
A B R I E F NOTE ON T H E B L A C K F I G U R E 
IN T H E MDINA ST PAUL'S POLYPTYCH* 

G e r a l d B u g e j a 

A p a n e l , r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e Conversion of St. Paul, o f t h e M d i n a S f Paul Is Polyptych 
h a s b e e n r e c e n t l y restored b y M r S a m u e l B u g e j a . 1 T h i s r e s t o r a t i o n b o r d e r s o n 
t h e s e n s a t i o n a l s i n c e t h e r e s t o r e r h a s u n c o v e r e d a l a y e r o f p a i n t i n g u n d e r w h i c h 
a c o m p l e t e l y n e w figure h a s n o w m a d e i t s a p p e a r a n c e . A r t h i s t o r i a n s m a y n o w 
h a v e a b e t t e r i d e a o f t h e i c o n o g r a p h y o f t h i s p a n e l a n d f , f o r o n e , a m s u r m i s i n g 
t h a t i t i s n o t i m p r o b a b l e t h a t t h e p a n e l h a d f o r i t s s u b j e c t a n i n c i d e n t i n M a l t a ' s 
m e d i e v a l h i s t o r y , n a m e l y t h e N o r m a n c o n q u e s t o f t h e i s l a n d . 

I t i s n o t w i t h i n t h e s c o p e o f t h i s p a p e r t o g o i n t o t h e d e t a i l s o f t h e restoration. 
H o w e v e r , o n e c a n n o t a p p r e c i a t e f u l l y t h e o r i g i n a l i n s e r t i o n o f t h i s b l a c k figure 
a n d i t s s u b s e q u e n t p a i n t i n g w i t h o u t c o m p a r i n g t h e t w o r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ; b e f o r e 
a n d a f t e r t h e r e s t o r a t i o n . ( S e e t i g s . 1 a n d 2 ) 

T h e p r e - r e s t o r a l i o n p a n e l p r e s e n t e d a w h i t i s h h o r s e o n w h o s e l e f t t h e r e l a y 
o n t h e g r o u n d S t P a u l , o b v i o u s l y a f t e r h e h a d f a l l e n d o w n d u r i n g h i s d r a m a t i c 
C o n v e r s i o n ; b e h i n d t h i s w h i t i s h h o r s e a g r o u p o f m o u n t e d riders g a v e t h e 
i m p r e s s i o n t h e y w e r e p a r t o f S t P a u l ' s r e t i n u e . T h e h o r s e s o f t h e s e c o m r a d e s 
w e r e a l l p a i n t e d i n a b r o w n i s h c o l o u r , t h u s s u g g e s t i n g o n e h o m o g e n e o u s g r o u p . 
T h e i r r e i n s a n d b r i d l e s , h o w e v e r , w e r e n o t c o n v i n c i n g b e c a u s e o f t h e i r t h i c k 
b l a c k c o l o u r . T h e L o r d a b o v e w a s a l s o p a i n t e d i n d a r k c o l o u r s . N o t h i n g i n t h i s 
p r e - r e s t o r a t i o n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n h i n t d d a t a n y e m b l e m a t i c t h e m e o t h e r t h a n t h a t o f 
t h e C o n v e r s i o n o f t h e s a i n t . O n e s h o u l d h e r e n o t e t h a t i n n o fifteenth o r e a r l i e r 
C o n v e r s i o n s c e n e i n C a t a l o n i a d o e s o n e f i n d S t P a u l l y i n g o n t h e g r o u n d . U s u a l l y , 
h e i s p o r t r a y e d f a l l i n g o f f t h e h o r s e . T h e f a c t t h a t h e i s l y i n g o n t h e g r o u n d h a s 
d r a w n t h e a t t e n t i o n o f a S p a n i s h a r t h i s t o r i a n , w h o h a s b e e n k i n d e n o u g h t o 
c o n v e y t o m e b y l e t t e r t h i s p i e c e o f i n f o r m a t i o n . 1 

T h e p o s t - r e s t o r a t i o n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s h o w s a n u m b e r o f s i g n i f i c a n t c h a n g e s : 
t h e R e d e e m e r ' s d a r k c l o u d s h a v e d i s a p p e a r e d a n d C h r i s t i s w e a r i n g v e r y w h i t e 

* I must (hank Canon John Azzopardi for his constant encouragement and counsel generously 
given in all (he stages of this research. 

1 See resloration report, dated September 1993 (Cathedral Archives). 

2 Prof. Miguel Angel Aloncio in o letter dated 28 Feb. 1994. 
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r o b e s w h i t e r t h a n t h e c l o u d s w h i c h e n c i r c l e H i m , n o t d i s s i m i l a r t o a P i e r o d e l t a 
F r a n c e s c a R e s u r r e c t i o n . 5 T h e w h i t i s h h o r s e h a s b e e n c l e a n e d a n d a m o r e b r i l l i a n t 
w h i t e h a s e m e r g e d . T h e b r o w n o f t h e t h r e e h o r s e s h a s b e e n r e m o v e d a n d i n i t s 
s t e a d t h r e e g o r g e o u s h u e s h a v e a p p e a r e d : l e a d g r e y , c h r o m e y e l l o w a n d a f l e s h 
c o l o u r e d t i n t T h i s r a d i c a l c l e a n i n g a l l o w s t h e o n l o o k e r t o a p p r e c i a t e n o t o n l y 
t h e s e c o l o u r s b u t a l s o t h e d e t a i l s o f b o t h r i d e r s a n d h o r s e s . O n e c a n d i s t i n g u i s h 
c l e a r l y - s i n c e t h e y a r e d r a w n i n d i f f e r e n t c o l o u r s - t h e s h a n k s , p a s t e r n s , h o c k s , 
f e t l o c k s a n d h o o v e s o f t h e s e h o r s e s ; t h e riders' h a i r i s b l o n d s u g g e s t i n g a N o r d i c 
c o m p l e x i o n . O n e m u s t a l s o p o i n t o u t t h a t t h e d a r k c l o u d s o f t h e p r e - r e s t o r a t i o n 
d e p i c t i o n c o v e r e d a g o o d o n e f o u r t h o f o n e r i d e r ' s p a i n t e d h a i r . T h e b l a c k b r i d l e s 
a n d r e i n s c o v e r e d o t h e r r e i n s w h i c h w e r e o r i g i n a l l y r e d a n d m o r e s l e n d e r . T h e 
w h o l e c o l o u r s c h e m e o f t h e m o u n t e d r i d e r s a n d i h c l a n d s c a p e c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y 
c l u s t e r s o f e l e g a n t t r u n k s a n d t r e e s a n d l i m p i d s l o p e s , a l l p o i n t t o a n I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
G o t h i c p a i n t e r i n f l u e n c e d h o w e v e r b y f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y I t a l i a n a r t i s t s , s u c h a s : 
G h e r a r d o S t a m i n a ( a s r e g a r d s t h e l a n d s c a p e ' s t r e a t m e n t ) ; ' ' S p i n e l l o A r e t i n o ( a s 
r e g a r d s s o m e figures' t r e a t m e n t ) ; 5 A m b r o g i o L o r e n z e t i i ( a s r e g a r d s s o m e 
d e c o r a t i v e h a r n e s s d e t a i l s ) ; 6 n o t t o m e n t i o n F r e n c h a n d I t a l i a n m i n i a t u r i s t s , s u c h 
a s G i o v a n n i n o D e i G r a s s i . B u t w h a t I c o n s i d e r v e r y i m p o r t a n t i s t h e a r t i s t ' s 
a t t i t u d e t o p a i n t i n g i t s e l f . I n t h e s e c o n d h a l f o f t h e f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , t h e 
F l o r e n t i n e p a i n t e r , a c c o r d i n g t o A r g a n , " f a o p e r a d i t r a n s l i t t e r a z i o n e , d i t r a d u z i o n e 
d i u n t e s t o i n figure; a f f i n c h b s i a c h i a r o c h e l e i m m a g i n i n o n v a l g o n o p e r s & m a 
p e r i c o n c e t t i c h e m a n i f e s t a n o , o p e r a u n a t r a s p o s i z i o n e i n t e r m i n i d i a l l e g o r i a ; 
I ' a c c u r a t e z z a d e s c r i t t i v a , I ' e v i d e n z a f o r m a l e h a n n o d u n q u e i l s o l o s c o p o d i 
r e n d e r e a t t e n d i b i l i i c o n c e t t i c h e i l l u s t r a n o " . ' T h i s b r i n g s a b o u t a s i t u a t i o n i n 
w h i c h t h e u n i t y o f v i s i o n o f t h i s p a n e l i s s o m e w h a t b r o k e n . T h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
l e n d s s u p p o r t t o t h e t h e o r y t h a t t h e p a i n t e r , a l b e i t S p a n i s h , m i g h t h a v e h a d a 
F l o r e n t i n e t r a i n i n g r a t h e r t h a n a S i e n e s e o n e , s i n c e F l o r e n c e r a t h e r t h a n S i e n a 
l a i d a p r e m i u m o n t h e i d e a l m e s s a g e o f a n ; o r , e q u a l l y p r o b a b l e t h e p a i n t e r w a s 
c o m m i s s i o n e d b y a s c h o l a r , e x p e r t i n e c c l e s i a s t i c a l a n d p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y t o r e n d e r 
f a i t h f u l l y a f u n d o f m o t i f s w h i c h m e t t h e d e m a n d s o f t h e M a l t e s e i n t h e l a t e 
f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y a n d t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e f i f t e e n t h . 

3 Picro delta Franceses, fresco ai S. Marco. Florence. 

4 Gerardo Stamina. Thebaid. panel. Florence. Uffizi. 

3 Spinello Arelino. E n t r y nf Pnpe Alexander tit i n Pome. Siena, Public Palace. 

6 Ambrogio Lorenzetti. Effects n f C i f d Cmernment i n the city: fresco, Siena. Public Palace. On 
the Sienese elements, see E.V. Borg. Si P a u l 's Pr/lyplych. 1978. Malta, passim. 

7 G.C. Argan. S n i r i a d e l l ' a r i e i t a l i a n a . vol 2, Florence 1977. p. 45. 
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Jn 

H o w e v e r t h e m o s t s i g n i f i c a n t f i g u r e t o e m e r g e f r o m t h i s r e s t o r a t i o n i s a 
b l a c k f i g u r e w h i c h i s s t a n d i n g b e t w e e n t h e h i n d q u a r t e r s o f t h e w h i t e h o r s e a n d 
t h e figure o f a h i g h e c c l e s i a s t i c a l d i g n i t a r y w h o m o u n t s a m a r e r a t h e r t h a n a 
m a l e h o r s e u s e d f o r w a r f a r e a n d w h o i s p o r t r a y e d i n t h e a c t o f b l e s s i n g h i m . 
E v e n t h e first m o u n t e d figure i s i n t h e a c t o f h i c s s i n g s o m e o n e . T h e f a c t t h a t t h i s 
b l a c k figure h a s N e g r o i d f e a t u r e s , l e n d s s u p p o r t t o m y h y p o t h e s i s t h a t t h e s u b j e c t 
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m a t t e r o f t h i s p a n e l m a y b e r e l a t e d t o t h e N o r m a n c o n q u e s t o f M a l t a . I n b r i e f t h e 
t h r e e m o u n t e d f i g u r e s m a y b e , f r o m l e f t 10 r i g h t : C o u n t R o g e r , w h o i n 1 0 9 1 
c a r r i e d o u t a f o r m o f r a z z i a o f t h e i s l a n d ; n e x t t o h i m i s G o d f r e y M a l a t e r r a . h i s 
c o n s t a n t c o m p a n i o n m o n k a n d c h r o n i c l e r ; b e s i d e h i m i s a P a p a l L e g a t e w e a r i n g 
t h e r e d c a r d i n a l ' s h a t a n d m a n t l e . T h e b l a c k f i g u r e m a y b e t h e Q a i d w h o r e p r e s e n t s 
M u s l i m M a l t a , w h i c h i s e i t h e r b e i n g c o n v e r t e d o r p a y i n g h o m a g e t o t h e n e w 
c o n q u e r e r o f t h e M a l t e s e i s l a n d s . W h y h a v e I a s s o c i a t e d t h e N e g r o i d f i g u r e w i t h 
M u s l i m M a l t a ? I h a v e b a s e d m y h y p o t h e s i s o n I w o c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ; first t h e 
p o l y p t y c h h a s b e e n o b v i o u s l y c a r r i e d o u t s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r M a l t a s i n c e v a r i o u s 
s c e n e s d e a l a s m u c h a s p o s s i b l e w i t h s o m e p a r t i c u l a r e p i s o d e r e l a t i v e t o M a l t a ' s 
h i s t o r y . S e c o n d , o n e m a y find a l i t e r a r y c o u n t e r p a r t t o t h i s n e g r o f i g u r e . W i l l i a m 
W i s t a r C o m f o r t w r i t e s t h a t " t h e p e o p l e i n F r a n c e k n e w t h a t t h e S a r a c e n s w e r e 
n o t a l l . . . b l a c k b r u t e s , a n d i n g e n e r a l , t h e r e i s n o c o m m e n t o n t h e i r l a c k o f 
c o m e l i n e s s . B u t w h e n s p e c i a l r e a s o n s c a l l f o r t h e g r o t e s q u e a s a d e s i r e d t y p e , i t 
i s t h e A f r i c a n t y p e t h a i d o e s d u t y . " " I n f a c t h e q u o t e s a s t a n z a f r o m i h e Chanson 
de Roland. 

Devant chevalchet un Sarrazin. Abisme 
Plusfel de lui n'eut sa cumpagnie. 
Teches ad males e mult gram felonies; 
Ne crei en Deu, lu ftlz seinte Marie; 
Issi est neirs cume pen. ki est demise; 
Plus aimet il traisuir e murdrie 
Qu 'it nefesist trestut I'orde Galice.9 

L i n e s 1 9 1 7 - 1 8 r e f e r t o t h e p a g a n k i n g M a r s i l e , w h e r e h e i s d e s c r i b e d w i t h N e g r o i d 
f e a t u r e s , w i t h l a r g e n o s e a n d b r o a d e a r s : 

8 W W. Comfort. The L i t e r a r y R u l e ofthe Saracens i n Ihe F r e n c h E p i c . Pub I ical ions of the Modern 
Lang. Associalion of America. LV. p. 628. 

9 L a Chanson de Roland, edited by Joseph Bedier. (Paris. 1992> tines 1470-1476. 

The following is a translation by Miss Irma Smith in "Arte" (Milan. 1968. p. 106): 

In front rides a Saracen. Abisme: 
There is none more treacherous in the company. 
He is filled with viecs and great crimes; 
He does not helievc in God. the Son of Saint Mary; 
He is as black as melied pitch; 
More than all the gold in Galicia 
He loves treachery and murder e 
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Fig. 3 Archbishop Turpin Baptising Otinei. Museo 
Civico. Trevisofc. 1375-1400) 

Us neire gent en ad en sa baillie 
Cranz unt les nes e lees les oreitles.'" 

E v e n p i c t o r t a l l y , o n e m a y find p a r a l l e l s c e n e s . A t T r e v i s o i n I t a l y t h e 
a r c h b i s h o p T u r p i n i s p o r t r a y e d i n t h e a c t o f b a p t i z i n g a M u s l i m , O t i n e i , d e p i c t e d 
a s a N e g r o . ( S e e fig 3 ) 

10 Chanson de Roland, vv. 1917-18. 
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If ihe mounted riders refer to Count Roger, Godfrey Malaterra and a Papal 
Legale, the big while horse is the famous chinea (in English hackney), which 
was the horse which every ihree years at first, and afterwards every year, had to 
be given to the Pope as homage for his giving as fief the South of Italy and Sicily 
to Ihe Normans, as established in the Synod of Melfi in 1 0 5 9 by Pope Nicholas 
I I . This concession was made because Count Roger freed the South of Italy 
from the Schismatic Byzantines and Sicily from the Saracens. It should be noted 
that the horse had to be in an ambling posture, as, in fact, the white horse in the 
panel is portrayed. 

My hypothesis may not he considered improbable owing to the fact that 
Malta's reconversion to Christianity is made to coincide with St Paul's conversion 
and the white horse connects and conveys convincingly these two conversions. 

What is indeed iniruiging is the reason for the Negroid figure being painted 
out. My guess is that the whole Norman exploit is to be viewed in relation to the 
Apostolica Legazia dei Normanni in Sicilia. In 1 0 9 8 Urban II is said to have 
given to ihe Normans power over ecclesiastical affairs, especially regarding the 
election of bishops, endowments and the right to veto ecclesiastical councils. 
This Apostolica Legazia may not have pleased the Order of St John since, being 
a religious order itself, it foresaw a subordinate role to that of the Sicilian 
sovereign. In fact. Andrew Vella" rcfeis to an episode in 1 7 4 1 where the 
representatives of King Amodco of Savoy were denied an official visit to Malta, 
on the grounds that Sicily could not consider Malta as part of its privilege deriving 
from the Apostolica Legazia. 

What I infer is that a few years after the coming olThe Order of Si John, the 
political authorities brought pressure to bear on the ecclesiastical ones so that 
the latter would give Count Roger's exploit of 1 0 9 1 a low profile because of its 
political implications. Indeed the Polyptych underwent a drastic renovation in 
1 5 3 9 . Thanks to research by Prof. Stanley Fiorini, we now know that in that 
year, that is. barely nine years after the Order's coming to the island "major 
changes were carried out to the main altar and to the St Paul rotable".11 Professor 
Fiorini has found a document in the Mandati of the Cathedral Archives stating 
explicitly that payment was effected to the painter. Maslro Calecrano Orobello 
from Syracuse, "che pingi scu rcnova la cona di Sancto Paulo". The words "pingi" 
and "renova" do not imply restoration, but a radical painting out. as ihe recent 

I 

11 A. Vclla.Srorjulu'Ma/ra. vol I.Malta. 1984. p. 76. 

12 S. Fiorini. "Artists and Artisans at the M d m a C a t h e d r a l " . I H e l i i a H i s m r i t u . v o i X . n o 4. 1991. 
p. 340. 
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cleanings have proved." That the Negro figure was painted out much before the 
last century is borne out by Canon Pullicino's statement of 1 8 7 1 wherein he 
explicitly says that the riders were part of St Paul's retinue, and no mention is 
made of the Negro figure : "rapprcsenlano cssi i seguaci del medesimo, ehe lo 
guardono a terra caduto." Giuseppe Callcja's restoration in 1 8 7 1 was probably 
limited to minimal cosmetic changes, leaving the superimposed layers as they 
were; his merit was that he did not add anything more. Canon Pullieino 
categorically states "senza aggiungcre alcun nuovo colore".14 

This "Count Roger" hypothesis might throw new light not only on the 
iconography but also on the style of the Conversion scene, as well as of the 
whole polyptych. First, it seems likely that the painter followed a particular 
ideological programme prepared most probably by others well versed in Malta's 
ancient and medieval history; in this way the polyptych was lo be seen as a 
religious and historical manifesto. As long as Malta was Aragoncse, the 
polyptych's ideological programme was praiseworthy; but, as soon as the Knighis 
came, some aspects of it proved to be at best embarrassing and at worst to be 
condemned. It is indeed possible that the black figure was painted out to remove 
any possible link with the Apostolica Legazia. The 1 5 3 9 "restoration" fits with 
this painting out. 

Secondly, as the polyptych is now restored, one may belter study its style. 
My conviction is that the artist has still lo be better identified: it seems that be 
drew on various sources: the Internationa] Gothic; the Scrra circle apart from 
the Louis Borassaonc:" Sicilian Byzantine art, such as is found in the Monrcalc 
fresco cycle (especially for the hieratic Si Paul's central panel); Central Italian, 
especially Sienese painicrs, such as Ambrogio Lorenzetti. One should not leave 
out the Florcnline intellectual approach, such as is found in Buonaiuti. 

Certainly he was a fine painter who. notwithstanding his eclectic approach, 
amalgamated wondrously his sources and produced a masterpiece which wc are 
lucky lo enjoy up to this present day. 

13 The repamlingsoflhisanist point loan Umbnun. fifteenth century style, since certain superimposed 
architectural motifs seem to have been influenced by Giovanni Boccati. as well as by Van Eyck's 
perspective schemes. However it should be stated categorically thai the original polyptych's style 
is to be sought in the late Trecento or early Quattrocento one. especially in (he International Gothic 

Id P Pullieino. Antiche tavotealtre voltecamponenii I I p r i n c i p a t e G r a n quadmdelta Chiesat attedrate 
di M a l t a . Malta. 1871. p. 4. 

15 SeeG Bautier Brcsc. "Tlie Paintings a( Hal Millieri" in H a l M i l l i e h . A Maltese Cusale: Its Churches 
and Paintintts (edit. A. Lutlretl. Malta. 1976. p 2> 
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