Eugene F. Montanaro
PIETRO PAOLO AZZOPARDI — A FORGOTTEN SCULPTOR

The lack of a comprehensive and coherent History of Maltese Art has
tended to obscure the authorship of many valid contributions to our sculptural
heritage. The works of Pietro Paolo Azzopardi, a gifted 19th-century sculptor,
have not been spared from this cruel fate. Except for a brief note in the
Appendix to P.P. Castagna's History of Malta, Azzopardi has long been
relegated to the realms of oblivion.

In this short talk I propose to deal briefly with Azzopardi's life and works.
LIFE
Small Boy in Vallettia

Pietro Paolo Azzopardi was born on 20 April 1791, and died on 24 October
1875 — a long life of 84 years.

The youngest of three children born to Antonio Azzopardi and his wife
Maria nee Camilleri, he was baptized in the Church of St Paul Shipwrecked,
Valletta, on 21 April 1791, and christened Salvator, Joseph, Petrus, Paulus,
Jeremias in that order.(l) In adulthood, however, he invariably qualified
himself Maestro Scultore Pietro Paolo Azzopardi. (2)

Little is known about his parents. His father, whose occupation remains
obscure, hailed from Cospicua, while his mother's family resided in the suburb
of Floriana. (3) Pietro Paolo’s parents were married in the Church of St Publius,
Floriana, which then fell under the jurisdiction of the Valletta Parish of St
Paul. (4)

Pietro Paolo certainly received some form of elementary schooling, pos-
sibly in Valletta. Literacy was not widespread among his contemporaries —
certainly not among his fellow craftsmen — and Azzopardi seems to have

St. Paul Shipwreched Parish Archives (S.P.S.P.A.), Liber Bapt., XIII, 237v.
Pietro Paolo gav ee different spelli for his surnar Azoppardi, Azzoppardi
and Azzopardi. For the sake of conv ¢ I have adopted the modern rendering
of the surname, Azzopardi
S.PS.P.A., Liber Mair., IX
Ibid

239r.
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been very proud to append his signature to as many documents as possible. (5)

‘The years of Azzopardi's youth saw the expulsion from Malta of the
Knights of St. John, the Maltese insurrection against the French and the
gradual but decisive consolidation of the British administration in our Islands.
The Maltese Islands were also visited by plague in 1813 and a cholera epidemic
in 1837. The profound pol.tical changes and social upheavals of Azzopardi's
lifetime were probably as fundamental and as all-pervasive as those experienced
within a comparable span of time in our own period.

Yet even this was not all. Antonio Azzopardi, Pietro Paolo’s father, died
in hospital in Valletta on 27 July 1808. (6) P.etro Paoclo was then only 17
years of age. Evidently he had already made up his mind to become a sculptor;
his first dateable work is a statue of the Redeemer, carved in stone in 1808. (7)
And it would appear that the early loss of his father and a series of family
tragedies merely had the effect of strengthening his determination to survive
and succeed in his craft against all odds.

First Marriage

On 28 October 1817 Azzopardi married Giovanna Rosa Camilleri; the entry
of his marriage in the register of the parish church of Cospicua records the
fact that he was then a par.shioner of that same town. (8) Yet there is evidence
to show that, by 1805, Pietro Paolo and his parents had already moved house
from Valletta to Cospicua. In fact, the Status Animarum (1805) for Cospicua
lists the Azzopardi family and gives a vague indication of the family's address
— Quartiere 25, Casa 1, nella strada in cui si notano vagabondi. (9) The sinister
allusion to vagabonds perhaps suggests that the sculptor's parents had fallen
on hard times. It is possible that the Azzopardi family may have moved out of
Valletta sometime during the Maltese blockade of the French garrison in that
city. At any rate, it is certain that Azzopardi opened his first workshop in
Cospicua, and that his early sculptures were executed in that town.

Giovanna Rosa came from a family of traders with landed property in

His signature appears on three contracts, on a Will, on the electoral register of the
Corpo delle Belle Arti del Disegno (1836), and on one of his sculptures. No doubt,
it appears also on some of his other sculptures; local carvers discreetly concealed
their name in the carving itself, and unless one is aware of this one may miss it
altogether! For Vincenzo Dimech’s signature on his statue of St Publius, see O, Frig-

Ln

gieri, Il-Furjana, 1978, 4, p. 2.
6. Porto Salve Parish Archives (P.S.P.A.), Liber Mort., 1805 - 1830, 138r.
. P.P. Castagna, Lis Storia Ta Malta Bil Giejjer Tahha, 111, 1890, p. 205.
8. Cospicua Parish Archives (C.P.A.), Liber Matr., 9, p. 12
9. Archiepiscopal Archives, Floriana; Status Animarum, Cospicua, 1805, p. n. n.
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Zabl?ar and ‘Qrendi. (10) She bore her husband six children, but only three
suww(?d their parents: Salvatore, born in 1824; Maria Concetta, born in 1826:
and Giuseppe, born in 1830. (11) '

. Financially, the first years of Azzopardi's marriage were far from rosy.
l?ls first important commission did not arrive before 1828, when the Cospicua
Confraternity of the Holy Rosary commissioned him to carve a statu.e of
the Virgin, (12) Meanwhile, Azzopardi had to content himself with carving
stone effigies of saints for street shrines or otherwise restoring or completing
statues carved by established sculptors. (13) Poverty and sometimes acf.ual
want must have been Azzopardi's lot during these early years of his career.

The tide did turn for Azzopardi, but not before he suffered a severe blow
of misfortune. On 22 December 1833 his wife Giovanna Rosa died in childbirth
atl the early age of 37, and the newborn infant died soon after baptism. (14)
Pietro Paolo was passing through a difficult time. With three children {rJ.E()r\i{
after — the eldest 9 and the youngest barely 3 — it is hardly surprising tlﬁn
Azzopardi should before long be on the look-out for a second wife. 2

Busy Years (1838 — 1848)

His choice fell on Antonia Attard, whom he married on 5 May 1836 in
lh.c Parish Church of Porto Salvo, Valletta. (15) There were no children -t'.rom
this second marriage. The union was apparently a successful one and appears
ll’? have afforded Azzopardi the necessary peace of mind to concentraté oﬁ
his sculptures. Between 1838 and 1848 he carved no less than seven pr-o—
cessional images. |

It says much for Azzopardi that, despite his many setbacks, he was no
r?cluse. He appears to have been sincerely interested in the artistic life of
his Island home. He belonged to the Corpo delle Belle Arti del Disegno, and

10. (;im':mn_:; Rosa’s share of her family’s estate eventually devolved on her
three children — see Acts Notary Gregorio Fiorini, 7/6/1869, 1023r., and 10/9/1875
1375r. § h

4 ("I:l Liber Bapt.: 13, p.161; 13, p.221; 14, p. 24, Three of the sculptor's six
chmirlcn. nlnmcl_v Maria Giuseppina, Maria Francesca and Vincenzo, died in infancy
All six children were born in Cospicua i Al
> - - - 1 205 : 3

2, IP Castagna, op. cit., p. 205, It is a pity that the Confraternity’s recordg for thi
period were lost during World War II, ' - ’

13, See below Note 36 and 37,

14, C.P.A., Liber Mort., 10 .p. 50.

15. P.S.P.A., Liber Matr., 1831 . 1836, 102r
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in 1836 was one of the signatories for the election of Michele Cachia and
Pietro Paolo Caruana to represent that body in the national assembly on the
occasion of the appointment of a Royal Commission to inquire into the affairs

of Malta. (16)

It is a pity that we have no contemporary description or identifiable po.rt-
rait of Azzopardi. His signature appears on five original documents rangmg
in date between 1838 and 1862. All reveal a bold, steady hand, Azzopardi
was certainly proud of his profession — the appellative maestro scultore or
plainly scultore a'ways accompanies his signature.

Return to Valletta

A private writing dated 1 July 1855 shows that at that same date
Azzopardi was a resident of Valletta. (17) And in November 1857 a panel of
three artists (artisti periti) visited his home, situated at No 7 Strada .Ponente,
Valletta, to report on one of his statues, which had become the 511b]ef:t of a
heated dispute: Per eseguire doverosamente il commessoci incarico, esaminammo
come richiede l'arte, la statua in questione nella casa dell’Attore Pietro Paolo

zzoppardi situata nella Valletta, Strada Ponente No 7. (18) It was alsg
from this address that the statue of the Bambina, completed by Azzopardi
in 1853, was conveyed to the Carmelite Church in Valletta, to be so]c:r‘rml_v
inaugurated by Bishop Publius Sant. (19) Some time after his second marriage,
therefore, Azzopardi had transferred his residence to his native city of Valletta,
but this change of address must have occurred after 1841, (20) It is also clear
that his residence was in fact a casa bottega.

Last Will and Testament

The practice of his craft does not seem to have brought Azzopardi any
great or regular income. Old age in particular, which forced him to rFrdu(Ee
an activity in which physical strength played an important part, left him in
financial embarrassment, if not in poverty.

This state of affairs clearly emerges from the Will which Pietro Paolo

16. A. Ganado, The First Lithographs Produced in Malta, in/ra, p. 55

17. Process Appell Civili, BA /1858, 4r.

18. Ibid., 20v.

19. L’Ordine, 16/9/1853, p. 4160,

20. A deed published by Notary Calcedonio Battajille on 18/4/1841 shows that at that
same date Azzopardi was a resident of Cospicua.
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made jointly with his wife, Antonia, on 30 September 1862, The testators
appointed their son Giuseppe as their sole universal heir, while their other
two children, Salvatore and Maria Concetta, were the principal beneficiaries
under the Will. However, the testators made it clear that Giuseppe was re-
ceiving preferential treatment in view of the financial assistance which he
had afforded his parents during their old age. And it is expressly stated in
the Will that in the absence of such assistance the testators would have been
obliged to sell their belongings in order to procure their livelihood:

...dichiarando essi Testatori che in difetto delle suddette sovven-
zioni sarebbero stati costretti di vendere le loro sostanze, e che
mediante tali sovvenzioni essi Testatori hanno potuto fin oggi con-
servare i loro beni. (21)
This makes sad reading. Yet the reasons for the testators’ partiality in favour
of Giuseppe may have been more complex than those stated in the Will. It
is worthwhile to recall that Antonia was the step-mother of Pietro Paolo’s
three children. Although there is no direct evidence for it, it is possible that
her relationships with Salvatore and Maria Concetta were not easy. Moreover,
Giuseppe resided in Valletta, (22) in close proximity to his parents, while his
brother and sister resided in Cospicua; (23) he was therefore in a better position
to render assistance to the testators.

Be that as it may, the Will was certainly timely. Antonia Azzopardi died
on 13 February 1864 at No 7 Strada Ponente, Valletta, and was buried in

the Church of St Mary of Jesus, also in Valletta. (24) Pietro Paolo thus be-
came a widower for a second time.

Dusk

In 1865 Azzopardi completed his last carving — a statue of St Michael. (25)
He then retired, probably with considerable relief, to enjoy a well merited rest.

His name figures again in the register of baptisms kept at the Parish

Acts Notary Giuseppe Antonio Parodi, 30/9/1862, 4205r.

22. Acts Notary Gregorio Fiorini, 6/6/1869, 1023r.

23. Ibid, Pietro Paolo's children were properly provided for: they inherited a consider-
able part of the estate of Catarina Pace, a wealthy cousin of their mother, consist-
ing of various immovables in Cospicua and elsewhere — see Acts Notary Ottone
Dedomenico 17/2/1880, 173r. We cannot but feel sorry for the fact that Giovanna

Rosa's early death deprived Pietro Paclo from benefitting from her family’s con-
siderable wealth.

24, Act of Death 457/1864.
25, P.P. Castagna, op, cit., p. 206,
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Church of Porto Salvo, Valletta — he was a godfather to Giuseppe's daughter,
Giovanna Rosa, who was christened on 7 August 1870. (26) We can only hope
that this happy event did something to brighten the last lonely years of
his life.

A short while after, he was seized with a serious malady — cerebrite
cronica (27) — and took up residence with his son, Giuseppe, at No 123 Strada
Form, Valletta. He lived on at this address until 24 October 1875, when he
died at the age of 84.(28)

He was buried in Tarxien Parish Church in a grave which bore the number
72.(29) Yet the entry for his burial in the Tarxien Parish register also states
that the Azzopardi family grave-site bore the number 9, (30) and it is therefore
likely that his remains were later transported to the latter grave in the same
parish church.

Azzopardi's children did not take up their father's craft. Giuseppe be-
came a successful merchant but died suddenly in 1886, (31) while Maria Con-
cetta died a SEinster. Salvatore had a barber's shop in Sengiea. With his death
in 1887 (32) the direct male line became extinct. (33)

It is evident from the foregoing that Azzopardi's biographical essentials
have to be extracted from the parish archives, various notarial deeds and,
following 1861, from the Public Registry. The material from these sources
enables us to reconstruct Azzopardi's personal history, not without serious
gaps in the thread of the narrative, but with a credibility greater than in
many biographies of Maltese sculptors.

26. PSPA, Uber Bapl. 1867 - 1871, 351v.

27. Azzopardi's Act of Death states categorically that this malady caused hia death

£2633/1874. _
SJIA;,  Uber Mart, 1874 - 1880, 116i.
29. Tarxien Parish Archives, Uber Defimc, VII, pp. 92 - 93.

Ibid.

31, Act of Death 3328/1886. It i3 interesting to note that Giuseppe traded under the
firm-name_G. di P.P. Azopardi, In terms of an elaborate WIll" published by Notary
QOdoardo Pellegrini_Petit on 26/11/1886, he bequeathed his business to “his two
daughters, Maria_Carmela and Giovanna Rosa. . _

32. Act of Death 1708/1887. Salvatore married Maria Anna Schembri in Sengiea on
4/5/1874, but died childless. _ _ _ .

33. Gluseppe left no male issue; his daughter Maria Carmela married Enrico Psaila in
B|_rk|{kara on 28/10/1902, while his other daughter, Giovanna Rosa, died a

spinster.
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WORKS
Background

Pietro Paolo Azzopardi was essentially a wood carver. He belonged to
a small but locally important body of craftsmen who sculpted and coloured
devotional effigies destined to be carried in religious processions through the
streets, and he was one of the best of their number.

Despite the gradual emergence of artisans resorting exclusively to the
cartapesta technique, the more laborious and expensive craft of figure-carving
in wood was to continue to hold its own for the better part of the 19th century.
Azzopardi and his ilk were almost all but the last in a long line of native-
born sculptors who chiselled their statues direct from the wood from which
they were made. Working in this way "direct carvers" rather than as model-
lers, they produced a gallery of sacred images which today constitute the
greater part of our sculptural heritage in wood.

Apprenticeship

A period of formation is essential for every artist. A brief note in Castagna
states that Azzopardi was a pupil of Mariano Gerada and ‘'a sculptor by
appointment to King Ferdinand II'; (34) unfortunately no further documentar
evidence has as yet come to light on these early events in Azzopardi's life. (35¥
Clearly, however, he had an ordinary workshop training and it must have
been Gerada who taught him the elements of figure sculpture.

Early Works (J808 — 1825

Azzopardi started life as a stone carver. The works attributed to these
early years are the limestone effigy of the Redeemer in the Ghaxaq Chapel
of Sarctu Kn'stu, and another limestone effigy representing St Catherine in a
street shrine at Zurrieq. (36) Azzopardi is also credited with the completion of

34. P.P. Castagna, op. cit, p.205. Castagna wrofe a poPuIar hlsto’w which iacks the
aPparatus 0f ‘modern scholarship; his information on the early Maltese sculptors is
otten unreliable. However, he was an eye-witneBs to the execufion of many of Azzo-
?ardrs sculpture*, and this gives him “historical importance. The dates and sculp-
ures which he ascribes to Azzopardi are in fact corroborated by the information
extracted from the relevant parish archives, various notarial deeds, and reports
I contemporary newspapers. _

35. In_particular, there is no evidence to show that Azzopardi ever left Malta.

36. P.P. Castagna, op. cit, p. 205.



