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HE ROTUNDA of Santa

- Marija tal-Vittd in Rabat
was the scene of a national
and a diocesan event; a cer-

tury ago. On September 22, 1501, a

large stame 6f Christ, Redeemer of
the World, was placed on top of the
chugeh.
It is indeed fitting to commemo-
rate the centenary of 2 religious hap-
pening which the people of Malta
spoke about for many years. It was
an event which stirred deep religious
seatiments. The statue was intended
as a visible reminder of the conse-
cration of Malta to the Redeemer at.
the beglnnlng of the 20th century.
The site chosen had a very long
history and Is archaeclogically very
significant. The Tal-Virth area
ahounds in Phoenitian and Romano-
Pupic tombs, ag well as palaeo-
_ Christian hypogea. That the place
* was a Christian burial site is artested
to by G.F. Abela, A.A. Carvana, and
more recently, by M. Buhaglar.! A
crypt, perhaps the result of the amal-
gamation of several burial cham-
Ters, exists beneath the church of
Santa Marija tal-Virtd,
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 (15375). The mediaeval
church suffered some damage in the
egz;éxquaka which shook Malt n
1693,
The present church, a conspicu~
ous part of the Tal-Virtl skyline,
dates back to the beginning of the
18th century. According to research
undertdkern by Matio Buhagiar,
work on the rotunda ~ moedelled on
the one at Sarria in Floriana of 1678
— seems to Have begun in May 1717.
“The dome ;’Jrobably took just over
two yeats 1o be built, bel:ween early
1729 and April 17312

Bu: my intention here is to re-
count the events of a century ago
with regard 1o the stame, There was
quite a build-up, especially through

THE STATUE of Christ
the Redeemer, which
was ariginally placed on
top of the church of
Santa Marjja tal-Virtt

} {seen in the hack-
ground), was placed on
a special pedestal in the
footpath leading to the
chureh 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,

* per una sola volta,

by Fr Hector Scerri

Lhe endeavours of Notary Pleu‘o ’
.. Ho per 'ayvenire che 1a Croce con-

Bartoli.

" In an effort 10 counteract the ac-‘

tivities of some small anti-Christian
and antclerical groups, a local com-
mittee wag formed to organise reli-
gious and other celebrations, espe-
cially in the coatext. of the Holy
Year of 1900. This Holy Year com-
mittee “comprised reprasentatives of

. many sectors of Maltese socisty:

parish priests, nobles, doctors,
notaries...””

The commitiee was considering
erecting a cross at-Ta’ . 1-Gholja, 2
steep Hill'in the limits of Siggiewi,
sornething which was to materialise
in 1903 as the Laferla Cross (Salib
@’ 1-Gholja). However, on second
thoughts, the coramittee decided to
mark the Holy Year with a monu-
ment on another hill, Tal-Virth, -

Bartoli, a member of the Holy
Year committes, writing in La

Gazzetta di Malta of August 23,

1900, appealed to every family to
centribute a penny, Thus, every
family could claim to have contri-
huted its owy precions little mite to
the statue, He wrote; “Malta
dovrebbe, ancit’essa, erigere unz
Crote monumentale in omaggio af
Saivatore dell’umanita... coli’obole
di witto il popolo maitese, senza dis-
tinzione di classe e di partite, con-
tribuendo ciascun capo df famiglia,
un  soido
inglese™* This proposal came at the
suggestion of the Central Commiitee
of the Holy Year, sitting in Rome,
which was encourgging cities and
dioceses to ercct large crosses or
statues of the Redeeiner on the sum-
mit of hills and mountains,

The bishop of Malta, Mgr Pietro
Pace, in November set up a $pecial
steering committee to oversee all
that was required to grect a.5tame to
commemorate the Holy Year. He
expressed his firm desire that the

. haps utter a silent prayer. Passengers
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new statue would seive as an “gugo-

tinua a dominare sulte ment ¢ pef
cuord dei Maltesi”?

Although things took off rather
late (as often happens in Malta),

things starred to happen surprisingly’

guickly. The statue of the Redeemer
was commuissioned in Rome at the
workshops of Rosa Zanazio & Co.f
Tt was to be a replica of 2 statue pre-
pared a year earlier, on the San
Giuligno Hill in Caltanissetta, Sicily.
The statue, I5 fest high, was
designed by Emesto Basile and was
cast by the Fratelli Mercatoli.”

Iris also amaring how quickly the
starle was completed. Tt artived in
Grand Harbour on August 20, 1901,
on board. the steamship Enna,
belonging - to the Compagnia

Gengerale Italiana. Michael Galea

describes the journey of the new
statue to Tal-Virth. It was placed
securely on 2 cart which was drawn
by eight horses® {eight oxen, accord-
ing to another source!®). A detach-
ment of soidiers from the Roval
Malta Artillery under the command
of Lientenant Carbonaro accompa-
nied the statue.

he organising commitiee had

decided to place the stawe on

the top of the rotunda of Santz
Marija tal-Virth. In fact, the lantern
crowning the 1731 dome was re-
moved to make room for the new
statue. '

The commites's decision was
endoubtedly motivated by devo-
tional considerations. Peopie on
their way to Rabat from Valletta,
Slgglewx. Zebbug, Masta and other
villages would immediately notice
the statue of the Redeemer and per-

on the trajn from Valleltz to Rabat
would not fail to observe the con-
spicucus statue on the dome.

Howeyer, Buhagiar toncludes:
that. the committee’s decislon;
peilidng “taken with muek re-
ligicus fervour, would in'the.
leng rin turn out to be a blur
der for both agsthetic as. well:
as. for architectural/structu
reasons; | as we shall see.

The iauguration cereni
oy was héld 9z Sunda)
September 22, a little mo,
than a month after the
statue's arrival fro
Ttaly.. The orgadising
committes  did s
utinost to make the
event a truly memorable
one: On the days preced
ing the celebration; spe-
cial religious functions
were organiséd. Three
renowned preachers deliv- 9
ered sermons during a
tridunm: Fr Luigi Attard, j
QFM, Fr Lorenzo Carrana,
QP, and Fr Paolo Gauei.
On the first and third day |
of the tridnym, Mgr
Salvatore Grach
presided over the |
liturgy, whereas on
the second day, it
was the Vicar-
General, Bishop
Salvatore Gaffiero. On September
21, eve of the great day, a large
gathéring for children was organ-
ised. The Dean of the Cathedral
Chapter, Mgr. Vincenzo Vassallo,
celebrated Mass and explained the
51g,mficance of the following day’s
events.!

Early on Sunday moming, crowds
started flocking te Tal-Viri,
Pilgrims from all over the island
arrived either on foot, or on donkey,
or by train {which zan from Valletta
‘10 Rabat) which ma.de extra {rips.
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THE STATUE of
Christ the
Fedeamer at the
Archbishop's
Seminary (Photor
Dunstan Xuergh)

chanted. On arpiving at the Santa
Marija church, Bishop Pace, assisted
by two canans of the diocesan chap-
ter (Mgr Lujgi Farrugia and Mgr
Laca Zammu) celebrated Mass.'?
The weather also played its part.
Late in the morning, a violent wind
howled and the large number of pil-
grims had to seek refuge. Most of
the decorations put up for the
solemn inanguraton were darnaged.
However, catly in the afternoon, the
wind calmed down and it was fine
again

he afternoon, another solchrng_
gm-g ge left Saqgajja and idchied
2 wards Fals . M.
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SEMINAHIANS welcormg the restored statue on its arrival at the Serrunary

at Takvira, RabaL in November 1954

Sebastian, on Boschetto Road, not
far from the road to Tal-Virel, the
Cathedral Chapter- and bwhops
joined in: Bishop Pace, the Vigar
General, Bishop Gaffiero, and.the
bishop of Goze, M%r Glovanm
Maria Camilleri, OSA.M
Many digmtanes were prcscm
and a ldrge crowd of the Faithful wit-
nessed the historic event, According
to one source, there were 9,000 pil-
grims,'¥ whereas the newspaper
Mairta referred to a crowd . of
© 40,000.'% All parish priests were
present. .
“The renowned orator Judge Paolo
- De Bono (1848+1906} delivered 2
marvellous spéech. In his biography
of the famous jurist, Fr Calleja (who
passed away recently) wrote: “De

Bono's Christian convictions were -

not moulded by pietism or theologi-
cal formulas. They sprang, rather,

- from his litellectnal frame of mind.

. combined ‘with the belief... that
these higher'moral and ethical prin-
were the hedrock on which
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the Christian religion.rested... De
Bono neyer hesitated to give pubhc
vent tH his Christian creds.”!”

The blessing and inauguration of
the statue of the Redeemer on top of
the Santa Marija tal-Virth church
was 0 be immortalised by the
poems which were read out on that
glorious September day. The talent
of men such as Canon Aloisio

Farrugia, Fr Paole Gaunci, Fr.

Carmelo Psaila (Dun Karmi, the
national poet, then only 30 years
old), Alberto Cesarec and Guza
Muscat Azzopardi, was much appre-

with an inscription commemorating
the celebratjon, were fixed on either

side of the wesdt door of the.

church.!?

Mgr 5. Gréch, a member of the
organising committee, made, a short
speech and symbohca.lly preseated

the statue to the bishop; Bishop Pacs .
th " aremarkable” spectacle whichi bore

replied by pfais ea'of eré

ing the statwé, “a’pérmanent monu- -

ment to the faith of the-Maliese and

clated. Two large marble slabs, each -

statted to be’ “celebrated every year,

. The placing ¢

| compromise;

AHCHBISHOP JOSERH MEHC[ECA atthe. blesslng and remauguranon of the statue, December 1984

their love for Christ the Redeemer”,
could not havé been nobler and hap-
p]er

. Afterwards B1sh0p Pace blessed
the statue and consecrated the cross
embraced by the Redeemer. The,
three bishops and-the prelates who
were present venerated the cross.
The statue. was then hoisted to its
prepared position on the ratunda.

As this-was carried out, church

‘bells pealed cver the island, and

petards and fire-crackers were let
off.*® The bands played the Papal
hymn, and the crowd erupted into 2n
applavse and shouted “Viva Kristu
Rédentur!”The La Valette Band’s

boys’ choir sang,
" Bishop Pace then emered the"

church where the Biessed Sacrament
had been expgsed for adoration.

Eucharistié: blessing was then
imparted from the church’s main
door, while the thousends of people
present raised candles. Tt was indsed,

witness - tc the genaine faith of Lhe,
Maltese.

The acconnt books regarding Tal-
b chuirch, keptin the archives of

StPaul’s parish, Rabar, reveal that a

feast in honour of the Redeemer

a celebrauon which eventually died

it was declared unsafe.

. ith regard to tl-:e statue’s
positicning atop the rotuo-
. da, where it stayed for 34,

uhaglar correctly remarks:

Gt somé 30 years.latet when the .
Tal-Virth hurch was closed bccause

pedes:al o Nuvember

was to suffer a humiliating period in
its history: The cross, ‘borne by the
Redeemer in his left hand, and the
aureola went missing.

Evenmal]y, in 1984, ﬂn’ough the

initiative and co-operatiosn of . Mer |

Lawrence Gatt, then Rector of the
Seminary at Tal-Virtd, and the

Rabdt .collegiate chapter, as well as

through the financial assistance of
NSTF {Student Travel Foundation),
the rusty statue was brought down
from the pedestal which had been its
resting place for 49 vears. It was
sand-blasted and repaired by Cassar
& Cassar Co, N

¢ Gino Gauel was invelved in
the restoration of the cross, in
fixing the inscription™ add the

" aureola, The statue was returned to its .

former glory, -
I still recall when, a5 a student at
the Major Semihary, I-wimessed the

- arrival of ghie state on November 2,
- 1984 on a large trailér-cum-crane

(owned by Sartard Co.} which found

it very difficult to manceuvre itself - f
;. on Qeteber 29,2000 at the conglu=:
sion of an Qpen Ddy. held at the ..
-Seminaty: After. deacon Joseph i

througt: the Scmma.ry entrance: .

In thé meantime, during the Jaté- -

summer.of 1984; while the statue was

‘being. restared, the, peidestal outside .
. Santa Marfja tal- Vit churdh was dig-
maiitléd by stone-masons; 16d by Pail. 7
-Jubile®s hymri was seng in. Maltese— 3

Buhagiar, and carefully rebuilt within

the Selmnary graunds, close to the
.main enirance. The jhole operation
‘Hadl bgen under the supervision of

architect Joseph Barg Costanzi.
After the statue was placed on is.
A

1 was.

biessad by Archb:shbp .Toseph
Mercieca on December 23, 1984
and a soirée was organised in the
Seminary chapel for the occasion. |
After a welcome speech by Mgr
Lawrence Gartt, the Seminary choir
led by Mre Albert Borg, OSA, sang
Adoramus, composed by Borg him- -
self. Dr Mario Buhagiar delivered a
commemorative -address on Tal-
Virtd church and the statue, while

"Chey, P, Vagsallo, fortner Director

of Education read the poem A Cristo
Redentore, written by his gredt-
uzncle, Dun Karm. The choir then
sang C. Casciolini's Christus factas
est, which was followed b 2; aspeech
by Archbishop Mercieca,

The statne again underwent res-
toration and rep:untmg in October
1999,% theough the timely efforts of

- three seminarians, David Muscat,

Charles Cini and Louis Farrugia.
An inscription fixed to the pede-
stal beneath the 3

iee was unveiled by the Seminary
Rector, Fr Joseph Mifsud Bonnic,

Cilia fead out a.prayer He Had.
‘ted, a. specm.l .Tubz]ee flame was 1it,- -
as Boy Seoiuts sounded & fanfa.re the,

The “perpetual” flame, in front of°
the- Radeemer s statue,.seeks to-be g -
continuation and a humble reriinder’
of the blazing hearis and. the ardert;

- fdith of our fcrcfathers Ve:erum_

excmp}af '

ccumbersome stat-
g 6 o baroqué dome it ihe place.
of an elegast [ahtern  that had been
purposely designed to give the right

- climax to the architecture was not,

on aesthelic iderations, a happy
“was-zlso an engi-
neering blunder.

“The. fabfic. of the church, weak-
ehed by
not sufficient strong to support the
457 mehigh statue and {he stess sdon
became apparent. On September 18,
1923 another earthquaks caused
alarming cracks in. the masonry,
Repair works were immediately
undertaken, but the church remained
structurally unsafe and Bishop Mauro
Carnana ordered its closure.”"??

The statue of the Redeemer,
raised atop the Tal-Virtl rotunda
with great pomp in 1901, was qui-
etly brought down in Scptembcr
1933, and placed on a specially-con-
structed pedestal, not far from the

footpath leading to the church. -
receipt (dated Sep-©

According to a
tember 29, 1935) conserved in the
Rabat parish archives, the expenses

task amounted to £27-145,27 -
Exposid to the eleménts and to
other unfortunate siwations, the stat-
ug, the glory. of Christian Malta in
the first years of the 20th century.,

paid to Salvatoie Saplal’lD for the. .

succession of tremors, was’
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