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Introduction

It would have been much more appropriate if this paper had been given
in last year's History Week but at the time the idea of it had not yet been
conceived. 1982 marked the fourth centenary of the birth of Giovanni Francesco
Abela who was born in Valletta in the year barely 17 vyears after that
most notable and noble event in Maltese history, the Great Sie of Malta by

commemorated,

publication compiled in his honour, as had been done in 1!
of the centenary of his death (2)

Nonetheless, Abela is still revered as one of the gr
left their mark on the history of the Maltese islands. Given the minute
this nation, the stature of this great man gains further in monumentality, Hi
achievement as the first Maltese historian has been recognized both locally
and abroad. His work is still an important source of first-hand information on
a number of subjects of Melitensia, such as folklore, placenames, the Maltes
language, history and archaeology. His Description of the Maltese Island:

was translated into Latin by G.A. Seinero in 1725, Latin being the unive

language of science and culture of that time. This translation was incorporated
in Graefe's Thesaurus antiquitatum et historiarum Italiae (4).

Abela's personal attainment after his education in Malta and abroad is not
a negligible one. He became Auditor of Grand Master de Paula, Chaplain and
finally Vice Chancellor of the Order of Saint John, an extremely prominent
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status in an institution which admitted far too few men of Maltese origin (5).
He is also remembered as the promoter of the first Notarial Archives for
Malta (6). But it is Abela the antiquarian, the collector of, and commentator
on ancient objects that concerns this brief paper. The word ‘antiquarian’, one
must admit, implies negative, outdated attitudes disdained by modern academic
insitutions and scientific approach (7). But Abela was an antiquarian in the
positive sense. He was a pioneer, a precursor in the study of Maltese anti-
quities, He was an archaeologist ante litteram. He showed interest in field
exploration, which was destined to develop into modern field archaeology only
following the experience of Heinrich Schliemann in Troy and Mycene and of
other 19th century explorers of ancient civilisations, His appreciation and inter-
pretation of ancient ‘objects d'art’ preceded by more than a century J.J. Winckel-
mann'’s establishing of ancient art criticism and history on a solid foundation.

Gian Francesco Abela visited archaeological sites on the islands and made
some very valuable observations. He appears to have been the first to note
that the ancient temple of Hercules was to be identified with the remains on
the hill at Tas-Silg rather than those of Borg in-Nadur (8). At Tas-Silg he
observed foundations and courses of stones ‘ben lavorate e messe insieme’,
and in support of his identification he recorded the discovery of ‘medaglie,
pezzi di statue d’idoletti, e d’altre cose, minimi avanzi di quella vana gentilita
e falsa religione, quivi ritrovate sotto il Magistero del Principe Wignacourt,
mentre alcuni nell'istesso luogo cavando, scioccamente pensavano far acquisto
di ricco tesoro’ (9). We cannot help noticing in the same sentence on the one
hand Abela’s unrefrained prejudice against pagan religions (readily condoned in
view of his religious background and that of the readers of his book even
though it smacks of unscientific bias) and, on the other, a sure sign of ‘anti-
quarian’ maturity in his reproach directed against treasure hunters,

Abela also showed awareness of the potential archaeological connotations
in some Maltese placenames, such as: Sciat el Kuabar (10), Hagar Kim (11),
Hagira tal Usif (12), Ghajn Hammam (13), Ras el Chnejjes (14), Kibur elihut (15),

5. Mifsud, Biblioteca, pp.236-241; Leopardi, G. F. Abela, pp.9-11

6, Mifsud, Biblioteca, p_’-i"r; Leopardi, G, F, Abela, p. 11

7. See, for instance, M, Pallottino, Che Cos'E L'Archeologia, Firenze 1968, pp.59-70;
Glyn, E. Daniel, A Hundred Years of Avchasology, London 1950, pp.13-56,

8. See A. Bonanno, “Quintinus and the location of the temple of Hercules at Marsa-
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9. Abela, Descrittione, p.108,
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28

Dokiena (16), and rightly interpreted the toponyn Misakfa (Imsaqqfa) as refer
ring to ‘una grande pietra, sollevata da terra, et allogiata sopra d’altre non
men grandi’, that is, a dolmen (17). :

Perhaps the worst aspects of the antiquarian in Abela come to the fore
in such interpretations as those attributing the impressive prehistoric buildings
of Malta to a race of giants which, in his view and in that of his contem-
poraries, had inhabited the Maltese islands (18). Hagar Qim, in fact, is described
as nothing less than ‘rovine tutte d'un edificio de' Giganti’ (19).

We do not know whether Abela ever conducted any excavations himself but
he certainly did collect objects which he thought to be ancient. In this re-
spect he is the first Maltese collector of antiquities known to us, even though
a century earlier the Frenchman Quintinus declared to have in his possession
an ancient Maltese coin with the Greek legend MELITAION (20). We Maltese
should be even more gratefully appreciative of Abela's efforts in this field
since his personal collection of antiquities was destined to form the nucleus
around which our nation’s collection of archaeological objects, the National
Museum of Archaeology, was to develop (21).

The first step in this direction was taken by Abela in 1637 when, at the
age of 55, he bequeathed to the College of the Jesuit Fathers in Valletta the
perpetual administration and usufruct of his house and garden on the hill
called “ta’ Cortin® in the Marsa harbour (22). This was done by means of a deed
of a rather complex nature which today constitutes the core of a group of
documents connected with this bequest preserved in the National Library of
Malta (23). The manuscript in question is no doubt the original deed for it

16. Ibid., prS, 101,

17. Several more placenames of archaeological value have been traced in late Medieval
documents by G, Wettinger, “Some Maltese Medieval place-names of archaeological
interest”, Atti del Colloguio Interna Medievale (Palermo-Erice
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Caruana, Ancient Pottery from the Ancient Pagan Tombs and Chrigtian Cemelenes
in the Islands of Malta, Malta 1899, p.1: R, Bonnici Call, "The corner-stone ¢ f the

Malta Museum’, in Leopardi, G. FF. Abela, pp.70-81

22. Later known as Jesuits Hill, to-day covered to a great extent by the Electricity
Generating Station.

23. N.LM, Treasury A, Ms, 115, {f. xiii-xviiii, Transcripts also in Treasury A, Ms, 114,
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carries Abela's own signature and the seal of the Grand Master (24). The seal
bears the effigy of Grand Master Joannes Paulus Lascaris Castellar in three
quarter view (25). The seven page document is written on an extremely fine
quality and beautifully preserved parchment which on one side has assumed
an attractive golden patina.

Brief Description of Documents

The Jesuit Fathers appear to have been entrusted with the safekeeping of the
original document since the group to which it belongs is bound in the first
of three volumes constituting the “Acta Collegii Melitensis Soc. Jesu' (26).
The group contains, in this order, the following documents all of which were
to be found among the deeds of Notary Michele Ralli:-

1) Donation, dated 10 July 1627, of a usura di terra" on the hill ‘tal-Cortin' by Abela
+ Conventual Church of the of St. Johr I he deed containg also a copy in
of Abel petition ('supplica’) which had been pr ted to the Council af the
Order on 6 Navember 1626, (27)
] Ihe main document which constitutes the n contract by whi Abela donated
the perpetual administration and usufruct of the same property to the Jesuits' College
I'he document consists of:
a) a preamble in Italian dated 1 October 1637
b) a copy of tl petition 1n Latin made to the ( « e Order erm lon 1
har { dispe fo} o DI 8 627) dona { i 4 sufru e give
to the Te 1 piece of | be added to the Lt LTt of a
i pw and the proper wuld remain in ¢ [OsSE ¢ { e | | d
i Con n the z Conv Churi
the forwarding of the petition by the Grand Master on 10 June 1637
d) a favourable decision taken by the Council of the Order on 19 June 1637
e) the consent given by the Grand Master on 18 September 1637 on the Papal authority
given by means an Apostolic Brief;
24, Consequently, this document can be used to compare the autograph manuscripts in

the National Library attributed to Abela: see A. Luttrell, “Girolamoe Manduca and
Gian Francesco Abela: tradition and invention in Maltese historiography’ Melita
Historica, V1I, no, 2, 1977 pp.106-107, notes 4-6

23, Unfortunately the upper part of the head, including the left ear, and the lower part
of the chest, showing the eight-pointed cross of the Order, are missing,

26. N.L.M., Treasury A, Mss, 114, 115, 116

27. N.L.M., Treasury A, Ms. 115, ff, xilir-xiiiv

the text of the Apostolic Brief released on 30 Julv 1637 from Santa Maria Maggiore
Rome
i erncec ba 1 i
leed itself n ltalian) with the motives, conditions, obligations and signatures;
the countersignature and seal of Grand Master Lascaris Castellar given in ‘Conventu
nostro" on 5 January 1638 rrected 1637 (28)

w contract by which the Venerable College the Jesuit Fathers took possession of

the viridarium at i) Cortin on the very day of Abela's death, that is, 4 May 16 (29)

Motivations, Conditions and Obligations

'he motivation behind the original (1627) legacy is given as Abela's desire to
express his gratitude towards the Venerable Langue of Castille and Portugal
Its purpose was to keep alight day and night the lamp of the Chapel of San
Giacomo in the Conventual Church of St John, The usufruct of the bequeathed
property was to be enjoyed by Abela in his lifetime, and after that by only
two of his relatives (to be named later) and then by the Vicechancellor or
Regent of the Order’s Chancellory with the perpetual obligation of paying 10
gold scudi and 14 tari' to the Procurator of the Langue of Castille and Portugal
for the upkeep of the same lamp, as well as the rent due to the Grand Master
on the property in Paula which was also included in the bequest. The property
was to be kept in good state and the three coats of arms and inscriptions,
which the deed describes as being affixed above the doors of the buildings,
were to be conserved in their place, never to be removed. Not only that, if
they were ever to be destroyed by accident or eroded, the administrators were
to restore them at their own expense.

The last condition was that for no reason whatsoever should the property
be disposed of otherwise than stated. In the last extreme the administration
and usufruct of the property were to fall in the hands of the Prior of the
Conventual Church. When, ten years later, Abela wanted to change the dis-
positions of this legacy he needed special permission not only from the Order,
but also from the Pope

It should be noted that no mention of antiquities is made in the 1627
document.

Abela’s reasons for wanting to change these dispositions are described
vaguely as ‘alcune giuste cause' in his petition of 1637 and were accepted as
such by the Papal authorities. They are laid out in detail in the text of the

28. Ibid., H, xvr-xviiir
29, Ihid., f, xviiir.




donation proper. Inthe first place Abela wished toexpress hisgratitude to
the Jesuit Fathers for his early education, both moral andintellectual (30).

Secondly hewanted toprovide for the preservation andmaintenance of his

Casa diSan Giacomo and its adjoining garden. A shis third motive he repeats
the same 'giuste cause' without further explanation.

The second purpose isfurther extended inthe Descrittione toinclude the
safe custody o fthe antique objects housed inthe Casino, and toensure their
accessibility tointerested scholars (31). Inthe donation document this purpose
is expressed asone ofthe conditions o fthe bequest where Abela specifies
that hewishes and orders that these objects should bekept bythe Reverend
Fathers intheviridarium in perpetuo ... a benefitio de curiosi antiquarii, and
objects tothe removal ofany item from the collection. (32)

Abela's main motivation, however, implicit in thel627 transaction, ex-
plicitly declared in that often years later, was a spiritual one, namely to
assure himself o feternal salvation after death. Inexchange for his benefice
the donor expected some favours ofa spiritual nature (33). Hehumbly asked
the Fathers topray His Divine Majesty tohave mercy o nhis soul and forgive
him hissins; above allto assist him at hisdeath-bed with their presence
and devotions until hegave uphis spirit tothe Creator. H ealso requested
them todedicate all the Masses they would celebrate inthe Oratory of the
Guardian Angel hewas about tobuild inthe garden, for his soul and for the
remission ofhissins, andto remember torecite occasionally a Requiem
Aeternam for his soul. Which requests Abela left tothe discretion andgood
will of the Jesuit Fathers, being certain that with them a simple request
was equivalent tothe imposition o fobligations with others.

The transfer ofthe administration andusufruct was duetotake effect
immediately after the benefactor's death (whereas inthe original legacy it had
to follow the death o fhis two relatives). Meanwhile they were tobe enjoyed
by Abela himself. The 'propriety' and 'dominio’ o fthe house and garden were
to remain forever with the Cappella diSan Giacomo, and therefore, with the
Order. The two relatives, whom Abela was supposed todesignate asheirsto
the wusufruct o fthe Casino, are named as being theChierico Don Eugenio
Testaferrata and Trofimo Borgio Habela, but they are plainly excluded from
the Inheritance inorder toenable the Jesuits totake over Its administration
immediately after Abela's death. I nrecompense the Fathers were topay the

30. Ibid,, f. xvir: "dai quali cssendn minorr. ho ricevuto ke prime introduttioni e docu-
ment* si alle VirtCi com'allc Lettere".

31, Abela, Deierittione, p.17: "“in honore della veneranda anticliili e per soddisfatione de'
curiosi amici e professori di etia".

32. N.L.M. Treasury A. Mi, 115. f. xviir: "ne ai poaaino delli detti giardino e caaa cavar
fuori. ne dar cow akuna a peraone clie aia totto qualunque preteato".

33. Ibid,, i. xXviiv.

annual

ground rent of10 gold scudi first toDon Eugenio, and after his death

to Trofimo. When both were dead the ground rent was due tothe Procurator!
of the Langue o fCastille and Portugal for the lighting ofthe lamp inside Ihe
Capella

Abela

'S

diSan Giacomo (34). The Council o fthe Order decided in favour of
second petition oncondition that ifthe obligations set out werenot

observed bythe Collegium the usufruct would revert tothe Prior ofthe Con-
ventual

Church (35).

Description of the donated property

In the

nated

Cortin

Casal
text

supplica o fthe 1627 document the property which was then being do-
tothe Chapel ofSan Giacomo was described merely as
di terra,
sopra laMarsa" which cost about 300 scudi and was then leased for
10 scudi

una clausura
che(Abela) possiede ingquest'lsola di Malta nella collina delta Tal

a year. Inaddition tothis a stretch ofland with buildings onitat

Paula was also being donated (36). Later Inthe same deed, inthe Latin

o fthe Council's decision infavour ofthe bequest, a similar description
is given

inthat language followed by a description of theconfining pro-

perties (37). Furthermore, among the obligations o fthe admlinisliration the deed

specifies

the preservation o fthe buildings already constructed orabout tobe

constructed inthe said "clausura Tal Cortin", onthe doors of which were
affixed the coats ofarms ofGrand Master Antonius de Paula, ofthe Langue
of Castille and Portugal, ando fthe donor himself, together with a marble
plague with a Latin inscription commemorating the event, that is, the bequest

of the
In
mission

property (38).

his petition of 1637 tothe Council ofthe Order Abela requests per-
togive the land atPaula, which formed part ofthe original legacy,

to the Chapel ofStTrophimus inthe Church of St Francis under the title
of Santa Maria diGesfl inValletta, and inexchange toadd anequivalent piece
of land tothe viridarium, onwhich heintended tobuild a 'cappelletta ossia

oratorio’

tobeable tosay Mass initwhenever the need arose. This oratorio

would after his death beadministered b ythe Jesuit Fathers with the obligation
of praying perpetually the Divine Majesty for the happiness and prosperity of

the Grand
3. Ibid.,
35, Ibid.,
3. Ibid.,
37, lbid,,
was
3. Ibid,,
39, Ibid,,

Master and o fthe Order (39). This land adjacent tothe viridarium

ff. xviv-xviir.

f. xvr.

I xiiir.

f. xiiiv. A topographical feature with a possible archaeological significance
a quarry ("Latomia') which limited the properly on the south.

f. xiiiir.

f, xvr.
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