling fright, Karalla 

felt a sense of calm and peace, as one would feel in a 

church or another place of reverence. In darkness one 

can no longer be detached from the reality and eternity 

of death.

Not just an interesting or artistic subject matter, 

these dead souls have contemporary power. Awestruck 

by the mummies, Karalla wanted to give something 

back to them. She decided to offer them a glimpse of 

contemporary culture. Similar to a photographer who 

plays music to entertain their subjects during a photo 

shoot, Karalla treated the Palermo mummies to the 

music of Radiohead and Eminem while she took their 

portraits. As she photographed them in their quiet 

eternity they appeared to her to be dancing. She 

realized that in documenting the mummies she was not 

just taking their photos, but providing witness to their 

otherwise undocumented lives. Her photographs leave 

viewers to wonder about the secrets, experiences, and 
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wisdom buried in this tomb with these souls.

Karalla's images reveal a particular closeness to 

the mummies of Palermo. They are portrayed with both 

a sense of theatricality and an intimacy that spans 

centuries. We can look closely and see their features 

still intact–curly hair, lips, teeth, and faces. Through 

Karalla's photos these mummies get yet another 

chance at eternity, as their likenesses circulate 

throughout the world. Karalla captures the irony of 

mummies on public display: while they are preserved in 

their best clothes, many of which have disintegrated, 

and act as clues about our ancestors, we look at them 

with modern eyes. These mummies continue to have a 

presence in the world of today, even if their lived reality 

ended centuries ago. They are both frozen in time and 

living beside us, evolving and decaying with us.

Looking at the different inhabitants of the 

Capuchin crypt juxtaposed in Karalla's book the viewer 

begins to assign personalities and identities to these 

mummies. It is the viewer's impulse to give them life 

even in death. Karalla's photographs allow us to focus 

on the details that reveal the dead to be so close to 

us–their crooked teeth, Rosalia's bow and blonde 

hair–and how far away from us they seem–skeletons, 
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desiccated flesh, twisted faces, and features reduced 

to dust. No matter what the state of their bodies, 

however, Karalla's photos reveal the nobility, dignity 

and soulfulness of these people who have been placed 

here purposefully. They are there due to acts of 

remembrance, devotion, celebration, and veneration, 

as well as a reminder of the end that will eventually 

come to us all. Quiet in their repose, at home in death 

and modern life, and vividly documented by Karalla, 

these too are friendly mummies. 

Eleanor Whitney, 2011
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