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Seminar on Melchiorre Cafa 
Maltese genius of the Roman baroque 
On 25 October 2003, a day seminar on the Maltese sculptor 
Melchiorre Cafa was held at the Aula Magna of the Old 
University in Valletta. Or Ray Bond in, Executive Coordinator 
of the Valletta Rehabilitation Project, opened the event by 
proposing that the statue of St. Paul by Melchiorre Cafa 
and the procession of St. Paul should form part of a trans­
boundary nomination to UNESCO for World Heritage 
status. 

Or Keith Sciberras (University of Malta) chaired the 
morning session, which began with a paper by Or Jennifer 
Montagu (Warburg Institute, London) discussing Melchiorre 
Cafa's models for Ercole Ferrata, followed by Dott. Maria 
Giulia Barberini (Museo di PaltWJJ Vmrzia, Rome) and Oott. 
Angela Cipriani (Accademia di Stm Luca) who gave a joint 
paper entitled 'Fortur~a Critial. Dott. Elena Di Gioia (Museo 
Capitolim) gave a paper titled 'Chi non rsc.e talvo/ta dal/a rrgo!a 
r10 la paJsa mai. Mdcbiorre Cafo e la smltura a Roma tra il 
1657 e i/1667: a!mni problemi aperti'. Professor Louise Rice 
(University of New York) spoke of 'Cafa's Conclusion', 
while Dott Alessandra Anselmi (University of Cosenza) 
examined Cata and Santa Rosa. 

The second session was chaired by art historian Professor 
Mario Buhagiar (University of Malta), and began with a 
paper by the art historian Or Gerhard Bissell entitled 
'Melchiorre Cafa at S.Caterina a Magnanapoli', continuing 
with Or Keith Sciberras who discussed Melchiorre Cafa and 
the Knights of Malta. Mgr John Azzopardi (Wignacourt 

Museum, Rabat) spoke ofMelchiorre Cafa and the Grotto 
of St. Paul, whereas conservator Oott. Same Guido's paper 
was entitled 'La trmica delle are di Cafo'. 

Mtlcbiorrr Cajl1, St. Tbomt/S of Villti/IO'lltl distributing alms, N11tionlll 
Mustum of Pint Art.~ Val!tlltl, Ma/Ui. 

Exhibition of works by Maltese sculptor Melchiorre Cafa 
A specialized exhibition of works by Maltese sculptor 
Melchiorre Cafa. recognized internationally as one of 
the great masters of Roman baroque, was held at the 
National Museum of Fine Arts in Valletta in November. 
entitled Melchiorre CafO - Maltese Genius of the Roman 
Baroque. 

The highlight of the exhibition was an oil lamp designed 
by Cafa and made in Rome on commission by Donna 
Cosmana Navarra of Rabat in 1666. The exquisite silver 
and bronze lamp hangs in the side chapel dedicated to St. 
Anthony at the parish church of St. Paul in Rabat. The 
exhibits also included the terracotta model ofT/)( Chari~y 
of St. T!JOmas of Villanova, an excellent example of Cafa's 
inventiveness which made him one of the most respected 
artists of his time in Rome. The exhibition was set up by 
Heritage Malta and curated by baroque historian Or Keith 
Sciberras (University of Malta). 

"Cafa became so famous and his inventive capabilities 
were so great that he attracted commissions from the most 
important patrons. His legacy has been recaptured in the 
twentieth century", said Or Sciberras. Cafa was born in 
Vittoriosa in 1636 and died at the young age of 31. Like 
many other artists of the time, Cafa was attracted to Rome 
as a centre of artistic activity. Aged 22, he left Malta for 
Rome where he spent the rest of his short working life. 

Cafa may have died after a piece of a life-size model of St. 
John the Baptist fell on him, however the cause of his death 
is not firmly established. 

The exhibition included models of marble statues located 
in Rome. The wax relief of Tbe GIOI)' of St. Catberinr ofSima 
was made as a sketch model for the marble altar relief of 
St. Catherine in the chu rch of Stt1 Catrrina in Magnapoli. 
The tcrracolla model of the Charity of St. T!JomaJ was made 
for the marble group of the church of S. Agostino, and was 
commissioned by Prince Camillo Pamphilij in 1663. Cafa 
only managed to complete the statue of St. Thomas before 
his death. The rest of the group was eventually completed 
by Ercole Ferrata, Cafa's close collaborator and friend in 
Rome. 

The exhibition also contained two wax figures of martyr 
saints. These models were pigmcnted, a process which 
resulted in the loss of a substantial amount of detail. The 
purpose of these models is not known, although they may 
have been made for the colonnade of St. Peter's in Rome. 
Cafa was one of the sculptors shortlisted for part of the 
project months before he died. Works securely attributed 
to Cafa included the statue of St. Paul at St. Paul Shipwrecked 
church in Valletta, and the Virgin of the Rosary at the 
Dominican Priory church in Rabat. The marble statue of 
St. Paul in St. Paul's Grotto in Rabat was completed by 
Ferrata after Cafa's death . 
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Model of the Wignacourt Museum in Rabat 
On 19 December 2003 a presentation was hosted at 
the Wignacourt Museum in Rabat, former residence 
belonging to the Order of St. John. Mgr John 
Azzopardi, curator of the Museum, opened the evening 
by highlighting the importance of this fine baroque 
building within the Pauline complex. Professor Denis 
De Lucca, Director of the International Institute for 
Baroque Studies, presented an architectural model of 
the complex to the Museum, constructed in connection 
with the preparation of a MA dissertation entitled T/;e 
Wignacourt Collegio- t/;e Anatomy ofBaroque Building 
in Malta, recently completed by architect Monica 
Audrey Ga lea as a student of the Institute. 

Ms Galea explained how the analysis of documented 
interventions in the building brought to light a number 
of interesting observations about the history and 
architectural development of the building. A copy of 
the work was donated to the Museum and may be 

viewed in the new Rabatensia, a themed library that 
will soon be housed in the Wignacourt Museum. 

Baroque workshop in Sicily 
In December 2003 Professor Denis De Lucca, Director 
of the International Institute for Baroque Studies, was 
invited to lecture on the teaching and research activities 
of the Institute at an international course on the 
baroque architecture of the Va! di Noto, Sicily, held 
under the auspices of the Centro l77Lernaziona!e di Studi 
sui Barorco and the recently established architecture 
faculty of the University of Catania, both based in 
Syracuse. 

ln his presentation, Professor De Lucca described 
the three courses run by the Institute, leading to a 
certificate, diploma or MA degree in baroque studies. 
He also outlined the results of recent and ongoing 
research projects carried out by research assistants and 
students of the Institute. 

Professor De Lucca presented copies of various 
publications to the reference library of the Syracuse 
centre, including two books about the baroque military 
architects Vertova and Mondion published under the 

auspices of the Institute, a copy of the annual newsletter 
published by the Institute in conjunction with the 
Baroque Routes Network of the Council of Europe, 
and copies of the first volume of the journal of Baroque 
Studies. Important contacts were also established with 
leading academics in Italy concerned with architectural 
and artistic studies and focusing on the baroque period. 

Professor De Lucca stated that at the workshop he 
held very fruitful discussions with Professor Marcello 
Fagiolo of La Sapienza University in Rome, one of 
Italy's leading academics in baroque architecture, with 
the aim of doing collaborative research work leading 
to joint publications. 

He added that another important outcome of the 
Syracuse meeting will be the organization of a workshop 
for students of baroque studies and architecture, focusing 
on important baroque buildings and the restoration 
of sites in southeastern Sicily. 

HSBC supports studies on the baroque heritage 
HSBC Bank Malta plc is helping the International 
Institute for Baroque Studies to set up a resource centre 
with a reference library for research purposes. A 
donation was presented to Professor Denis De Lucca, 
director of the Institute, by Mr Emanuel Sammut, 
Head of HSBC's Home Loans Division. 

"HSBC's Home Loans Division inevitably has a 
great deal of contact with graduates. This strong 
relationship between the bank and professionals, 
particularly architects concerned with the study and 
conservation of the baroque heritage, gives HSBC a 

very clear appreciation of the importance of providing 
students with the best possible resources during their 
studies", said Mr Sammut. 

Around forty students are currently studying at the 
Institute, but the new faci lity will also be used by a 
further 250 students studying the history of architecture 
in the Department of Architecture and Urban Design. 
The funds donated by HSBC will help the Institute 
purchase reference works, particularly on the 
architecture, art and urban ism of sixteenth-, seventeenth­
and eighteenth-century Europe. 
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Cultural links between Rhodes and Malta 
A team of Maltese and Greek experts in the fields of 
art, architecture and conservation recently met in 
Rhodes to discuss the cultural links between Rhodes 
and Malta. This was the first time that a team of 
scholars from the two islands met to share 
information. The one-day meeting was held in the 
splendid Grand Master's palace in the medieval town 
of Rhodes. 

The meeting was chaired by Or Ray Bondin of the 
Valletta Rehabilitation Project, who introduced the 
talks by emphasising the close links that exist between 
Malta and Rhodes through the presence of the Knights 
of St. John on both islands. He augured that this 
should be the first step in establishing further cultural 
links. Lea Miniades, deputy mayor of Rhodes, stated 
that the municipality of Rhodes welcomed the proposals 
put forward by Or Bondin, and that she intended to 
continue to collaborate not only on an academic and 
research level but also through o ther links. 

Professor Anthony Lultrell gave the first presentation 
and took the occasion to launch his new publication, 
Tbe Town of Rhodes 1306-1356. His keynote speech 
concentrated on the move of the Knights to Malta. 
I le appealed for the preventive conservation of the 
documents from Rhodes currently preserved in the 
Na.ti~nal Archives of Malta, and stressed the importance 
of JOtnt research ventures between the two islands. He 
also spoke about the current inadequate system of 
manuscript retrieval in Maltese archives, making research 
an expensive and arduous exercise. 

Professor Mario Buhagiar gave a paper entitled "The 
Rho~ia.n Tr~asure of the Hospitaller Knights in Malta", 
providmg Important information on a sample of 
precious artefacts belonging to the Conventual Church 
of St. John in Valletta, the Cathedral Museum of 
Mdina, and the Collegiate Church of St. Lawrence at 
Birgu, that the Knights brought over from Rhodes. 
He stated that these bear testimony to the sophisticated 
patronage patterns that existed in the sixteenth century. 
I le also highlighted the need for an orchestrated 
programme of cultural collaboration between the two 
islands. 

Professor Oenis De Lucca discussed the publication 
A Description of Baroque Malta by Albert Jouvin de 
Rochefort, which provides a large amount of detail 
about the architecture and other elements of baroque 
Malta. Or Keith Sciberras presented a paper entitled 
"A Rhodian Relic in a Baroque Macchina", which 
highlighted the concept of continuity between Rhodes 
and Malta as perceived through the evolution of artistic 
ex~ression. He. discussed in some detail the important 
rel1c of the nght hand of St. John the Baptist. 

A section of the seminar concentrated on the 
development of fortifications between Rhodes and 
Malta through Italy. An expert from Rhodes and one 
rom Naples described the development of the bastion 
system, while Stephen Spiteri discussed how Rhodian 

military architecture reflected that of Malta. Mr Spiteri 
portrayed the Maltese fortifications as a reflection of 
a technical revolution brought about by gunpowder 
artillery. 

Other Rhodian scholars highlighted the integrated 
conservation approach being adopted in Rhodes. 
Although the historic strata of the town of Rhodes are 
different from those of Yalletta, all case studies refer 
to the common problems in the preservation of urban 
fabric - the economic, social and urban pressures 
caused ?Y disinteg.ration of social cohesion, overgrowth 
of tounsm and leisure, low standards of living and the 
difficulties of architectural conservation. These points 
were also highlighted by Or Ray Bondin, who spoke 
of the work done over the past fifteen years by the 
Valletta Rehabilitation Project, and emphasised the 
problems that still persist in Valletta. He showed 
appreciation for the work that had been done on the 
fortification system in Rhodes, and lamented the state 
of the fortifications in Yalletta, particularly at Fort St. 
Elmo. He stated that while <1 lot has been carried out 
to save and conserve buildings and artefacts in Valletta, 
much work still remains to be done. 

The day was concluded with the signing of a protocol 
of c.ooperation between the city of Rhodes, represented 
by 1ts Mayor Or George Giannopulos, and Valletta, 
als~ represe11:ted by its Mayor Or Paul Borg Olivier, 
which established further collaboration between the 
~o cities. The Maltese delegation left Rhodes highly 
1mpressed by the regeneration and rehabilitation work 
being carried out. Most of the buildings are in a very 
good state of conservation and the streets are well 
paved. While the effects of tourism could not be missed 
generally speaking the image the town portrayed wa~ 
very positive. 

The meeting was financed by the European Union, 
and was held on the initiative of Or Ray Bondin and 
Lea Miniadis. It was well attended and received good 
coverage from the local media. 
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Multimedia presentation on the military architecture of baroque Malta 

In May 2004, the International Institute for Baroque 
Studies collaborated with the organising committee of 
Malta's EU accession celebrations to set up a twenty­
minute multimedia presentation in the courtyard of 
the Manoel Theatre in Valletta. The show was prepared 
by two research associates of the Institute, Herman n 
Bonnici and Stephen Spiteri, and focused on the many 
military architects who were brought over by the 
Knights of St. John to consolidate their hold on Malta 
by offering advice on the building of the immensely 
powerful fortifications that were needed to prevent 
Malta from falling into the hands of the Turks, and 
to provide employment to the Maltese. 

It was their close connections with all the major 
European states, particularly with the Italian states, 
with France and with Spain, that enabled the Grand 
Masters of the Order to bring these military architects 
over to Malta. It was through their activity in Malta 
that the final result- the superb fortified towns of 
the Grand Harbour area- represents the summation 
of the major European schools of teaching and practice 
about military architecture, spearheaded by that other 
eminently international organisation - the Jesuits, 

Recent publications 
of interest 

Q_uentin Hughes & Conrad Thake. Malta 
the Baroque Island. Midsea Books, Malta: 
2003, pp.228. 
An illustrated survey of Malta's baroque civil and 
military architecture that considers the work of 
both local and foreign architects in Malta, such 
as Francesco Buooamici and Lorenzo Gafa. 

Cynthia de Giorgio. The Image ofTriumpb 
and tbe Knigbts of Malta. Malta: 2004, 
pp.l78. 
A study of the symbolic visual expression of 
triumph by the Knights of Malta during the 
baroque period, exploring the imagery used in 
various art forms including architecture, sculpture, 
painting and tapestry. 

founded by Ignatius ofLoyola. 
According to Professor Denis De Lucca, who spoke 

at the inauguration of the presentation by the Minister 
ofTourism and Culture, Or Francis Zammit Dimech, 
it was the Jesuits who first applied their advanced 
knowledge of mathematics to diffuse teaching about 
military architecture to everybody that mattered in 
European baroque society, through their famous 
colleges. This explains the beautiful architectural 
geometry of all fortified towns in Europe in the baroque 
age which, like Valletta, Cottonera and Mdina, used 
a common language of European military design and 
execution that transcended contemporary frontiers. 

Baroque Malta was the only place in the world 
where important citizens from all Europe of the 
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, lived 
together without the experience of frontiers, using a 
common language, practising a common creed and 
using a common currency. Baroque Malta represented 
a rare example in human history of a united Europe, 
used by the Pope in Rome not only to stop the advance 
of the Turks but also to project the image of a united 
Catholic Europe. 

Study tour to Versailles 
The International Institute for Baroque Studies and 
the Department of Architecture and Urban Design at 
the University of Malta jointly organised a very 
successful study tour to Versailles in November 2003. 
The objective of the trip was to familiarise students 
following the BE&A (Hons), the MA in Baroque 
Studies, and the Diploma in Architecture courses with 
the exterior and interior design of the foremost Baroque 
palace in Europe built by King Louis XIV of France. 
The students also viewed the beautifully landscaped 
gardens of the palace designed by Andre Le Note. 

Another highlight of the trip to France was a visit 
to Paris, beginning with a coach tour visiting principal 
urban spaces of the city - the Champs Elysees, the 
Opera, the Louvre, the University of the Sorbonne, 
and the Pantheon. This was followed by a visit to the 
twelfth-century gothic cathedral of Notre Dame. The 
students were also shown the Georges-Pompidou centre 
designed by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, and the 
Louvre glass pyramid des igned by ].M . Pei, two 
important landmarks in the history of modern 
architecture. The excursion ended with an evening 
boat trip on the river Seine, past the illuminated 
splendour of the principal medieval, baroque and 
nineteenth-century buildings of Paris. 

The students were accompanied by Professor Denis 
De Lucca, Or Joseph H. Spiteri, architect Carmel 
Cacopardo, architect Shirley Cefai, and the painter 
Alfred Chircop. The trip was sponsored by Vassallo 
Builders and the Corinthia Group of Companies. 
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Denis De Lucca. Mondion. The achievement of 
a French military engineer working in Malta in 
the early eighteenth century. Malta: 2003, 
pp.viii+86. 

In February 1715, the 34-year-old French military 
engineer Charles Franc;:ois de Mondion arrived in 
Malta, as deputy head of French military mission 
headed by Rene Jacob de Tigne. Having been described 
to Grand Master Raman Perellos as a brilliant young 
military engineer who had studied under the great 
Vauban, he was to give his opinion regarding the 
strengthening of the Floriana covered way and glacis 
and the Santa Margherita outworks. 

Thus starts the connection with Malta of an architect 
and military engineer who was to leave his imprint in 
a number of landmark buildings mostly during the 
magistracy of Antonio Manoel de Vilhena. Mondion 
would spend most of his remaining years in Malta 
where he died in 1633. 

Denis De Lucca's monograph about this important 
military engineer is the first full- length study about 
him. Even though it seems to be quite difficult to get 
plentiful biographical details, the author has still 
managed to offer an interesting assessment in what is 
a very beautifully produced book. Moreover, a couple 
of the appendices consist of contemporaty descriptions 
of the island's actual and proposed fortifications that 
scholars of military architecture will deem invaluable. 

Tigne left soon afterwards but Mondion was granted 
leave of absence to enable him to stay on the island 
where he worked on the Floriana landfront turning it 
into what Tigne himself described as as "one of the 
most beautiful and feared in Europe". Tigne also 
lauded Mondion 's "ability and intelligence". 

Mondion identified the weak points in the 
Marsamxett harbour and proposed the fortification 
of L 'fzolelfo (Manoel Island) and Dragut Point (Tigne 
Point). In later years Mondion would link his name 
to the fortifications ofManoel Island. 

Mondion was also involved in other works until 
1722 when a great admirer of his skills, Antonio 
Manoel, became Grand Master and his outstanding 
maecenas. In 1718 he submitted plans for an extension 
of Cospicua and improvements in the coastal 
fortifications in accordance with the changing strategic 
vision of the island' s defence by the Order. 

Like so many visitors to the island, Mondion seems 
to have fallen in love with the island and strove to be 
allowed to stay on indefinitely. Ambassador de Mesmes 
wrote to Manoel from Paris that Mondion preferred 
to be in Malta "to all the glory and rewards which he 
had good reason to expect in view of his ability and 
good service". 

In the first years of Manoel's magistracy, Mondion 
was entrusted with at least seven major projects which 
included the preparation of site plans, design drawings 
and detail sheets and the actual execution of the new 
fort on L'Izoletto. The plans included a novel idea its 
raised parade ground and its symmetrically-located 
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bomb-proof magazines. Another feature was the chapel 
dedicated to St. Anthony ofPadua, the Grand Master's 
patron saint, and which would become the French 
engineer's final resting place. Ruined by bombs in the 
war, the church for many years was also the victim of 
super-efficient modern Vandals. The on-going 
restoration at the fort will, one hopes, bring back the 
fort's former glory and that the church will rise phoenix­
like from the rubble to grace the harbour. 

Another project was the building of the new suburb 
ofFloriana, more or less on the lines set out by Count 
Valperga. Mondion's plans included a design for Porte 
des Bombes, a spacious parade ground and a fountain. 
Beyond the harbour area, Mondion was employed in 
the baroque revival ofMdina following the disastrous 
earthquake of 1693. Mdina was effectively to become 
Mondion's city. Many of the noble buildings and 
structures bear testimony to his skills and vision. The 
main gate, the magisterial palace, the municipal palace 
and Greek's Gate are some of these works which any 
visitor to Mdina just cannot escape. De Lucca also 
suggests that Mondion "was actively involved in the 
design and building of the Bishop's seminary." 

Even Gozo was to receive Mondion's attention. 
His works included the rebuilding of the Banca Guiratale 
which would be changed somewhat in following years 
and an abortive project for the building of an alternative 
city within Fort Chambray. Mondion was also lucky 
in having among his assistants Romano Fortunate 
Carapecchia who had been trained in the Accademia 
di San Luca and the able Maltese capomastro Francesco 
Zerafa. Yet there can be little doubt that he was 
instrumental in French concepts of baroque architecture, 
in spite of the fact that he does not seem to have had 
any formal training in architecture, but which he saw 
as an extension of his training as an engineer. 

Mondion died of a heart attack at 4.30 am on 
Christmas Day 1733 and was buried in the crypt of 
the Fort Manoel church. The tombstone has since 
been destroyed but like most architects, Mondion does 
not really need one. One has only to look around to 
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see the results of his genius. 
De Lucca's book is lavishly iUustrated with many 

excellent photographs, contemporary plans, and 
diagrams by Malta's foremost military illustrator, 
Stephen Spiteri. All of those complement the text 
admirably while Spiteri's diagrams are invaluable since 
they give an excellent idea of the fortifications before 
we did our successful best to ruin most of them. Of 
great importance to the student of fortifications in 
Malta are the appendices in the book. One of them, 
written in 1717 by an anonymous Frenchman, gives 
a succinct history of the Order's fortifications in Malta 
which was possibly written to put the newly-arrived 
Tigne and Mondion in the picture. One of the 
manuscripts at our National Library, the document is 
presented in a free translation. 

Another appendix consists of the report by Tigne 

Baroque Routes 

completed in 1715. Entitled Discours genua/ sur le 
fortifications de Malteet ce qui reste a faire pour le mettre 
en estat d'une bonne deffance, it is also found in the 
National Library. It is a very exhaustive report which 
provided Mondion with a sort of blueprint of the 
works he was to undertake in the island. The third 
appendix is Mondion's own report written in 1715 
which stresses the importance of the fort on L 'lzoletlo, 
which would make up for the weakness of the northern 
side ofValletta. It is also to be found in our National 
Library. 

Louis J. Scerri 

This rtview first appeared in the Sunday Times of Malta 
( 25 MaJ' 2003), p.Jl. 

Launch of the first volume of the Journal of Baroque Studies 
In November 2003, the International Institute for 
Baroque Studies launched the first volume of its journal 
of Baroque Studies at St. James Cavalier Centre for 
Creativity. This first issue contained papers presented 
at a seminar entitled 'Triumph over Death- a Baroque 
Celebration', organised in conjunction with tl1e Manoel 
Theatre Baroque Festival in which took place in May 
2003. The journal is edited by Or Petra Bianchi, and 
sponsored by the University of Malta, the Malta 
Tourism Authority, and Chev. Roger de Gio rgio. 

During the launch the volume was introduced by 
the authors of the collected papers. Professor Denis 
De Lucca introduced the proceedings wiili an overview 
of the teaching and research activities of the Institute, 
which has around fifty students following its MA, 
diploma and certificate courses. He also gave a brief 
summary of his paper entitled "The Fesle Funebre of 
Baroque Europe", which focuses on the imaginative 
use of tl1e effimero by baroque architects in contemporary 
death rituals. 

The paper by Or Keith Sciberras deals with the 
monumental tombstones in the Conventual Church 
of St. John's in Valletta, while in her article architect 
Shirley Cefai describes the studies carried out by 
Institute on the Chapelle Ardente designed in 1726 by 
Romano Carapecchia. Mgr. John Azzopardi's 
contribution is entitled "Funerary Liturgical Rites and 
Baroque Music in ilie Mdina-Rabat Area in tl1e Sixteentl1 
and Early Seventeenth Centuries". 

The proceedings of the launch were concluded by 
Rev. Professor Peter Serracino Inglott, Chairman of 
the Board of the Institute, who discussed ilie theme of 
his contribution on "Philosophy and Death in the 
Baroque Age". He stressed the importance of 
publications like tl1is new journal of Baroque Studies for 
the Institute, which has been very active in the field 
of research since its foundation in 1996. He also 
mentioned the considerable contribution to the 

founding and activities of the Institute made by the 
late Dr Giovanni Mangion, to whose memory the first 
volume of the journal is dedicated. 

Professor De Lucca announced tl1at oilier publications 
planned by the Institute include a second volume of 
the journal of Baroque Studies and the next issue of the 
IIBS newsletter, published in conjunction with the 
Baroque Routes Network of the Council of Europe. 
The journal is available from Midsea Books Ltd, tel: 
21496911, and from leading bookstores. 
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Keith Sciberras, Roman Baroque Sculpture for 
the Knights of Malta, with a preface by Jennifer 
Montagu. Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti, Malta: 
2004: pp. 234 + XX. 

The scholarly signifi cance of this book is best 
appreciated if considered in the context of the research 
programme that the History of Art Programme at the 
University of Malta has on its academic agenda. The 
author is a senior lecturer and full-time member of 
staff on the Programme, who combines his research 
pursuits with a fu ll teaching schedule. 

The IconograpllJ' oftbeMaltese Islands, which I published 
in 1988, was a coherent first attempt at coming to 
terms with the history of the visual arts in Malta by 
providing a critical survey of painting in the 500 years 
between 1400 and 1900. 

The Introduction emphasised that the book was 
intended as a point of departure, and cautioned that 
new research would inevitably necessitate modifications 
and revisions. The ultimate desideratum was that it 
would serve as a stimulus for specialisations in the 
several historical art disciplines, and that future studies 
would, in due course, crystallise in a comprehensive 
scholarly history of art in Malta. Fourteen years later, 
this goal has not yet been attained, but appreciable 
progress has been made. 

The most significant step forward was the 
introduction of classes in the history and appreciation 
of art at the University of Malta, and the consequent 
fostering of a better concerted and more scholarly­
oriented research programme. This bold initiative, 
that I was asked to co-ordinate, started in the same 
year as the publication of the book, and was to some 
extent the result of its success. Over the years, it has 
matured into a History of Art Programme responsible 
for an area of study within the Faculty of Arts. 

The Programme offers courses at undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels, and has been instrumental in the 
training of scientifically well-prepared art historians 
and critics who now occupy key positions in the 
country's fine arts (and other cultural) institutions. 
The idea of History of Art as a cultural pastime that 
can be pursued by any suitably motivated dilettante 
or art collector has finally started to be discredited, 
and there is a better informed attitude to the subject 
as a rigorous academic discipline. 

The Programme has contacts of mutual academic 
collaboration with the History of Art departments of 
major universities and tine arts museums in Europe 
and North America, and has taken important initiatives 
in the protection and conservation of the Maltese 
artistic patrimony. Academic staff members sit on 
committees for international art exhibitions and 
colloquia and publish research papers in referred art 
historical journals and publications. 

The richness of the new data collected since 1988 
makes the time ripe for re-interpreting and rewriting 
the story of art in Malta in its wider Mediterranean 
and Western European contexts. Roman Baroque 
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Sculpture for the Knights of Malta is the first in a series 
of scholarly monographs that the Programme has on 
its agenda. It will be followed later on this year by an 
in-depth study on the art and architecture of late 
medieval Malta that I will be authoring and which will 
also be published by Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Ma!ti. 

What Or Sciberras has produced in the book is in 
many ways a unique academic achievement. As Or 
Jennifer Montagu, one of the most respected and 
internationally celebrated contemporary historians of 
Roman baroque art, has stressed in her preface, Or 
Sciberras has not only rewritten the history of Roman 
sculpture in Malta, but in so doing he has also broadened 
our knowledge of a significant aspect of the history of 
Roman baroque sculpture. He has done this by 
assiduously and intelligently taping the rich resources 
available in Maltese and foreign archives. 

This, coupled with his trained eye, has enabled him 
in "not only identifying and analysing a number of 
extremely ___ _ 
important 
sculptures, but 
also examining 
the ways in which 
t he y were 
commissioned." 
The book is in 
this way a 
landmark In 
Maltese art 
historical studies 
and one of the 
few works 
produced in 
Malta that can 
stand comparison 
with the best art 
historical studies 
produced 
elsewhere in the 
academic world. 
It is a credit to the author, to the institution that he 
represents, and to Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti that 
has been responsible for its publication. 

Or Sciberras is one of the first (and also outstanding) 
products of the History of Art courses that I pioneered 
at the University of Malta. The roots of the book are 
to be sought in the studies and research that he 
undertook, under my supervision, for his doctoral 
thesis in History of Art. He was the second PhD 
graduate of the Programme, the first being Or Marti na 
Caruana, currently head of Academic Studies at the 
Malta Restoration Institute, Bighi, whose studies, under 
my direction and that of Professor Anne Prache, were 
carried out jointly at the University of Malta and the 
University of Paris (Paris IV) Sorbonne. Her thesis 
on The Codex Evangeliorum Melitensis and Related Late 
Medie:val I!!uminated Manuscripts Produced in Sicily still 
awaits publication. I hope that Or Caruana will see 
to it in the near future because it is a valuable 
contribution to Maltese late medieval studies, 
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particularly the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 
Or Sciberras' book is destined to remain a standard 

work of reference for many years to come. A cursory 
look at his bibliography provides an idea of his extensive 
reading in both primary and secondary sources. 
Particularly valuable, and richly rewarding, was the 
work carried out at the archives of the Sovereign 
Military Order at the Magistral Palace in Via dei 
Condotti, Rome, where he received the generous assistance 
of the then Librarian and Keeper of Archives, Fra John 
Critien, whose invaluable help he gratefully 
acknowledges. 

Other important libraries outside Malta, the resources 
of which he perceptively tapped, included those of the 
Bibliotheca Herziana in Rome, the Warburg Institute 
in London, the Accademia di San Luca in Rome, the 
Archivio Storico del Vict1riato in Rome, theArd1ivio Doria 
Pamphili in Rome, the Archivio Storico delta Banca di 
Napoli, and several others. The list is truly impressive. 

The book considers in remarkable depth and detail 
the most exciting and richly rewarding period in the 
modem art history of Malta, from around the middle 
of the seventeenth century to the end of the eighteenth 
century, when under the culturally enlightened 
government of the Knights Hospitallers of St. John of 
Jerusalem, the little central Mediterranean archipelago 
developed into a microcosm of the Baroque art of 
Roman Catholic Europe. The benevolent despotism 
of the Grand Masters was crystallised in a discerning 
programme of artistic patronage that generally reflected 
remarkable connoisseurship. 

The city ofValletta in general, and the great church 
of St. John in particular, were transformed into a centre 
of artistic sophistication aptly described by Patrick 
Brydone who visited the islands on his Grand Tour in 
J 770, as "an epitome of all Europe". The acumen of 
the Knights' patronage is above all testified to by the 
choice of artists whom they enticed or sometimes 
coerced into their service, particularly in the decoration 
of the Conventual Church on which successive Grand 
Masters lavished their munificence. 

Only the best was acceptable and through their 
agents, particularly in Rome and Naples, the Knights 
kept themselves informed of the artistic situation. It 
was to their credit that the Conventual Church became 
one of the great showpieces reflecting the unsurpassed 
magnificenza of baroque Rome. Or Sciberras has 
demonstrated that, contrary to what has traditionally 
been maintained, the major infl uences that shaped the 
Baroque identity of Malta came from Rome rather 
than Naples. 

The alleged Neapolitan bias, to which I myself had 
previously subscribed, resulted from the predominant 
influence of Mattia Preti whose sparklingly brilliant 
palette, tactile qualities, and warm lyrical appeal had 
a conditioning effect on Malta. This should not 
however blur our judgement of the other developments 
in local art. 

Several artists who contributed to the glory of 
baroque Malta moved in the circles of Alessandro 
Algardi and Gian Lorenzo Bernini, the greatest 
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exponents of Roman high baroque sculpture who, 
although seemingly temperamentally and stylistically 
different from each other, shared a lot in common. 
The Knights tried to cajole both into their service. 

They were not very successful with Bernini, although 
a bronze crucifix on the choir altar of the Conventual 
Church might possibly have been cast from a model 
for one of the several altar sets produced by him and 
his bottega, sometimes in collaboration with other 
sculptors, such as Ercole Ferrata. When in the early 
spring of 1655 they approached him through their 
ambassador in Rome for a sculptural altarpiece of the 
baptism of Christ for the grand niche of the Conventual 
Church, he diplomatically refused. The work was, as 
a result, entrusted to Melchiorre Cafa. 

Cafa, on which Sciberras is currently preparing 
another major publication, is one of the great heroes 
of the book. Important new light is shed on the story 
of the commission, the untimely death of the great 
Maltese virtuoso, and the subsequent history of the 
project until its eventual realisation several years later 
by Giuseppe Mazzuoli. Of great interest to Maltese 
art history is the involvement ofMelchiorre's brother, 
the architect Lorenzo, both in the final preparations 
of the setting for the baptismal group and of the 
chancel altar. His artistic credentials are in this way 
appreciably enhanced. 

lv1any of the monuments discussed by Or Sciberras 
have recently been restored by Oott. Sante Guido and 
his highly qualified equip of professional conservators 
and restorers. There has been all along a salubrious 
relationship between the two, with Or Sciberras 
providing the correct historical context for conservation 
and restoration interventions, and Oott. Guido giving 
the scientific and technical advice that enhances the 
appreciation of the work of art. 

This collaboration has resu lted in the study and 
analysis of some of the great works discussed in the 
book, such as the Cbrist tbr Saviour by Alessandro 
Algardi, now in the Art Gallery of the Conventual 
Church, or the magnificent portrait bust of Pope 
Innocent XII, from the church of the Virgin ofVictories, 
that Or Sciberras has perceptively attributed to Giuseppe 
Mazzuoli. Both projects were made possible through 
the support and cooperation of the Valletta 
Rehabilitation Committee, and the enthusiasm of its 
coordinator Or Ray Bondin. 

Or Sciberras' commitment to research and scholarship 
has attracted international attention and he is acquiring 
recognition as a leading authority on baroque studies. 
Recently he has broadened his interests to include 

Caravaggio and he has been invited to sit on the 
organising committees of major exhibitions and 
scholarly fora on this great early sixteenth-century 
artist. 

The book under review will further enhance his 
academic reputation. It also provides us with a foretaste 
of his future achievements. 

Mario Buhagiar 
This review first appeared in the Sunday Times of Malta 
(2nd May 2004}, pp.32-33 

• 
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Melchiorre Gafcl's Discorso about the Designs and Models 

for the Main Altar of St John's Co-Cathedral, Vallettal 
Moira Pisani 

Melchiorre Gafa (1635-67) rose from humble beginnings 
to become one of the most gifted baroque sculptors.2 

Both locaP and international~ scholars have highlighted 
his artistic contributions. 

The earliest documented reference to Gafa as a 
sculptor records him as one of the four sculptors who 
accompanied Francesco Buonamici to Sicily to work 
on the chapel of the Blessed Sacrament in the Cathedral 
in Syracuse in 1651-52. He was particularly commended 
and was paid generously for having carved the twelve 
pulli and six heads of seraphim figures placed on the 
columns and the four larger puui placed on the portals 
leading to the two sacristies.5 In this document he is 
referred to as Marcello Caffa, aged sixteen.6 

Gafa left Malta in 16587 and later became pupil and 
assistant of Ercole Ferrata8

, a tutor who would have 
imparted technical knowledge but who was "infinitely 
less subtle" than he himself was.9 Rather than espousing 
Ferrata or Algardi's reserved classicism, Gafa was 
inspired by Bernini's flamboyance and use of mixed 
media: coloured marbles and gilded bronze together 
with white marble used to create "quasi-pictorial, 
visionary effects". 10 Yet his works have a unique and 
distinctive sensitivity. 

Gafa's Ecs!CIS)' of St. Catherine of Siena in Santa Caterina 
da Siena a Magnapoli in Rome, which was executed in 
1667, was probably the only project that was finished 
entirely by him before his death. 11 It amply illustrates 
how he combined Bernini's aesthetic qualities with his 
own fresh ideas, thereby establishing a bridge between 
high and late baroque sculpture. Gafa's other major 
works include three of the most characteristic late 
baroque sculptures: St. Rose of Lima (1665-69), in Sao 
Domengo, Lima, and St. TIJomas ofVillanova (1661-
68) in Sant' Agostino, Rome, which was completed by 
Ercole Ferrata. 

Other notable works include the bronze bust of 
Pope Alexander Vll, now in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York - of which another fine version exists 
in Siena Cathedral -and the marble relief of St. Eustace 
in tbe lion's den inS. Agnese in Agone, Rome. 12 Gafa also 
worked on the high altar in Santa M aria in Campitelli. u 
A particularly notable feature here is the bronze glory 
that clearly evokes the one in St. John's eo-Cathedral, 
Valletta. In Malta he is credited with two wooden 
processional statues -St. Paul in St. Paul Shipwrecked, 
Valletta, and The Madonna of the RosaTJI, in the 
Dominican church in Rabat. 14 

Gafa's productive years were all too few. His brilliant 
career was cut short by his untimely death in 1667, 

while working on the model for the centrepiece in the 
main apse of St. John's eo-Cathedral, Valletta. 15 

Gafa had been working in Rome when the Order 
requested him, through its Ambassador Fra Francisque 
de Seytres-Caumons, to provide designs for the high 
altar niche of the conventual church. The Ambassador 
boasted that he had paid him fifty doppe for work 
which was worth a hundred.16 Summoned by the Order, 
Gafa came to Malta and on 23 January the Grand 
Master ordered that consultation on the designs should 
be held between the Commissioners responsible for 
the embellishment of the church, Melchiorre Gafa, 
Mattia Preti ( 1613-99) who was in charge of the church 
decoration17

, and Mederico BlondeJI8 (1628-95), the 
Order's resident engineer. Their report was read out, 
discussed and accepted on 7 April 1666.19 They provide 
an important insight into the project that Gafa was 
commissioned to produce. It was to be executed abroad 
and Gafa had to construct full-scale day models, from 
which a mould could be created for the bronze figures 
together with a wooden full-scale niche. It was while 
Gafa was working on the clay models that he fell from 
a height, injured himself and died of fever a few days 
later. 20 

Following Gafa's death, the project was suspended 
and it was only on 24 November 1693 that the Grand 
Master and his Council approved the request made by 
the executors of Grand Master Carafa's will to devote 
his bequest of 7,000 scudi to the altar niche project. 
Following the deliberation of a number of plans, two 
of which had been drawn up in Rome by famous artists 
and one which had been presented by a Jesuit priest 
in Malta, the latter was chosen on 17 December 1695. 
This design included silver statues that were to be 
prepared in a local foundry and subsequently perfected 
by local artists. A large-scale model of this design was 
erected in St. John's but it failed to gamer support and 
on 2 June 1696 the Grand Master and Council ordered 
that it should be removed.21 

The choice then fell on Melchiorre's brother, Lorenzo. 
Lorenzo began his career as a stone carver, and in 1671 
he was describing himself as a scztltore but he forged a 
distinguished career as one of the most prolific architects 
on the island. He worked as a scalpeflino in the choir, 
main altar and reredos of various churches and worked 
as a capomastro, executing the designs of Francesco 
Buonamici, resident engineer from 1635 to 165922

, and 
Mederico Blonde!. He also designed several important 
churches and civil buildings among them the Palace 
of the General of the Galleys, Vittoriosa (before 1695); 
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Fig. I - St. John's Co-Cathtdra~ Valftlla - Navt 

the church and convent of Sta. Sco/astica, Vittoriosa 
{1679); the church of St. Lawrence, Vittoriosa (1681-
97); St. Nicholas, Siggiewi (1676-93); St. Peter Martyr, 
M'XIokk (1681); the dome of St. George, Qormi (1684); 
St Mary, Qrendi (1685-1712); Tal-Hlas, Qormi (1690); 
St. Catherine, Zejtun ( 1692-1778), the Cathedral, Mdina 
(1697-1702); and the Cathedral, Gozo (1697)_23 

On 23 June 1696, he was requested to prepare two 
models for the refurbishment of the choir area, one 
with the titular painting of St. John the Baptist and 
another that included statues. On 4 January 1697, the 
model with the statuary group was approved. However, 
two more years were to pass before more action was 
taken. Finally on 16 May 1699 Lorenzo was sent to 
Rome with plans to oversee the project since it was 
decided that work should be carried out abroad and 
notlocally.2

·' This included the cladding for the marble 
niche and its ornaments, the bronze glory, which was 
executed by Giovanni Giardini2>, the Vatican's chief 
metalworker, and the sculpture group that was executed 
by Giuseppe Mazzuoli (see fig.1). 26 

Giuseppe Mazzuoli (1644-1725) is said to have been 
Melchiorre Gafa's pupil, a fact that might have 
influenced his choice as sculptor.27 Mazzuoli, like his 
patrons the Chigi family originated from Siena where 
many of his works can be found.28 The details of both 
Gafa brothers' involvement in this project have been 
amply documented (AOM 264, 103r, 124v) but 
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Melchiorre remained a rather distant figure despite 
considerable interest in his work.29 

A document has now come to light that reveals 
some of Melchiorre Gafa's dedication, attentiveness 
and thoroughness.30 Here, in his own words, is none 
other than his discussion of the plans and models that 
he submitted for the project of St. John's altar niche. 
These models were sent from Rome together with this 
Discorso and a painting on September 1665 as transpires 
from correspondence between Ambassador Caumons, 
the Order's Ambassador to the Holy See, and Grand 
Master Nicholas Cotoner (1663-80): "leri fld irnbarcare 
a quest a ripa sopra una felucca per Messina i doi modelli 
Jatti da questo Architello e sadtore Maltese per cotes/a Altar 
maggiore, in due casse, e ne feci /ettera a/ Ric. Barone di 
Messina accib babbia C/fTtl di rewperarle e mandarle a 
Vostra Em. insieme con una scato/a !unga dentrovi un 
quadro che manda detto Maltese; da cui essendomi dato rm 
discorso sopra deui modelli e prezzi delle robbe con una 
lettera scritta da lui a V.E. ... ".11 

This document is not Gafa's original letter, which 
has not been traced, but a transcription copied into 
a ledger in the archives of the Order. 

Tramlation of tbe Discorso 
In the opening paragraph Gafa pays homage to the 
Ambassador to the Holy See who had contacted him 
in Rome to prepare models for the high altar as well 
as to the Grand Master who he has the privilege of 
serving. He speaks of his eagerness to serve the Order 
as well as his country and says that he has created two 
models for this purpose and notes that the model with 
the marble statues has the advantage of being more 
durable than a painting and thus will preserve the 
Grand Master's memory for posterity. 

The following paragraph discusses the space 
limitations posed not so much by the openings, the 
porticdle, created for the organs on either side of the 
choir, as by the fact that the apse painting - Mattia 
Preti's St]ohn, bolding tbe Order's standard, constrajned 
the height available. He had in any case decided that 
the porticelle had to be advanced forward by a palm 
and a half I believe this means that the bays that held 
the organs had to project further to provide more 
space for a deeper apse. This would allow him to raise 
the number of stairs in the choir to five because the 
present altar, with just three stairs, was deemed too 
low. However he had produced a modified design with 
four stairs in case the first proved to be inconvenient. 
These comments appear to refer to the design with the 
statues because he then goes on to talk about the model 
with the painting. 

M odel witb a painting as centrepiece 
Gafa states that this model differed completely, both 
in plan and ornament, from the other one: "L 'a/tro 
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modello l'ho Jatto p{erj if quadro, if qfuajle totalmente 
diverso di pianta e omam{en]to da/ primo".32 It was more 
spacious but not as magnificent. He had placed an 
ornament comprising a medallion supported by two 
small angels above and to one side of the organ 
openings. A bas-relief of the beheading of St. John or 
some other appropriate figure would be sculpted 
thereon. 

He had also placed the arms of the Religion 
accompanied by two pulli together with the Grand 
Master's coat-of-arms on the frontispiece above the 
arch in the central bay. This, he says, could be replaced 
by a painting if the medal motif did not meet approval. 
He terminates this description by saying that his models 
demonstrated his intentions far more clearly than his 
words ever could. 

Gafa tells us that the plan and cross-section would 
make the execution of the work a simple matter because 
it included both proportions and measurements. In 
fact, he insists it could be carried out by any experienced 
scarpellino. In good time he would also send the models 
for the ogee mouldings and cornices and any other 
details that were required to finish off the work. (It 
was originally intended that the niche be built in Malta 
and that is why Gafa insists that his plans are detailed 
and will be very easy to follow). 33 

Materials used 
Gafa states that he has been careful to use materials 
that are easi ly obtainable and makes his 
recommendations. He suggests bardiglio34 or biscio di 
carrara for the first plinth running above the steps and 
Africano35

, an antique stone which could be obtained 
in Rome, to clad the first pedestal next to the altar. 
The second pedestal could be covered with antique 
alabaster. 1

" This beautiful material could also be acquired 
in Rome. He recommends breccia di Francia37 or diaspro 
di Sirilia '~ for the columns and black and white Porto 
Venner~q for the pilasters behind the columns in order 
to enhance their effect. Porta Santa40 could be used 
for the pilasters alongside them. If the columns • 
were to be made of breccia di Francia the pilasters 
could be made from diaspro. The frieze could 
be made from antique alabaster. The architrave, 
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certainly always be judged to be impeccable. The cross­
section would indicate all the different types of marble 
he had recommended. 

Suppliers 
Gafa then appends a list of the relevant stones and 
marble and prospective suppliers. Firstly the ordinary 
marble for the stairs and other cornices could be 
obtained from Filippo and Jacomo, merchants from 
Carrara, who would send the marble to Malta at their 
own risk41 at the cost of twenty scudi per carrata of 
Messina which was worth one and two thirds of that 
of Rome and was equivalent to thirty cubic palmi.42 

The price would rise or fall according to the different 
dimensions of the marble slabs or blocks.43 The bardigli 
could also be obtained from the same merchants, who 
would have to follow strict instructions. Gafa himself 
would be responsible for the quality of the marble 
chosen. 

The black and white Porto Vennere marble could be 
obtained from the same source at thirty satdi per carrata 
and would also be transported to Malta. The green 
Ponsevera di Genova4<1 could be obtained at forty scudi 
per camlla. The breccia di Francia columns could be 
had from the same merchants at the price of one 
hundred scudi. The breccia di Francia for the porticelle 
could also be obtained from the same source. If the 
columns were to be made of diaspro Sidliano they would 
be even more beautiful, and could be obtained from 
Sig. Franco Sculti or Sig. Stefano Frugone45 but they 
would be costlier than if they were to be made from 
breccia di Francia. The Porta Santa for the pilasters 
could be obtained in Rome at four "giulz"6 per palmo·'7, 

segato in tavola". The yellow marble could be obtained 
at five "giuli, segalo in tavola". The alabaster would 
cost fifteen giuli and the African marble could be 
obtained at the same price as the Porta Santa. The 
black marble for the fillets around the marble covering 
slabs could be obtained from Messina. The frame for 
the painting could be constructed from giallo antico -

frieze and cornice were already made from 
ordinary white marble. He warns that since the -~~· 
architrave above the statue is exceptionally large 
it should be carried on an arch as a precaution. 
The black and white plinth above the cornice 

could also be made of striped diaspro, as could 
be seen in the other model. Here Gafa may be 
referring to the plinth above the cornice of the 
pedestal. He ends by saying that in any case 
colour and ornamentation could be adjusted 
according to his patrons' taste which would Fig.2. St.}olm's Co·Catbtdral, Vnllella. Sution oftbe vault, painted fry Mauia Preti 
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charged with the project in 1697 the original 
plan was that it should include a silver group 
too. The decision to execute the statues in 
marble was only taken just before his departure 
for Rome.50 

Fig.3 . S. Maria in Campilrlli (1663-7), designed /Jy Carlo Rainaldi. f-lmgiantfree 
stcmding columns are used to give prominence 10 lbt main apst rmd sidt cbapds. Tbrst 
lbrtt dmrcbrs il!Iulralr somt of lbt innovaliom of /his ptriod. 

The Commissioners' report refers to three 
models rather than the two models and two 
plans that Gafa refers to in his Discorso. Sciberras 
notes that Gafa brought another model when 
he came to Malta to discuss his work.51 The 
reference to the chosen model as the last model: 
" ... habbiamo giudicato doversi mellere in esecutione 
!'ultimo model/o': in the Commissioners' report 
indicates that the model that was chosen was 
the one Gafa brought with him although we 
cannot even be certain that this is what the 
Commissioners were really referring to. 

antique yellow marble48 
- or even black and white 

which would be even easier (to obtain?) and in which 
case a thin gold frame would also be used.This business­
like tone rounds off this extraordinary testimony. 

Commentary on M elcbiorre Gafd s Discorso 
Gafa's Discorso is an important testimony, in the 
sculptor's own words, of his ideas regarding the 
ornamentation of the main altar and niche in St. John's 
Co-Cathedral, Valletta. However as already stressed it 
is not a description of the final plan for the altar that 
was approved by the Grand Master and his Counci l 
on 7 April 1666 and is partly described in the 
Commissioners' report, but his commentary on the 
models and plans that he sent from Rome. A 
comparison can be made between Gafa's Discorso, the 
Commissioners' report and the project that was fina lised 
in 1703 and presently graces the main apse of the eo­
Cathedral. While Gafa's report gives details of the 
materials to be used in the architectural background 
of the niche, the Commissioners' report is chiefly 
preoccupied with the sculpture group, including 
specifications of the materials to be used in its base, 
and mentions the bronze glory as well as details of 
how and where the project should be executed. 

Statue group - materials and tnodels 
The report states that the design with the statues was 
chosen rather than the one with the painting because 
it was judged to be more conspicuous, decorative, rich 
and original The statues should not be made of marble 
as recommended in the Discorso but of metal which 
would then be gilded: ".-facendosi di metallo dorato le 
statue del santo battesimo con la gloria d'Angeli, e splendor, 
materia per se stessa et em a, vien anco a conse1varsi eternammte 
la generosa memoria di vostra Eminenza e delltl Sacra 
Religione".49 It should be noted that the statues in the 
Jesuit priest's plan were also to be made of metal, this 
time silver, and that when Gafa's brother Lorenzo was 

It appears that Gafa may have presented three models: 
one with a painting as centrepiece, one with a marble 
group and one with a bronze group. It must be noted 
however that the material in which the group was to 
be rendered may have been determined after the choice 
between alternative sculptural groups was made. It is 
impossible to tell, from the information provided, 
whether the background of the niche differed between 
models or whether the variations were simply linked 
to the central motif. There is no mention of the third 
model in his Discorso or in the correspondence between 
Ambassador Caumons and Grand Master Cotoner 
and so it must have been an afterthought 

Angels, putti and gilt glory' 
According to the Commissioners' report the sculpture 
was to include two angels that were to frame the 
Baptism group. The two roundels with pulli that are 
now placed in the bays on either side of the marble 
sculpture are not mentioned in either description. The 
Commissioners' report refers to the statues and the 
bronze Glory, the gilt gran splendore dello Spirito St1nto, 
which would be embellished with rays and groups of 
angels on clouds adoring the Redeemer. Gafa's Discorso 
makes no reference to this gilt glory or to the two 
angels that were to frame the baptism group mentioned 
in the Commissioners' report since, as already noted, 
he hardly discusses the group at alL This may indicate 
that the bronze glory was included in the third model 
but did not feature in the designs or models that 
accompanied the Discorso. On the other hand, it must 
be remembered that Gafa complained that the painting 
in the apse constrained the height available to him, a 
factor that would certainly have hindered the positioning 
of the bronze glory. 

Types of marble proposed and adopted 
Melchiorre Gafa had proposed a variety of different 
marmi e pietre mischie. The Commissioners 
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recommended the use of bigio for the niche background. 
This is another term for the bardiglio that Melchiorre 
Gafa had recommended for the first plinth running 
above the steps which was ultimately executed in black 
and white nero Marquina. 52 Gafa also refers to bardig!io 
as biscio di carrara. This marble was indeed eventually 
employed in the bays between the pilasters and as a 
background to the statues. It is edged with a wide 
gial!o di Siena border. This is a different type of marble 
from the giallo antico referred to in the Discorso. The 
Commissioners' report recommends pietre mischil3 as 
adornment for this area as well as for the port ice/le but 
eventually this was omiued. 

The Commissioners' report refers to two statues of 
St. Peter and St. Paul, which were originally destined 
to be placed in the choir. These statues were not 
executed since the choir area already had seating in it 
and lacked space. Gafa's Discorso does not mention 
these figures. 

Following the approval of Gafa's plans on 12 July 
1666, Grand Master Nicholas Cotoner had defrayed 
the expense of cladding the nave pilasters with marble.Sol 
The green verde antico used in the nave was later also 
used in the frieze in the choir despite Cant's 
recommendation to use alabaster here. However Gafa 
did refer to the possible use of Ponsevera di Genova, a 
green marble, without specifying where it should be 
used. The cornice and architrave, are composed of 
giallo di Siena. 

The Commissioners' report details the various 
marble types to be used beneath the group- the altar 
should be made of Breccia di collone!la55 and adorned 
with a gilt medallion portraying either St. John 
preaching or the beheading of the same saint. The 
present main niche altar has a white marble top and 
jasper frontal which is framed with col/anello mouldings 
and a circular motif in front probably intended to 
hold a medallion such as the one referred to the 
Commissioners' report. The coats-of-arms proposed 
in the Commissioners report, to be placed "nei !ati 
de!ra!tare" should have been Grand Master Coroner's 
arms and the Religion's. When the project was 
concluded the coat-of-arms of Grand Master Perellos 
and Grand Master Carafa as well as two coats-of-arms 
of the Religion were placed on the pedestals of the 
choir pilasters. Carafa is commemorated here in 
memory of his bequest for the altar project. 

The only mention in Gafa's Discorso of coats-of­
arms is in the description of the model he created for 
the painting when he said that he had placed the arms 
of the Religion accompanied by two putti together 
with the Grand Masters coat-of-arms on the frontispiece. 
The motif of the coat-of-arms carried by pulli was 
painted on the vault which was completed by 1666 by 
Preti. Apparently at least one sculpted coat-of-arms 
was to be placed high up in the niche in the chosen 
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model. It is reputed that it was while Gafa was working 
on it that it became detached and resulted in the fall 
that led to his death a few days later. 

The commissioners recommended black and white 
marble for the plinth behind the niche altar on which 
the candlesticks should rest and above it a pedestal of 
Sicilian Jasper that would serve as a base for the statue 
group. This arrangement is similar to the present 
arrangement but differs in the use of the coloured 
marble both in the plinth serving as a base for the 
candlesticks- where we find the use of verde antico and 
red alabaster and in the pedestal beneath the statues 
where we find the re-introduction of the green verde 
antico. The pedestals beneath the pilasters are composed 
of a facing of verde antico (against which are set the 
coats-of-arms mentioned above), porta santa sides and 
giallo di Siena, base and cornice. In the Discorso Gafa 
recommends alabaster for the first pedestal next to the 
altar and makes no other reference to any other pedestal. 

The columns superimposing pilasters mentioned in 
Melchiorre's description of his proposals are the most 
glaring difference since only flattened pilasters with 
cabled fluting articulate the present apse. Gafa's 
arrangement appears to have been that of a column 
superimposed on a pilaster with another pilaster (or 
pilasters) beside it. Eventually the pilasters were executed 
in pale red Porta Santa marble. They have composite 
capitals that are cast in bronze. Gafa's plan with its 
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greater use of varied marbles would have been more 
colourful than the present design. However there are 
also some similarities between the scheme that was 
eventually executed and the colours and types that 
were recommended. 

Articulation of tbe niche 
The group that was approved by the Grand Master 
and his Council included two angels on either side of 
the baptism group and so would have been quite large. 
The articulation of the niche is not clearly described 
by Gafa. It may well be that the niche was composed 
of the statue group framed by a pilaster and a column 
superimposed on a pilaster on either side without an 
intervening bay between the orders. However we cannot 
exclude that Gafa may have included such a bay in his 
plan and in this case it might be worth considering an 
alternative such as the main niche of S. Maria in 
Campitel/i, Rome (1663-67). Here Gafa executed the 
clay model of the main altar, possibly under the 
direction of Carlo Rainaldi, the architect who designed 
the church. 

In S. Maria (see fig. 2) a pair of columns is placed 
at the ends of the niche and also at the ends of the 
side chapels to separate these areas from the rest of the 
church, and thereby emphasise them. In the main 
niche there is a column superimposed on a pilaster, 
with another pilaster beside it, a bay and another 
pilaster on either side of the main altar. If we remove 
the pilaster and superimposed column from the ends 
of this niche we are left with an elevation that is similar 
to the present articulation of the niche in St. John's: 
pilaster-bay-pilaster-statues-pilaster-bay-pilaster. The 
roundels with pulli (sec fig. 3) that presently adorn the 
area between the two pilasters on either side of the 
baptism group would probably have been obscured by 
columns placed at the apse ends. Only statues that 
would have projected further out from the columns 
would have been clearly visible from the front. The 
angels referred to earlier in the Commissioners' report, 
in fact, could have been inserted in the bay between 
the pilaster and its superimposed column and the 
neighbouring pilaster on either side of the sculpture 
group. However the Commissioners' report seems to 
indicate that the whole group of four statues was 
supported on the base above the pedestal behind the 
altar. The number of stairs leading to the altar should 
have been four according to the Commissioners' report 
but it was reduced to three finally, even though Gafa 
had been told that this was too low and had prepared 
two models with four and five stairs respectively. 

Assessment of tbe various roles 
Ultimately, we have to return to a frequently asked 
question. How much ofGafa's original plan lives on 
in this one? Exactly how significant Lorenzo's 
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intervention may have been, how much depended on 
Giuseppe Mazzuoli who executed the marble group 
and how much may have depended on Gafa's original 
design is a matter of dispute since we do not possess 
Gafa's original plans, or the plans Lorenzo took with 
him to Rome. We know that Gafa had completed 
work on the full size terracotta models of Christ and 
the Baptist, and that in 1681 Baldinucci reported seeing 
them in the Vatican foundry where Gafa had been 
working.;6 Following Gafa's death the Grand Master 
had instructed the Ambassador and Receiver of the 
Order in Rome to take possession of the models, 
especially the full-scale models of Christ and St. John 
and to make proposals for their disposal but nothing 
is known about their fate after this point.57 

In the Vatican there is a small terracotta model of 
the Baptism group bearing the date of Gafa's death. 
Originally it had been held in the Bibliotheca Chigiaml 
and this association with the Chigi family as well as 
the date on the model was held as evidence that this 
model was Gafa's work'~ but it is now believed to be 
by, or after, Algardi. The terracotta of Christ presently 
held in the Museum of Fine arts in Valletta (see ftg. 4) 
is now also being held to be a copy of Algardi's figures, 
probably executed in the late seventeenth century. A 
number of bronze casts similar to this terracotta model 
have also been noted but are similarly now not thought 
to be based on Gafa's work." 
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This leads to the dilemma of deciding whether these 
models may have inspired first Gafa's designs and 
subsequently Mazzuoli's, or even simply Mazzuoli's 
final rendition alone. The model that is now attributed 
to Algardi seems to have influenced Mazzuoli's group 
but similarities with Antonio Raggi's group for San 
Giovanni dei Fiorentini in Rome executed in the late 
1660s have also been noted.60 It has been pointed out 
that Mazzuoli at the peak of his career might have 
found it difficult to follow the plans of another 
sculptor61 but Gafa was no ordinary artist and as stated 
he had actually been Mazzuoli's tutor. On the other 
hand Algardi was a renowned master of his art and a 
model of his Bap! ism group was held in Ferrata's studio 
where both Gala and Mazzuoli would have seen it.61 

The existence of full-size models would have made it 
even easier to create marble sculptures that followed 
Gafa's conception but we do not know whether they 
were still extant by the time Lorenzo went to Rome 
and consequently whether they influenced Mazzuoli 
at all. The Order would have been careless indeed if 
it had failed to preserve or to make some commercial 
use of these models. However it has been suggested 
that the difficulty in transporting these fragile models 
to Malta and the relatively low costs which had so 
been incurred up to the time of Gafa's death may very 
well have resulted in their abandonment.•J 

Significantly it does not appear that Mazzuoli had 
ever submitted any plans for approval to the Order. 
Could the reason for this have been that he was expected 
to closely follow Gafa's old models or the plans or 
models which his brother Lorenzo took with him to 
Rome (which may have been based on Gafa's original 
design)? Pascoli records that this work generated 
considerable interest while it was being executed and 
that Pope Clement XI, together with some Cardinals, 
Ambassador Sacchetti, the Order's ambassador to 
Rome and various other Knights and prelates visited 
Mazzuoli's workshop to view the sculpture. Apparently 
the Knights did not intend to return to Gafa's design 
when they tOok the project up again. Otherwise they 
would not have searched for alternative designs and 
chosen the Jesuit priest's plan at all. 

One important point cannot be denied however. 
We know that Gafa had originally planned a bronze 
Glory and eventually this was indeed executed.b4 This 
alone is enough to indicate that his design for the altar 
niche had certainly not been entirely discarded. While 
the Discorso seems to highlight some differences, these 
are not related to the sculptural group that is hardly 
even mentioned in it. Although there is a possibility 
that alterations were made to Gafa's model before it 
was accepted, which might qualify Lorenzo's role, I do 
not believe that changes such as the removal of the 
co lumns would have escaped mention in the 
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Commissioners' report. The problem presented by the 
third model must now be addressed. If the third model 
which Gafa took with him from Rome was the one that 
was chosen than it might have differed substantially 
from the ones mentioned in the Discorso. In other words 
it is not possible to try and quantify Lorenzo's role by 
considering the differences between the recommendations 
in the Discorso and the final completed niche arch project. 
On the other hand, it has been noted that Grand Master 
Carafa's will laid down that the bequest was being made 
to provide for the marble cladding for the niche, and 
also included provision for columns. The Jesuit priest's 
design also included columns.65 It thus appears that the 
decision to use pilasters rather than columns was 
Lorenzo's. From the information we have it is difficult 
to assess whether he simply removed the columns and 
retained the articulation in his brother's plan or whether 
the two plans differed significantly in this respect. 

Lorenzo's role has frequently been downplayed or 
even overlooked but an attentive perusal of the 
correspondence between Ambassador Caumons and 
Grand Master Coroner indicates that his role was 
pivotal.66 He was not merely executing Gafa's old plans. 
He co-ordinated the project and may well have designed 
the present altar niche himself although he probably 
did not have a very significant role in the design of the 
statues and Gloria. His hard work in getting the project 
organised in Rome is recorded in a letter sent by the 
Order's Ambassador to the Holy See, Fra Marcello 
Sacchetti to the Grand Master on 21 September 1700: 
" ... rappresento so/amen le all' E. V. c/;e il medesimo fLorenzo 
Gafa] in simil commissiom /;a dato prove mofto singolari 
de/la sua virtt/ e !a lento e cbe ne! suo soggiorno si sia impiegato 
con propemione tale verso if buon servitio di V.E. c/;e merita 
di essere aggraziato del/a di lui protettione come umilment 
ne la supplico'~6' 

Ambassador Sacchetti continued·': .. tArchitetto Lorenzo 
Ca.ffa ... inoprapreso il srto ritorno a codes/a volta per via di 
Livorno dopo baver cooperato con indefessa appficatione e 
coll'ej]iCLlcia del/a ma virlif bene singolare a/la costruzione 
della niccbia dell'Altare di codesta Cbiesa Conventuale ... ·~M 
Lorenzo may have started his career as a sculptor but 
he built his reputation as an architect. For this reason 
it seems more likely that he might have amended his 
brother's earlier plans rather than present his own design, 
particularly with respect to the sculptural group. These 
amendments might have become necessary following 
the embellishments that had occurred since the earlier 
project and because of changing tastes. The Discorso 
throws some light on Melchiorre Gafa, architect and 
sculptor, but it does not answer all the questions about 
the niche project. 

Copyright of this article belongs to the autbor 
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Discorso di Melchiorre Ga{a sopra li disegni e modelli 
per l'ornamento dell'Altare nell'choro di S. Giovanni 

11 signor Ambasciatore per honorarmi s'e compiaciuto valersi del mio poco talenlo nell'occasione dell 'ornamenlo di'Archilelura 
da {arsine/ Choro del/a Chiesa di San Giofvanni] onde /o riconoscendo esser mia fortuna d'havere incontrato congiontura di 
seruire ad un Prencipe di cui mi glorb di vivere vassallo subbito senz' /asciar passar momenlo incominciai a dar principio a/le 
{atiche, e nel far ri{lessione e considerare il silo mi si rappresenlarono avanti diverse inventioni, e io anzioso di mostrare il 
desidierio eh 'ho di seruire La Relig[io]ne ed anche la mia patria, m 'e parso bene {are due modelli accib meglio possino sodisfare 
il toro genio, se qualche poca parte vi si conoscera di buono non ho havuto pero allro scopo, senon di far cosa che renda 
magni{icenza, {acendo in un modello le statue di manno invece del quadro dell ba!lesimo di San Giouanni accibche qlli manni 
scolpili ad onda dell'tempo conservino eternam[en)te a Posteri la memoria di si generoso Prencipe. 

Et ritrovandomi in anguslo di silo, non tanto pferj le porticelle che vanno a gl'organi quanto il non potenni alzare in riguardo 
del/a pitlura fui necessitato slringenni ne/ silo accennatomi, onde non ho potuto in tu!lo sodis{are la mia inventione, {ui {orzato 
nondimeno riliranni in {uori con le porticel/e un palfm/o: e mezzo, come dalla mia pianta potranno vedere e p[erjche m'e stato 
signi{icalo che /'a/tare, eh 'oggi e in S. Giofvannif riesce basso. non havendo altro, che tre scalini, lo accib habbia piu decoro 
to sollevai con cinque, ma dubilo siano per impedire troppo silo neii'Choro e se cib sara giudicalo debba portare qualche 
scommodita alia {unzione si potra levare un scalino peril piano che v'b messo sopra li tre scalini che cosi ritirera in dentro 
da 4 palmi, ma se non vi sara necessila di moverli stimarei lasciarli ne/la con{ormi!it che l'ho posti; Ho anco {alto questo 
modello in due maniere, accib possino {ar elettione di q{uejllo che sara giudicato meno imper{etto. 

L 'altro model/a l'ho {atto p{erj il quadro, il q{uajle totalmente diverso di pianta e ornam[en]to dal primo e credo non sia 
p{er/ dispiacere riuscendo piu spazioso, ma non ha pero, tanto del grande, e del m[agni{ifco quanta /'allro; Sopra le porticelle 
in una parte v'ho posto p{erf omam{en/to una medaglia portata da due angio/ini, ne/la q[ua/le si potra scolpire in basso rilieuo 
una decolla{zio]ne del S[an]to b pure qtte sara stimato piu a proposilo, v'ho anco messo sopra il {rontespitio del/a Porta l'anne 
del/a Religione accompagnata con due Putti i, che {a ornam{en]to et all'incontro sarebbe l'anne di S[uaf Al{tez/za. dove v 'ho 
{alto un silo da dipingere in caso che non piacesse il motivo del/a medaglia accennata. Ne mi stendero in piu lungo discorso, 
mentre possono dalli mode/1/i chiaram[en]te vedere qfuesjto, che non di{{icolta to potrei con la penna distintamente dimostrare. 

Con la pianta, e pro{ilo, eh 'ho mandato rlesce {aci/issima l'esegut[io/ne di quest' opera bene he consta di proportione e di 
misura, che di{{icil[imefnte si pub/ errare, e ogni prattico scarpellino e atto ad incaminarla, hauendo tutta la proporzione de 
membri a suo tempo ancora mandero tulle le modellature delle basi cimase e cornici, e quel/o che bisognera, p[erj conseguire 
il fine di quest' ornamento. 

Circa le pietre e mischij ho auuto riguardo di mettere pietre, che {acil[men/te si possono trouare e pero lo mi usarei di queste, 
il p[ri)mo zoccolo s[op)ra le scalini, lo {arei di bardiglio, o sia biscib di caffara. 11 commeso del p{ri)mo piedistallo che vi va 
annesso anco /'a/tare. si potra commellere d'A{ricano, pielra anlicha che si rilrova in Roma. 11 secondo piedistallo si polra 
commettere d'Aiabstri anlichi, che sono pietre bellissime. e medesima[men)te s' haveranno in Roma. Le colonne si possono 
{are di due sorti di pietre, di breccia di Francia o vero diaspro di Sicilia, il Pilastro dielro le co/onne to {arei di bianco e nero 
di Porto Vennere accib le colonne vi possino campeggiare et l'altri Pilastri a canto si possono {are di Porta Santa, pietra anlicha. 
e {acendo le colonne di breccia di Francia, si potrebbe {are li d[et]Li Pilastri di diaspro. 11 Freggio si {ara d'Aiabastro anticho, 
/'architrave e {reggio e cornice gill s'intende di Marmo bianco ordinaria; Non manchino perb nel/'ordinare /'Architrave sopra 
le statue, essendo di misura straordinaria, {arui ri{lessione in riguardo del peso che porta, che stimarei bene poner su un archo 
accib sostenghi il peso di sopra. 11 zocco/o sopra la cornice di bianco e nero, si potra anco {are di diaspro rigalo, come nell'altro 
modello si vede, del resto si potranno sodis{are dall'uno, e /'altro, e levare et aggiungere con eo/or di pietre. come anche 
d'omamenti che sempre approvero illor giudizzio p[er) esquisito rimettendomi a/ parere dell'lntendenti: Oat Pro{ilo haveranno 
tutte le pietre con foro ordine notate. 

Nota di mischij, e manni, che si possono adoperare e che bisognano p[er/la p[rese)nte cappella. Primeriamente li scalini 
di manno ordinaria, e cosi anche p{erj l'altre cornici, che bisognano e questi manni si potranno hauere da Filippo e Jacomo 
Furgon Mercanti in Caffara, li q[ua/li daranno li marmi condotti in Malta a tutli suoi risichi, e spese a scudi 20; La Carrata di 
misura di Messina q[ua]le viene ad essere per una e due terzi del/a Coffente in Roma, e s'intende a pal: 30: di manno riquadrato 
per ciasche d'una carrata e anco il prezzo crescera e ea/era secondo le misure de marmi e per li bardig/i che v'anderanno 
corrono a/ prezzo, e misura delli marmi, e si potranno havere dalli medesimi, promellendo d'usare qualsivog/ia: comesia, e 
quando gli saranno ordinati, che circa le qualita sara peso mio {ar che reslino serviti ne/la meg/ior forma che sia possibile. 

Et anco li bianchi e neri di Fbrto Vennere s' haveranno dal/'istesso a scudi 30: la Carrala misura come sopra condotti in 
Malta. 

11 verde di Ponsevera di Genova si potra havere dalli sudetli a scudi 40 la caffata. Le colonne se le vorranno di breccia di 
Francia, le {aranno venire li medesimi mercanti de marmi a scudi 100; /'una il meno, e cost anche l'altro breccia di Francia 
che bisogneranno pfer) le Porticelle. 

E {acendo di diaspro di Sici/ia, riuscirebbe piu belle assai, e si potra {are ricapilo a Palermo dal Sig. Franco Sculti o dal 
Sig. Ste{ano Frugone, che dall'uno e l'altro saranno provedute, ma pero it prezzo sara maggiore di q[ue)lle di breccia di Francia; 
la Porta Sfan)ta pferj U Pilastri, s' havera in Roma a 4 giulij il palmo segato in tavola. 

11 gial/o a 5 giulij il palmo segato in tavola. 
GI'Aiabastri a 15 giulij 11 palmo medesimamente segati 
L'A{{ricano al prezzo delta Porta S[an/ta 
11 Nem p[er) {are lislelli attorno li comessi s 'ha vera in Messina; 

La Cornice del quadro si puol {are di Giallo anticho, o vero di bianco, e nero che sara assai piu facile, e {acendola di bianco, 
e nero vi si riportera una cornicetta d'orata altorno a/ quadro. 
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• Borg ( 1995) nor<> the bap1ism d.ncs of1hc Caff.o th1ldrcn, twO of which were n.1mcd 
Marcello. The fim dted when he w~1 0111)' J ltw months old and 1hc second one. 
bapwed on 21 January 1636 w.- allo n.trned Marlello. Borg suggests rhattlus MJrcello 
IJ!Cr ch•n~cd hts name tO Mclch10rre. 

\Jmmut (\978): 12. 
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17l8), m hos bioguphy of Ercolc FcrtaiJ. 
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'' Wmkower (1982): 197-204.543, n. IJ. 
" Ibid., p. 281; A. Blun1, Gmdr 111 &trfNtur Rtmtt, (1'182): 83; Momagu (1989): 94-95. 
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11 Sammu1 (1957): 136, established the dca1h Js bemg befort 19 Scptemlx:r 1667. 
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(.XX: 905 (Aug 1978) .tnd J Sp1ke. Mallltl l'rfll. Cllitlogv R.agwnalo dn tltpmtt (Tavcma: 
IQ99). 
"L Mahoney. 5000Jtan of Ar<htltrtllrt m /IMttt, (Maha 1996): 308 and L Mahoncy. 

,·l//111vrt '!fM•tlll1t Auhii«Jurr from Anaml Ttml'l MP to 1800, (Mal ea: 1988), f'il'Sittl, 

for dcwls of crv1l works tha1 are annbuted 10 Blonde!; D. De Lucca,' French Mdnary 
F.ngmccrs m Maha dunng the 17th Jnd 18th ccnlUnes' m Mrlt111 l-lmtm(lJ VIII: I 
(IQ81r, A. Hoppcn. 77Jl Forttjitllllon ofM11/1a b)· t!v OrdrrofStjohlt, (Edmburgh: 1979); 
E. M1CJllcl Valenzia. 77Jl Mrlt111ry 1111il Cm/ ArdutMurr qf &iroqur Malta antlt!v Chnvtltrr 
1/r M11llf Mrilrriro Dr 8/ondr/ drs Cmt<tllt>, unpubl. M.A. dtssenJtion, Unii'CJSily of 
Maha (1999). 
•• AOM 261, f. 42r-v, Commissioner's repnr1. 
1o Pa~col i (1730): 256. no1ed in S<lrr!IIIUI (1978). 
11 AOM. 264, f. 21 r, 91r, 102r. Buuig1cg (16 Apr 1949): 8; Scicluna (1955): 156-59 
11 Sec Mahoney (1996): 310 for a bncf biography Jnd Mahoney (1988) for de131b of 
RuonJmtCI's works. Abo V. Borg. 'MJltcle Churthcs' in Ma/tfS( Baroqur (ed.) G. 
\lang1on (1989): 6+74; and De lucca and Thake (1994). 
"1\.bhoney (1988) for Gall's maon work\ 
• AOM 264. 103r, 124v; 8utug1cg (1949): Sctcluna (1955): 156-59 .. 
Sctberras. 2000: 116. 

· Pascoh (1730) 11: 481. 
J'ascoli (1730): 256-58. 

I*Wiukower (1982): 319. 
19 No1esl, and 66. 
10 AOM 6551, ( 104-6. 
"AOM 1284,1. 146. 
11 l' rcsumably 1he paonung whoch had been sen1 wtth I he models and plans was 

proposed for this pro1cct. h may hJvc been the work of the artis1 friend who 
.tccompamcd Gaf.l on his uip to Malta noted by Sciberus. 

11h was common pracuce for sculptors 10 work on designs provided by paonlers or 
archtt<<h Since the archuccr was usu.11ly on overall charge he would have a hand m 
the dcsogn olany sculptural work bu1 often prov1ded only a general idea of what was 
rcqu~red. Gafa was dcscnbed as an archttccl and a sculp1or m AOM 1284, f. 146 and 
ro n IS not surpnsmg tlut he dcstp~ed bo1h the niChe and 1he sculptural group. 
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MoniJgue, (1984): 50-61show> !hat Gaf.l WJI alro adcp1 Jl draw1ng and so could c;os1ly 
ha,·e crrared hts own dcs1gns. Sarnmu1 (1978) wnrams an 1llunrauon of a portwl of 
Gaf.l from 1he Nauonal Museum of A rh m S10<khohn. h earn<> Jn imcnpuon 
descnbing h1n1 as Mdchtor Gtffa- MrliltnJII·/IIflt>r- «u/pli>r tl AlfhitatuJ. 

'Tho\ rypc of marble varies bc1ween dollr1ent 1h.1dc\ of grey and blue .utd 15 typ1cally 
vemed. 
" Afnc.m marble or 'Black ofChios'qu.un~-d on 1he osl.111d ofChios. ll l.llcr came 

to be maccuwely called Afncan marble. 11 11 ,1 very h.ud nwblc and is typocally bi.lck 
wu h colourful spots. 
1' AIJbas1er which IS composed of c•ltJUrn \Uiphatc 11 quarned mJinly in Vol1erra 

.md IS referred 10 as a/abastro gfl.ww. 11 IIJ\ J b.tmled struuure and can be found m .1 
vanccy of colours. The abbaner wluch was u\C\Im anc1en1 Egypt and Rome as aclu.tlly 
J much harder s1one, somcum<s known as onyx-marble because n resemble>. (bu1 
d10crs from) onyx. h IS composed of calcium carbonate and IS rd(rrcd to JS llfill~blro 
ontntlllt. Smce c.~ Stipulate> ilnllqNt Jbbaslcr 11 IS probable !hat he IS rclcrnn~ 10 
rh1s rypc of alab~stcr. 

Brrma IS a con&(omera1c of fr~gmenu of nxk held 1oge1her wuh natural cement 
such JS slltca, c.Ucitc or iron oxide. lu lolour na1urally depend~ on us component\ 
There are many types of Brr«ut. Momagu (1989): 38, menuons Brtcda dt Francilt, 
1111he torrcspondcnce she quotes concemul!! 1hc tammtsston of a tomb from a rcl.uove 
ofGianlorcnzo Bem1m. Brrm1111i l•fllnrul i\ referred 10 here as "an excellent 'lx.-tkk-d 
s1onc rend1ng to red and white" 1ha1. m1hi; case, was used lor the columns fr.unm~ 
1hc 1omb .tedicule. 
"Sicilmn j.1spcr. 11us IS a type of nurblc 1h.11 lan v,uy between red, pink, brown and 
vJriom ;ha dos of green. 
' Ponovcncrc is a sea-side town 111 LJgurt.t. 11 11 lamom for 1hc Ponoro mJrblc thal 

11 moned therr. This marble IS ~rcynh biJtk wuh yellov. and whue streaks. 
'The name demes from us u;e .round the doorways of rhc Porta Santa m tmportarn 

thurches such as rhc Vaucan, S P11,,f"· J Gtlll>tllnt 111l..lllfT1InD and S. ,\1.cna ,\f'{{'(turr . 
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<rulpror's saudio a11he dealers' expeme and nsk was normal praCIKC. The"' coomd<rahk 
mks would have mcludcd the posstblluy of brc.tkagc from 1he momen1 rhe marble 
block was quamed, loaded, lt.msponed .1nd unl<mled as well Js 1he dangers posed by 
mdcmen1 we.uher or p~rate allatk. 
"Ibid., p. 28, m1es 1ha1 the mrr.tllt, il lcr.tlly tJIIfitl, w,os the \landard measuremenl 
for n1.trble and was the weigh! tha1 could be drawn m,, cnt by • pair or oxen. !he 
value of the ramt11t rose be1wccn the fihccmh and seventeemh ccmunes bm by 1hc 
end of 1he IIXIcemh cemury u wa> .1 ilulc Ol'er J 1011 or between rwemy-etght and 
th111y cub1c Gen~ pafmt. 
' 1 The IJrgcr prcces rcquucd more IJbour to quarry and 1r.nspon and so 1hc pnte 

would not nse proponiorullr to dtmcn>~on bul at • h1gher rate. Montagu ( 19S9): l9 
ou1hnos 1hc problems invoh·ed m lhts rrocc'" 
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1111he rcg1on. 
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m colour, whtch was quarned in Nonh AflllJ 
"AOM 261, f. 42 rand\'. 
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1Sc1berns: 129. 
A black m~rble w1th whn< \'ems. 
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"Sammu1 ( 1957): 65, cites Baldinucct, 'V1111 tlrl C.~t•tl~rrr Bmuno' ( 1681), who de<enbe> 

G"otlilltrl/11 1hus: "pirtm ani ill'lla prr fJJffllr puff 11lilmt wprr111 111111 amllllrlla S<tbmr nd 
Casullo ili Couautllo". This rosy p1nk m.trble WJ\ uulizcd m 44 columns m St. l'elcr's, 
Rome, m 1561. 
"Baldmuw ( 1681-1728) in his biography on Ercole FerrJIJ. 
" Ltb. 261, f. 28v. 
"R. Wiakowcr, 'Eine Bronzcgruppc des Mclch1ore Cafa' in Zmsrbnjifi118ildmtlr 
KtmJtlxu (1928-30}: 227-31 firs1 mJde lhts W1dely-attla1med ptoposal 
"J Monugu, 'Lr Bapt(mr d11 Chmt d'Aif$lllndro Algardt', Rntllt dt /'Art XVI (1972): 

64-78_ Also J. Momagu, 'Aiessandro Algard1 1n Maha' m Tmtntrl1 ofMalta, (M•ha: 
Summer 1999): 19-23. 
,.Sc1berr.os: 114-15. 
" V. Bonello, '/.JJ CbUllt dt San Gtm'llnm (Q11alrhr l'rmsazionr)' m Annllilrio tldur 
DtortJt dt Malta Anno 11, (M•Ita: 1934): 7·8. 
"'P. Cannm, in Momagu ( 1999): 164. V. Gob.10, 'Lo ''stud to" dt Ercolr Fmnra' 10 

Arcbm d'ltalta r rnssrgna ml"llauoualr d<(h arrhm1, Srr. 1/, 11 (1935): 64-74 for mvemory. 
' 1Sammut: (1978): 121. 
.. AOM 261, ( 42v. 
•' i\OM 925, f. I r-2v. The occurrrnce of column~ in I his document as well as in I he 

Jcsun's plan was nmed by Sciberm. 
.. M. Pi\.lni, 'The Embellishment of the S.IIICIUJry of S1. John's Co-Cathedral' m 77Jl 
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also d1scusscs L.orenzo Gaf.a's mvolvemenl m 1hos prOJCCl. 
,, lbtd. 
.. lbtd. 



20 COURSES Baroque Routes 

Lectures on baroque architecture and trip to Val di Noto , Sicily 

On 29-30 March 2004 the International Institute for 
Baroque Studies hosted Professor Lucia Trigilia, director 
of the Centra Internazionale del Barocco of the Val di 
Nota in Sicily. She is the author of several publications 
on the reconstruction of towns in south-eastern Sicily 
following the great earthquake of 1693, and lectures 
on the history and conservation of the baroque heritage 
in the faculty of architecture of the University of 
Catania based in Syracuse. 

Professor Trigilia's visit to Malta followed a successful 
study tour to the val di Nota recently organised by the 
International Institute for Baroque Studies for students 
following courses at the Institute and the Department 
of Architecture and Urban Design. The study tour 
visited the seven world heritage towns of Noto, 
Palazzolo Acreide, Ragusa, Modica, Scicli, Caltagirone 
and Militello. The participants were accompanied by 
Professor Den is De Lucca, director of the International 
Institute for Baroque Studies and head of the 
Department of Architecture, by Or Ray Bondin, 
executive coordinator of rehabilitation projects in 
Malta who was responsible for the inclusion of the 
above-mentioned baroque towns in the World Heritage 
list of UNESCO, and by architect Hermann Bonnici, 
who lectures on conservation and coordinates the 
teaching programmes of the diploma and certificate 
courses run by the Institute. 

In Sicily the students were given - through the 
assistance of the mayors of the towns visited- a unique 
opportunity to visit baroque monuments and 
restoration sites not normally open to the public, 
including a superbly designed museum of baroque 

liturgical artefacts and paintings in Militello situated 
in the crypt of the church of S. Nicolo, which is presently 
being restored. Among the other important monwnents 
visited were the baroque churches of S. Giorgio in 
Ragusa lbla and Modica, the church of S. Bartolomeo 
in Scicli, the churches of S. Paolo, S. Sebastiano and S. 
Nicolo in Palazzolo Acreide, and the Villadorada Palace 
in Noto. 

Studmts visiting tbe cburcb ofS. Giorgio in Rngus11 !bill, Sicib'· 

Course on baroque architecture 
In March 2004 Architect Ninu Zammit, Minister for 
Resources and Infrastructure, presented certificates to 
candidates who successfully attended the second pre­
tertiary certificate course in baroque architecture at 
the International Institute for Baroque Studies. 

The scope of the courses was primarily to create 
awareness for the built environment by helping 
participants develop skills in the field of baroque 
architecture. Course participants were expected to 
develop a clear understanding of how baroque buildings 
were constructed and how different materials within 
a building interact, with the aim of improving their 
manual skills. 

To date, 29 students have successfully attended the 
course while another 18 students are currently attending 
the third course organised jointly by the Institute and 
the Ministry for Resources and Infrastructure. Another 

19 students are in their final year of the first two-year 
diploma course in baroque architecture, also organised 
jointly by the Institute and the Ministry. It is expected 
that the first students in this course will graduate in 
November. 

Mr Zammit said that the course was intended to 
provide a grounding in the baroque European heritage 
in all its major dimensions, as well as to provide insights 
into the conservation of bamque architecture. 

This was achieved by providing information on 
various aspects of baroque art and guiding course 
participants to develop the skills to understand baroque 
architecture and distinguish between different 
architectural styles. He said that a new course primarily 
intended for the training of employees in the restoration 
of local baroque buildings will be launched shortly. 


