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THE ROTUNDA of Santa 
Marija.tal-Vittll in Rabat 
was the scene of a natiQna\ 
and a diocesan event, a ceO­

tury ago. On September 22, 19Q1, a 
large statue of Christ, Redeemer of 
the World, was placed on top of the 
church. 

Ii is indee_d fitting to commemo­
rate the centenary of a religious hap­
pening which the people of Malta 
spoke about for many years. It was 
an event which stirred deep re!lgious 
sentiments. The statue was intended 
as a xisible reminder of the conse­
cration of Malta to the Redeemer at 
the beginning of the 20th century. 

The site chosen had a very long 
history and is archaeologically v_ei:y 
significant. The Tal-Virtll area 
abounds in Phoenician and Romano­
Punic tombs, as well as palaeo­
Christian hypogea. That the place 
was a Christian burial site is attested 
to by G.F. Abela, A.A. Caruana, and 
more recently, by M. Buhagiar.1 A 
crypt, perhaps the resnlt of the amal­
gamation of several burial cham­
bers, exists beneath the church of 
Santa Marija tal-Virtil. 

The present church was preceded 
by a mediaeval one which is men­
tioned in many pastoral visitation 
reports, even as far back as that by 
Duzzina (1575). The mediaeval 
church suffered some damage in the 
earthquake which shook Malta in 
1693. 

The present church, a conspicu­
ous part of the Tal-Virtu skylin.e, 
dates back to the beginning of the 
18th century. According to research 
undertaken by Matio Buhagiar, 
work on the rotunda - modelled on 
the one at Sarria in Floriana of 1678 
7 seems to liave begun in May 1717. 
The dome f/robably took just over 
two years td be built, between early 
1729 and April 1731.2 

Bui my intention here is to re­
count the events of a century ago 
with regard to the statue, There was 
quite a build-up, especially through 

THE STATUE of Christ 
the Redeemer, which· 
was originally placed on 

t ' top of the church of 
1 Santa Marija ta!-Virlll 

" (seen in the back-
ground), was placed on 
a specia! pedestal in the 
footpath leading to the 
church in 1935, when its 
weight caused structural 
damage to the dome. It 
remained on the 
pedestal, seen here, until 
1984, when it was moved 
to the Seminary. 

by Fr Heictor Scerri 

lhe: end~avours of Notary Piecr0 
Bartoli. : 

In an effort to counteract the ac­
tivities of some small anti-Christian 
and antii:lerical groups, a local com­
mittee was formed to organise _reli­
gious and other celebrations, espe­
cially in the context of the Holy 
Year of 1900. This.Holy Year com­
ntlttee "comprised representatives of 
many sectors of Maltese sockty: 
~~~~s_'..;,1ests, nobles, doctors, 

The committee was considering 
erecting a cross at-Ta'.1-Gliolja, a 
steep h:ilfin the limits of Sigg:iewi, 
something which was to materialise 
ip. 1903 as the Laferla Cross (Salib 
ta' 1-Gholja). However, on second 
thoughts, the committee decided to 
mark the Holy Year with·a monu­
ment on another hill, .Tal-Vi.rtu. 

Bartoli, a member of the Holy 
Year commiti:ee, _ writ.ing in La 
Gazzetta di Malta of August 23, 
1900, appealed to every family to 
contribute a penny. Thus, every 
family could claim to have contri­
buted its own precious little mlte to 
the statue. He wrote; "Malta 
dovrebbe, ::rnch'essa, erigere llna 
Croce monumentale in omaggio al 
Salvatore dell'umanit~ ... coll'obolo 
di runo ii poj)olo maltese, senza dis­
t.imione di classe e di partico, con­
tribuendo ciascun capo di famig]ia, 
per wia sofa volta, un so/do 
ing]ese".4 This proposal came at the 
suggestion of the Central Committee 
of the Holy Year, sitting in Rome, 
which was encouraging cities and 
dioceses to erect large crosses or 
statues of the Redeemer on the sum­
mit of hills and m6untains. 

The bishop of Malta, Mgr Pietro 
Pace, in November set up a special 
steering committee to oversee all 
thaJ: was required to ere~t a statue to 
commemorate the Holy Year. He 
expressed his firm desire that the 

new statue would serve as an "iwgu­
rio per l'avvenire cbe la' Croce con­
tinua· a dominare sulle mend e nei 
cuori dei Malresi".5 

Although things took off rather 
late (as often happens in Malta), 
things started to happen surprisingly 
quickly. The statue of the Redeemer 
was commissioned in Rome at the 
workshops of Rosa Zanazio & Co.6 
It was to be a replica of a statue pre­
pared a year earlier, on the San 
Giuliano Hill in Caltanissetta, Sicily. 
The statue, 15 feet high, was 
designed by Ernesto Basile and was 
cast by the Fratelli Mercatoli.7 

It is also amazing how quickly the 
starue was completed. It arrived in 
Grand Harbour on August 20, 1901, 
on board the steamship fama., 
belonging to the Compagnia 
Generate Italiana. Michael Galea 
desCribes the journey of the new 
statue to Tal-Virtll. It was placed 
securely on a can which was drawn 
by eight horses8 (eight oxen, accord­
ing to another source!9). A detacti­
ment of soldiers from the Royal 
Malta Artillery under the command 
of Lieutenant Carbonaro accompa­
nied the statue. 

The organising .committee had 
decided to place the statue on 
the top of the rotunda of Santa 

Marija tal-Virtu. In fact, the lantern 
crowning the 1731 dome was re­
moved to make room for the new 
statue. 10 

The committee's decision was 
undoubtedly motivated by devo­
tional considerations. People on 
their way to Rabat from Valletta, 
Sigg:iewi, Zebbug, Mosta and other 
Yillages would immediately notice 
the statue of the Redeemer and per­
haps utter a silent prayer. Passengers 
on the train from Valletta to Rabat 
would not fail to observe the con­
spicuous statue on the d_ome. 

THE SUNDAY TJ_M~S, SE;PTE 

Hciwever, Buhagiar ConCfo,d_eiJ.'.;-;:, 
tha_t. the committee's decfaio_n, 
pei-b"!l.ps 'taken with mucli re­
Iig:io"US fervour, would in' the. 
long J'Un turn out to be.a bluri-, 
der for· both aesthetic as .. wel!' 
as for-architectural/stiuctural­
reasons;11 as we shall se~. ' 

The iriauguration cerertio­
ny. was held <.In Sunday; 
September 22, a little mori:_ 
than a month after the 
statue's arrival frbtn 
Ita!Y: Tlie organ.i_sing 
committee did its 
utmo'st to . make the 
event ·a \11,lly memorable 
one. On th~ days preced:.: 
ing the celebration; spe­
cial religious functions 
were organised. Three 
renowned preachers deliv­
ered sermons during a 
tridunm: Fr Luigi Attard, ,' 
OFM, Fr Lorenzo Caruana, 
OP, and Fr Paolo Gauci. 
On the first and third day 
of the _triduum, 1 

Salvatore Gree 
presided over the 
liturgy, whereas on 
the second day, it 
was the Vicar­

THE STATUE of 
Christ the 
Redeemer at the 
Archbishop's 
Seminary (Photo: 
Dunstan xuereb) 

General, Bishop 
Salvatore Gaffiero. o September chanted. On a.rrivin,i :it the Santa 
21, eve of the great day, a large Marijachurch,BishopPace,assisted 
gathering for children was organ- by two canons of the diocesan chap­
ised. The Dean of the Cathedral ter (Mgr Luigi Farrugia and Mgr 
Chapter, Mgr, Vincenzo Vassallo, Luca Zammit), celebrated Mass. 13 
celebrated Mass nnd explained the The weather also played its part. 
significance of the following day's Lace in the morning, .:i violent wind 
eVents. 12 howled and the large number of pH-

Early on Sunday morning, C(OWds grims had to seek refuge. Most of 
started flocking to Tal-VinU. the decorations put up for the 
Pilgrims from all over the island solemn inauguration were damaged. 
arrived either on foot, or on donkey, However, early in the afternoon, the 
or by train (which ran from Valletta wind calmed down and it was fine 
to Rabat) which made extra trips. again. 
An imposing. pilgrimage left In the afternoon, another solemn 
Saqqajja SqlllU'.C in the _moniing: ,_:·._:; ,(pTI~;ge·Je{t Saqqajja and ·iiich'6d · 

During the pilg_riJUage,,-led_by -~".i,.1.S·:v(~li''.towards "Fal•Y!rti'l. Many 
Mgr.-S,~_v:atpre.-Grech·, prayers were_ -.ba#i,IS:f§ok part. Whi;i1x~e-pilgrim­
said;:,th,C~R.o~ary·,,r;,cJ!!e\i;~c!.,, ]i~~.s; • :,'a$e:I~~,t~e?·:the:_ s~al\~ap~': of St. 
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SEMINARIANS welcomig the restored statue on its arrival at the Seminary 
at Tal•Virtll, Rabat, in Novem~er 1984 

ARCHBISHOP JOSEPH MERCIECA at the blessing and reinauguration of the staiue, December 1984 

Sebastian, on Boschetto Road, not 
far from the road to Tal~Virtu, the 
Cathe,dral Chapter and bi:shops 
joined in: Bishop Pace, the Vicar 
General, Bishop Gaffiero, an(:l.the 
bishop of Gazo, Mir Giovanni 
Maria Camilleri, OSA. 4 -. 

Many dignitaries Were,present 
and a large crowd of the faithful.wit­
nessed the historic event, According 
to one source, there were 9,000 pil­
grims, 15 whereas the newspaper 
J\1alra. referred to a crowd of 
40,000. 16 All parish priests were 
present. _ 

'The renowned orator Judge Paolo 
De Bono (1848-1906) delivered a 
marvel1ot1s speech. In his biography 
of the famous jurist, Fr Calleja (y,.rho 
passed aWay recently} wrote: "De 
Bone's Christian convictions Were 
not moulded by pietism or theologi­
cal formulas_: They sprang, rather, 

· from his intellectual frame of mind 
combined ·with the. "belief .•.. that 
these higher moral and ethiC:11 prin­
cipl_e~ were the be0rock on which 

the Christian religion. re·sted ... De 
Bono neyer hesitated to give public 
vent to his Christiari credo." 17 

The blessing and inauguration of 
the s_tatue of the Redeemer on top of 
the Santa Marija tal-Virtu church 
was to· be immortalised by the 
poems Which were read out on that 
glorious _September day. The talent 
of metl stJ.ch as Canon Aloisia 
Farrugia, Fr Paolo Ganci; Fr 
Carme.lo P-saila (Dun Kami, the 
national poet, then onl)' 30 )'.ears 
old). Alberto Cesareo and· Gu±e 
MusCat Azzopardi, was much appre­
ciated. Two large marble slabs, each 
with an inscription commemorating 
the celebration, were fixed on either 
side -of the west door ·of the 
church.!3 
, Mgr S. · Gre,::h, a member of the 
organising committee, made a short 
speech and symb9lically presented 
the statue to _the-.bis_hop,.:flishop _Pace 
_repliect"b_y ptaJsing.,th~.idea_.of erect: · 
ing the statue, ".i._pe'rmll!lent monu·- ' 
ment to the faith of the-Maltese and 

their love for Christ the Redeemer", 
could not have been nobler and hap-
pier.19 ' 

Aftecwards Bishop Pace· blessed 
the statue a'nd consecrated the cross 
embraced· by- the Redeemer, The, 
three bishops and-the prelates who 
were prese·nt venerated the cross. 
The statue was then hoisted to its 
prepared position on the rotunda. 

As this Was carried out, church 
·bells pealed over the island, and 
petards and fiie-crackers were let 
off,20 The bands played the Papal 
hymn, fil_ld the crowd ernpted into an 
applause and shouted "\/Iva Krisw 
Ri:dentur!"The La Valette Band's 
boys' choir sang, 

Bishop Pace then entered• the 
church wh= the Blessed Sacrament 
had been expqsed for adoration. 
Eucharistic· blessing was then 
imparted from .the church's main 
door, while the thousands of people 
present_ raised candles."It was indeed 
a·remarkable··spectacle which bore· 
w:itnespo the genuine faith of the 
Malrese.21 · 

Toe·.ac~ount b_ook~ _regarding Tai,• 
Virtu church, kept in the ar.ChiveS of 

' StPa_ul's parish, Rabat; reveal that a 
feaSt ·in honour 9f the Redeemer 

.. ,.started to be ·celebrai:e'd every year, 
,. a cii!ebracloo .Which eventually died 
· ouc some 30_ years later When the 

Tal-Virtu Church was closed because 
it was declared unsafe. 

···w. ith-regard to the statue's 
. positioning atop the rotun-

.... :_ .. _ da, where it ~~ye.cl-for 34 
y1,_id,. ,Buhagiar_ c_orrectly remarks: 
~'.'.fhe pl.tciug·pf-li cum~ersome stat­
Ile On a baroq_~ulome ill the place 
of an elegant lantern that ha·d been 
purposely design~d to give the right 
climax to t_he _architecture was no~ 
on aesthetic con_siderations," a happy 
comp~Otlli~i/-It.Was·also an _engi­
ne~ring.blunder. 

''The-,fiibHC . .of the church, weak­
ened _by·a-sucCession of trem_ors,' was 
not s\iffi2ientl'- strong to support the 
A.57.in-high statue and the stress sOon 
became appo.rent. On Septeinber 18, 
-1923: another earthquake caused 
alarming'. cracks in. the masonry, 
Repair works were immediately 
undertaken, but the church remained 
structurally unsafe and Bishop Mauro 
Caruana ordered its closure."22 

The statue of the Redeemer, 
raised atop the Tal-VirtU rotunda 
with great pomp in l 90 J, was qui­
etly brought down in September 
1935, and pluced on a specially-con­
structed pedestal, not far from the 
footpath leading to the church.· 
According to a receipt (dated Sep-· 
!ember 29, 1935).conserved in the 
Rabat parish arc_hhrcs, die expenses 
paid to Salvatore Sapiano for the­

·rask amounted to £27-14s,23 • . 
Exposed to the e)ern<ig.ts and· to 

other-unfortunate situations, the stat­
ue, the glory- of Christian Malta in 
the first years (lf. the· 20th century,. 

was to suffer a humiliating period in 
its hisiory. The cross, ·bcirne by the 
Redeemer in his left hand, and the 
aureola went missing. . 

Eveti.tually, in 1984, through the 
initiative and co-operation- of.M!l;r . 
Lawrence Gatt, then Rector of the 
Seminary at Tal-VirtU, il.nd the 
Rabat.collegiate c_hapter, as well as 
through the financial assistance of 
NSTF (Student. Travel Foundation), 
the rusty statue was brought down 
frqm the_pedestal which had been its 
resting place for 49 years. It was 
sand-blasted and repaired by Cassar 
&_ Cassar Co, 

blessed by Archbishbp Joseph 
Mercie.ca on December 23, 1984 
an.d a soiree was organised in the 
Seminary chapel for the occasion. . 

After a welcome speech by Mgr 
Lawrence Gate, the Seminary choir 
led by :tvfro Albert Borg, OSA, sang 
Adoramu~,, composed by Borg him­
self. Dr :tvlario Buhagiar delivered a 
commemorative-address on Tal­
Virtil church and the statue, whlle 
Che_v, J,P, Vassallo, for!ner Director 
ofEdnCation read the poem A Crisco 
R~dentore, written by his &relit­
uncle, Dl.ln Karm. The choir then 
sang C. Casciolini's Christus facttis 
est, which was followed bv a speech 

F r Gino Gauci was involved in by Archbishop Mercieca,15 
the restoration of the cross, in The statue again undenvent ms­
fixing the inscription25 arid the toration and repaioting in Octob"er 

aureoJa. The stan.ie was returned to its 1999,w through the timely efforts of 
former glory, three seminarians, David Muscat, 

I still recall when, as a student at Charles Cini and Louis Farrugia, 
the Major Seminary, I-witnessed the An inscription ._fixed to _the pede­
arrival of·tfie statue on _Noveri1tier2, stal, beneath the ·Statii.e and com-
1984 on a large trailer-cum-crane .-memoratillg la.st·Yeat'S,-Gre::i.t Jubi­
(<1wned by Sartard j:o.) which found l,ee was unveiled by the Seminary 
it w:;ry difficulno manoeuvre itself Rector, Fr Joseph Mifsud Bonnici-, 
thro_ugh_the Scmfoary-entram;e. . , ·. 0;1 0!"tobei: 29,-- 2000·-at·the· con_clu0 

rn the meantime: dtJ.ring the la_t<~ - s1on of an Qpen·Day, held at. the· 
summer.of 1984; while_the_statue was .Se.uilnaiy, After.: deacon Jos_eph 
'being restored,- the pedestal outside Cilfa rea9 _out a pra.yer h'e .!1ad-wiit' 
S,anta Marija tal-Virtu _chul'Ch was djs- 'ten, a special Jubil¢e:flapie 'i'-"as. lit,· 
maritled_by stol)e~masons,.led by Pail] · as Boy·Scoilcs s01m_ded a-_Ianfare the'. 
Buhagiar, an\i carefully rebuilt, within Jubilee _hymri was sung in M\titese-. .­
the SetniUary grou_nds, close to the The "Perpetual" flame, in front Of 
main ehtrance. The ~hole operation the-Redeeriler's statue,.seeks to-be-a 
ha_d been under the supervision of contimiati'on al1d a humble'rerri.inder 
arChitectJosep_h B_org Costanzi. of the blazing·heans and .the· ardent: 

After the stame was placed.on its, faith of our forefathers., Vetei-um 
pedesta_l 01i" ·Novemb_er:: 2:-- it was• exempla!, 

'Refete_riCeS_-
, 15. B'4i;,.gia.r, 339-wh·o l:lru;cs hiirtsclf' ·' 

on lnformaiion from a coinmeinorative 
booklet of the cel_ebrai:iOrts, writci:n· by 

L Mario Buhagiar, "1'.lie, Crypt and }://neu!
0e~~/0~;;f0!:1~gur::zif.F:,1:~ 

Church of.S. M:uija t:Ll•Virt~·at.Rabat'', Signore GesU Cristo Rcdcntore ercuo 
irt Melita _Hisloric/1 7/4 U-979), 326- d:Jlla Pietli dei Maltesi sulla Collina rn/-
327. . . VirtU, Malta, 1901. 

2: Ibid., ;'>32-335, . • 16. Information guorcd by Galb, 7. 
3. Joe Calleja, ·Paofo De Bono. -The 17, Callejn, 68, 

ln(dligen_t Judge, ¥:Uta i99.6. 18. 18: Buhagfar, 3;19. 
4. L.i,· GJzzettl iii Malta, Au,gust.23, 19. Galea, 'l. 

1900, -quoced · in- CaJi'eji,:)8. See • 20. See.0_e BonO's description in the 
.Bre"ndan Mai"k'. Gati. "Thi\S_t:iiue of comme,rribr:itiVe bookliet, 
Chi'\st. thc.:.·:Rc·dee)l)~r-:. at rhe 21.Gal¢:i;'·1,· 
Ar,Chbishpp_' s--~~J'rii"il.l.f)'''., :-Th_ec' Times, 22,:BUhagiar,-339-340. 
O.ctob~r 23,-_2QOOa_ .. ' '_,'-•.: · · . ·· 23. lbid,, 340,-"!'d note 17!'/.: 
· 5:,Michil._61 Q'ali::a,:.-'CL~_f.sr_arwa tar• 24, The prQs6nt inscrill!'~o"il~t>n ,1he i 

Rc"denwr 1·r~:11~&~1u:~;-1p: Lehen is- cross re.ids ·:Christus-vincii-:..fChrfs"wS~, ,, .· 
Sew6w_,'s•.,'m~ft1m,1}i_,;~.},.',-:· •. ;~·'·'·••·c·,mpo •~ a.gnat'- C/i6s1µsJ11ljjerµi~']½t~r f"/Jiu'i--i~ :',. 

v v ,. :ill, ,u a,, •u ,v saeculi -;P.rit!.ceps pads", ln tSl84 (;inly, ·, 
16cate·th_<:_ ·0hiif~'q_~_ts(6f the_co~pany parts of thc·original cross:_""._6rf traCed·· ,. 
at its Re,n:re.ad_dfess:prov.ed unsucccss- in an ironSmich's workshop_.1n.'.~iibii.ti' 
fol. T_he siitu(f()QJ',''the 'Iffimacul:are and from these an attempt wai; rii.ade' co 
Conception Uf!:J(S-.'_'.pai-ish :churi:h in make out the 190 I inscription. Yet 1 
Hamrw,, orig11\ally, commissi_oned by have tr:iccd :i.nother possible·version of 
the Arcbconfra!erriity of the lmma.,- _ the 1901 inscription; "Ch.ristus vincit -
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