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The legend of the Testa di Moro (Moor’s Head) 
is one of Sicily's most famous and dramatic folk 
tales, dating back to the 11th century during the 

Arab rule (827-1021) of the island.  It is the origin story 
behind the iconic ceramic vases seen on balconies across 
Sicily, and it centers on themes of passion, betrayal, and 
revenge.  There are, however, a few versions of the legend.
   Set in the Kalsa district of Palermo, the most widely 
known version tells the tale of a a beautiful young 
Sicilian woman who spent her days tending to plants on 
her balcony.  A young Moorish merchant spotted her.  
He declared his love for her, and she immediately fell for 
him.  After a passionate affair, the woman discovered 
her lover was planning to return to his homeland, where 
he already had a wife and children waiting for him.  
Consumed by jealousy, heartbreak, and a profound sense 
of dishonor, the maiden sought a brutal vengeance. 
   She waited until he fell asleep and decapitated him 
so he could never leave her.  She used his head as a 
flowerpot, planting a sprig of basil (often called the 
"king's plant") in it.  She watered the plant with her 
tears, and it grew so lush and fragrant that her envious 
neighbors began to commission ceramic vases shaped 
like the Moor's head to replicate the look. 
   A second, less common version mirrors the saga of 
"Romeo and Juliet".  A girl of noble Sicilian origin fell in 
love with a young Moor.  Their clandestine affair was 
considered a great dishonor to her family.  When her 

brothers discovered them, they beheaded both lovers.  
Their heads were turned into vases and displayed on 
the balcony as a public warning against such "improper" 
passions.  This is why the ceramic heads are traditionally 
produced and displayed in pairs—one male and one female. 
   Today, the Teste di Moro are considered symbols of 
Sicilian identity, passion, and protection.  They are also 
a proud symbol of Sicilian craftsmanship.  The town of 
Caltagirone, world-renowned for its ceramics, produces 
some of these beautiful and ornate vases.  While they 
were popularized globally by shows like HBO’s The White 
Lotus, for Sicilians, they remain guardians of the home 
and emblems of the island's layered multicultural history. 
   These artisanal masterpieces are far more than mere 
decoration; they are a haunting, beautiful representation 
of Sicilian history, blending Mediterranean passion, 
brutal romance, and artistic tradition.

Does The Testa di Moro Protect 
Your Home?
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