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1.   ARCHITECT LORENZO GAFÀ (1639-1703) 

 

The rich architectural heritage of the seventeenth century Malta has so completely conditioned 

our idea of the urban setting that no other style has been able to root itself in the memory of our 

people as a whole.  In a way, it led to some unfortunate consequences, for the stagnation in 

popular taste has impeded the growth of a worthy contemporary style; excepting only several   

notable exceptions. In effect the resulting vacuum has been largely dominated by unworthy 

utilitarian improvisations – the kind of architectural landscape that can only breed and inspire 

further mediocrity. 

In its own historical perspective, the rich crop of creative seventeenth century architects stands 

unrivalled by others of comparable epochs in the Maltese environment; to mention only the 

better known – Vittorio Cassar, Tommaso Dingli, Lorenzo Gafà,  Giovanni Barbara – as well as 

others, such as the yet hardly known to us beyond the mere names, particularly, Bartolomeo 

Garagona, Michele Casanova and Francesco Sammut.  I have purposely excluded the foreign 

born who worked in Malta - exceptionally valid architects like Francesco Bonamici, Ulderico 

Blondel, Charles Francois de Mondion, and that most refined artist of the Roman Baroque, 

Romano Carapecchia who although arriving here in Malta in 1706, had been supplying designs 

for Maltese buildings as far back as the 1680s. 

Yet few would argue that among the Maltese architects of the seventeenth century, Lorenzo Gafà 

proved the most eminent and one whose influence on the country’s architecture development 

made the most abiding impact.  Like his near contemporary, Mattia Preti in painting, he 

embodied the very spirit of the baroque age, defining it in a series of architectural works in so 

increasingly ebullient a manner that towards the end of his career – specifically in the design of 



Mdina Cathedral – we can already sense a premonition of the advent of the more decorative 

rococo style. 

Dynamic century 

Lorenzo’s keen and intelligent  grasp of architectural ideas had conditioned him to be more 

receptive to new ideas and helped to attune him to the changing sensibility of the time – a 

fortunate characteristic that favoured the further evolution of his “manner” and the up-dating of 

his style, down even to his declining years.  Thanks to this receptivity to novel architectural 

concepts  by Lorenzo Gafà – likewise manifested by some of his contemporaries in the 

profession – both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries stand out as the most dynamic and 

interesting epoch as far as Maltese architecture is concerned. 

Yet a proper assessment of the contribution of these Seicento and Settecento architects cannot be 

attempted until the basic facts about them are better known, particularly the outline of their 

career, their realized works and development, thus enabling a firm chronology to be worked out, 

as well as solid documented information upon which to build more detailed studies.  A clear 

view has so far been hampered by the “traditions” handed down by nineteenth century writers, at 

times still uncritically repeated down to our time.  The present contribution aspires only to 

delineate some of the main highlights in Gafà’s life and career, basing them on some available 

documentary evidence. 

Most times Lorenzo Gafà has been assumed to have been “born in 1630 and died in 1710” as 

reported by Quentin Hughes in his Buildings of Malta and subsequently repeated by others.  In 

fact Lorenzo Gafà was born a good nine years later – in 1639 – an adjustment that will prepare  

us better to comprehend  his susceptibility to the elegant Roman version of Baroque that was 

soon to receive a massive transfusion into our landscape through the contribution of the gifted 

Romano Carapecchia. 

We find the baptisimal registration of Lorenzo Gafa in the parish records of Vittoriosa in the year 

1639: A di 4 Agosto ho battezzato Lorenzo Gafa figlio di mro. Marco e Veronica Gafa – il 

padrino Michele Xiberras.1 His confirmation followed at the age of 6 which for some 

unexplained reason took place at Cospicua; only the mother’s name is here given: 10 Dec. 1645 

– Laurentio figlio di Veronica Gafa: padrino D. Giuseppe Zahra2. 



Parish censuses 

Other documentary insights into the Gafa family background can be gleaned from three old 

paschal censuses known as Status Animarum, the older one for 1655, surviving only as a 

fragment, accidentally bound with volume 1 of the Vittoriosa Baptisms.  The entry3 gains some 

importance as being among the earliest documents to name  his brother, the celebrated sculptor, 

as Melchiorre.  The ages given in these censuses are very often worse than rough approximations 

(not infrequently simply fictitious gueses), although generally more reliable for the younger 

members of the family.  They likewise reflect accurately the composition of the family at a given 

time.  

Vittoriosa Status Animarum, 1655: Marco Gafa -  d’anni 71 (or 63?): Veronica-  moglie 63; 

Gratia - figlia 33; Gio. Marco – figlio  25; Melchiore - figlio 20; Lorenzo – figlio 18. 

The substance of the above information is that by 1655 both Melchiorre and Lorenzo were still 

dwelling with their parents in Vittoriosa, and clearly indicate that Lorenzo was two years 

younger than Melchiorre.  We come across two more glimpses into the family background of the 

Gafa family through the Vittoriosa Status Animarum for 16764  and that for the year 16875. 

Vittoriosa Status Animarum 1678: Veronica Gafa d’anni 70; Mro. Lorenzo Gafa: 30. Gratia 

Gafa 35. 

Vittoriosa Status Animarum 1687: Lorenzo Gafa d’anni 43, Soro Lucretia sorella: 55. 

So by 1678 we observe that the Gafà family had been reduced to three, for in the meantime the 

father (Marco) and Melchoirre had died (the latter in Rome), while  the fate of  the elder brother 

Gio. Marco  (who though features as one of  the claimants to Melchiorre’s heredity in 1667)  is at 

present unkown . The following year – on October 24, 1679 – Veronica,  Lorenzo’s mother, died 

and was buried in the church of the Annunciation, Vittoriosa6.  But by 1687, Lorenzo was still 

living in Vittoriosa with his ageing sister who had professed as a tertiary member of one of the 

monastic orders. We should also keep in mind that the names Gratia and Lucretia were then 

confusedly deemed to be interchangeable.  All the ages given both for the 1678 and the 1687 

censuses can be seen to be rough and inaccurate approximations. 



For the surviving issue of Marco and Veronica Gafà, the Vittoriosa baptism records7 preserves a 

far more detailed and accurate account. 

Lauria born on February 19, 1625; Giuseppe: March 31, 1628; Gio. Maria: February 13, 1631; 

Marcello: January 21, 1636; Lorenzo. August 4, 1639. 

The likeliest concordance that emerges from the resulting discordant evidence - arising between 

the Baptism registers and the various Status Animarum - would appear to be the following:- 

a) Lauria seems to be the Grazia and Lucretia of the Status Animarum of 1676 and 1687 

respectively , known to have been still alive in 1697, aged 72. 

b) Giuseppe had been admitted to the Rabat convent of the Dominican Order on September 30, 

1643 at the age of 158, thus explaining his absence from the 1655 Status Animarum; he was 

ordained on September 21, 16529.  Giuseppe Gafa’ was later nominated parish-priest of Porto 

Salvo, Valletta, by bishop Astirias, serving between 1677 to 1685. 

c) Gio. Maria would appear to have been identical with Gio. Marco of the 1655 Status 

Animarum. 

d) Marcello – the one baptised on January 19, 1634 – very likely died in infancy, but either his 

death was not registered, or its registration has so far not been traced. 

e) Marcello – baptised on January 21, 1636 – appear to be Melchoire Gafà on the evidence of the 

1655 Status Animarum that records a gap of two years between him and Lorenzo; there are also 

other cogent reasons.10 

f) Lorenzo baptized 4 August 1639, is of course identical to Lorenzo of the 1655 Status 

Animarum. 

 

Early sculptural projects 

Lorenzo Gafà’s early training in the art of sculpture – apparently practiced by his father, but 

certainly later embraced by his older brother Melchiorre - was eventually to affect considerably 

his architectural style, although his early ideas of design was modeled on the chaste vernacular 



tradition of unadorned simplicity, becoming more explicitly decorative in his later architectural 

projects, as  beautifully borne out by the splendid dome created for the Mdina Cathedral.  A mid-

eighteenth century text in our National Library11 - written by a Capuchin friar (simply referred to 

as the Anonimo Capuccino), that was some fifty years later further annotated by Count Saverio 

Marchesi – mentions the following four “sculptural” projects carried out by Lorenzo Gafà 

“prima della venuta in Malta del fratello” (i.e. before 1666). 

a) The prospect of the titular altar in the church of Anime del Purgatorio in Valletta; adding the 

pregnant comment “disegnata per altro da suo fratello Melchiorre;” probably dateable around 

1666 to coincide with his brother’s brief presence in Malta. 

b) The prospect of the titular altar in the convent-church of Saint Scholastica, Vittoriosa. A 

nineteenth century source, Achille Ferres (pub. Malta 1866, p.284), more credibly states: “La 

facciata esterna della chiesa fu eretta sul disegno del célèbre Lorenzo Gafa”; whether Ferres is  

right or wrong in indicating that Lorenzo’s 1680s intervention as limited to the church’s external 

façade,  in any case we are dealing with an architectural project. 

c) The altar of St. Peter Martyr in the Dominican church of the Annunciation in Vittoriosa – 

unfortunately demolished in the aerial bombardment of 1942. 

d) The façade of the two side-aisles (la facciata de’ due cappelloni) of the church of St Paul-

outside-the-walls in Rabat. This structure can be considered primarily an architectural project. 

Furthermore, the accounts of the collettes of the Langue de France12  similarly indicate that in 

1666  Melchoire Gafà  was commissioned to redesign the altar and prospect for the French 

knights’ chapel in St. John’s (unhappily Melchiorre’s creation was removed early in the 19th 

century); it is most likely that the material executor of the project was his brother Lorenzo, for 

the two brothers appear to have operated in close collaboration precisely during this period of 

their lives. 

In spite of the Anonimo Capuccino’s assertion, only the main altar-prospect of the Anime del 

Purgatorio church, together with altar-prospect of the Langue de France chapel in St John’s can 

be truly described as sculptural realizations, both somehow tied with Melchiorre’s presence in 

Malta in 1666, and both unfortunately no longer in existence. Significantly from this point in 



times, Lorenzo Gafa emerges in the written records as Mro.Lorenzo Cafa’ Ingegniero, a 

designation seemingly first employed in the Carmelites’ accounts from 27 December 1668.13  

The account of the Anonimo Capuccino is extremely specific that Lorenzo began to concentrate 

seriously on following the profession of architecture at the insistent advice of his brother 

Melchiorre as a result of the brothers’ close collaboration during 1666. In the words of the 

Anonimo Capuccino : “ in questa occasione Melchiorre consiglio’ il fratello d’abbandonare 

affatto lo studio della scultura e di tutto applicarsi a quello dell’Architettura per cui vedeva in di 

lui talento piu’ inclinato“.14 It appears that the 18th century compiler has transmitted the right 

situation, as Lorenzo Gafa’s architectural career began in earnest in the decade following 

Melchiorre’s four month visit to Malta.  

It was through the eventual  popular success  of his career as an architect that Lorenzo Gafà 

gained such wide esteem that his reputation obliterated altogether from popular memory the 

subsequent contribution of Romano Carapecchia.  The latter’s enrichment of our Baroque 

architecture had to be rediscovered anew in recent years by Mr. J. Tonna and Mr. Denis De 

Lucca.15 In truth Carapecchia is not the sole seventeenth century architect to have suffered such a 

fate in our country, although in this particular case one suspects a sort of an underground 19th 

century nationalistic resurgence that operated to the advantage of the Maltese architect. 

In fact at one time, it was axiomatic to assign to Lorenzo Gafà the pick of seventeenth century 

Baroque buildings.  When a more critical assessment began to be made after 1945, the reverse 

process denied him works that appeared to be legitimately his and often for thin, specious 

reasons. Although the situation has considerably improved as a result of more recent valuable 

technical research, it has now become essential to examine the contemporary – or near-

contemporary – written sources to ascertain the volume of documented architectural work carried 

out by Lorenzo. 

One of the earliest contemporary source is the Stato delle Chiese, a copy of which – ACM Misc. 

180 – is kept in the archives of the Cathedral Museum in Mdina.  The work passes as a text 

largely based on the 1680 Visitation report of Bishop Molina, which may roughly corresponds to 

the facts.  But it appears that in time the original unidentified compiler carried the text further in 

time, so as to cover the years up to the 1693 earthquake, and selectively, to its immediate 



aftermath.  An even later compiler added a number of eighteenth century annotations, mostly 

concerning ecclesiastical benefices, that can be easily detected on account of their patent 

interpolatory character.  But then. the work oddly ignores the rebuilding of the Mdina Cathedral 

thus failing to connect Lorenzo Gafà with his masterpiece, from which we can work out a 

terminus ante quem for the more relevant text –  to around circa 1693. 

A scrutiny of this important contemporary source supplies us with a fairly detailed but 

incomplete progress report of Lorenzo’s works which I have sought to schematize in the 

following chronological table with the corresponding references to the text. 

ACM 
MISC. 
180  Date  Work 
p. 386  1676  Concezione, Floriana (better known as Sarria) 
p. 361  1680  chapel of San Rocco, Valletta 
p. 353  1680  Cuppola, St. Paolo, Valletta 
p. 12  From1662 Carmelite church & convent, Mdina (with Francesco Sammut) 
p. 307  1681  Transepts, S. Lorenzo, Vittoriosa (apparently extended to include  
    coro; finished 1697) 
p. 284  1681  S. Pietro Martire, Marnisi 
p. 332  1681  Ssmo. Salvatore, Vittoriosa 
p. 156  1683  Assumption chapel, Zebbug 
p.140  1684  Cuppola,  St. George’s Qormi 
p. 48  1688  Chapel in S. Spirito Hospital, Rabat 
p. 273  1692  St. Catherine parish church, Zejtun 
p. 16  1692  S. Nicola Vescovo, Mdina 
p. 14  1694  Sant’Agata., Mdina 
 
 
A few remarks arising from the above list will not be amiss.  

(a) There had been a tendency to assign the design of Sarria chapel to Mattia Preti, putting in  

doubt Gafà’s part in its re-erection, particularly based on account of it being an octagonal 

structure, claiming that such a form to be anomalous to his repertoire..  In fact the little 

church of the Assumption at Zebbug also has an octagonal structure; one cannot therefore 

legitimately doubt Gafà’s  involvement on such grounds. It’s far likelier that Gafa’ was 

contracted to carry out the necessary constructionl work along the general outlines  

indicated by Mattia Preti. 

 



(b) The source throws no light on the respective responsibility of Francesco Sammut and 

Lorenzo Gafa  in the operations  that involved both St. Paul’s Valletta as well as  the 

Carmelite church and convent at Mdina, where both personalities worked closely together 

in tandem;  Sammut being the original engineer in charge.  Lorenzo was able to continue 

on his own and finish the construction of the Carmelite project in Mdina when Francesco 

Sammut suddenly passed away.16 

 
(c) The source even fails to refer in any way to Carapecchia’s design for the façade of St. 

Lawrence’s, Vittoriosa. 

(d) St. Agatha’s Mdina – being a small church – was quickly rebuilt after the 1693              

earthquake, when work on the re-erection of the cathedral could only have reached the initial 

planning stages. The Cathedral chapter had approved Lorenzo Gafa’s plan for the re-building 

on the 11 April 1693  

(d) The source also fails to attribute to Gafà, not only the 1693 re-construction of the Mdina 

Cathedral, but ignores the earlier – 1680 -   re-building by Lorenzo Gafa of its apse and coro, 

13 years before the earthquake, -  as well as omitting to take note of his heavy  involvement 

in the various and considerable additions  to the  St. Paul’s parish-church complex at Rabat, 

undertaken around the same time – all of which is  very odd and difficult to account for.  

Qrendi parish church 

Among the buildings which J. Quentin Hughes denies to Lorenzo Gafà, we find the parish 

church of Qrendi, presumably basing his view on general stylistic considerations.  Yet a 

comment formally entered  in Bishop’s Cocco Palmieri’s 1708 visitation report17very clearly 

states that the builders were following a scale-model of Lorenzo Gafa, six years after his demise. 

On April 28, 1709, the bishop visited the Qrendi parish church, then still under construction, and 

registered the following comment in his report  “There is the cupola yet to be erected, the 

sacristy on the right of the coro, another bell-tower, the decorations of all the altars and of the 

interior – according to a model (Modulum), that is the scale-sample (exemplar), made by the 

late architect Lorenzo Gafà”. 



Therefore there can be little ground for doubting that the original design for the Qrendi parish 

church was drawn by Lorenzo Gafà himself.  The passage will incidentally serve to reveal the 

method employed by architects of the time to pass on their instructions to the masons, mostly 

unlettered people probably unable to follow complicated architectural drawings.  Instead they 

were provided with scale models, maybe even of different sections, which they were expected to 

follow as closely as possible…. a technique apparently as old as the Copper Age!  On the 

strength of the above passage, one can make a case of assigning the Qrendi parish church to Gafà 

as a posthumous work, keeping in mind that the builders – in the absence of the engineer - were 

very likely temped to improvise and follow some ideas of their own.     

An 18th century record. 

A lapse of about 60 to 70 years separate the compiler of the above listed traditions in ACM 

Misc.180 Lo stato delle chiese – basically a contemporary of Lorenzo Gafa – and the historical 

record preserved by the Anonimo Capuccino (NLM Lib.1123), put down in writing around the 

1760s, by  which time Lorenzo Gafa’s reputation as an architect had risen so high that the 

anonymous friar proclaims “che si acquisto’ la fama ed il merito di primo architetto di Malta…18 

He was better informed of  Gafa’s widespread activity in the field of architecture, though often 

his overall reportage tends to treat the mass of information with a lax, uncritical attitude, which 

enables his annotator, Saverio Marchesi to take him to task, picking on his obvious errors and 

contradictions. The Anonimo Capuccino attributes 11 architecture projects to Lorenzo Gafa; but 

the resulting list only in part coincides with the projects enumerated by the compiler of ACM 

Misc, 180, apart from other interesting variations. The Anonimo Capuccino’s list of Lorenzo 

Gafa’s architectural record is given hereunder and reported in the same order of the chronicler :- 

N.L.M. Lib.1123, p.92 

1. Parish-church of Casal Lia.                                                                                                    

2. The Madre chiesa (parish-church) of St Lawrence, Vittoriosa. 

3.The façade of the Cathedral church. 

4 Chapel (capella) of San Paolo fuor le mura. 



5. Church of Zejtun. 

6  Church of Santa Scholastica, Vittoriosa. 

7. Church of Sant’Agata, Notabile 

8. Church of San Nicolo’, Notabile. 

9.Church of the Santo Spirito Hospital, Rabat. 

10. The Hospital and church of St Nicholas, known as Ta’ Saura, Rabat. 

11.The dome of Casal Curmi. 

Of the above eleven projects, five (number 1, 3, 4, 6 and 10) do not feature in the list of 

architecture works attributed to Lorenzo Gafa by the compiler of ACM Misc.180. An obvious 

error is the inclusion of the parish-church of Lija, securely documented to the architect Giovanni 

Barbara, a younger contemporary of Lorenzo. The same friar-chronicler concedes to Gafa’ the 

façade of the Mdina Cathedral; and he seems to single out more precisely Gafa’s work at St 

Paul’s parish-church in Rabat -  to St Publius’ chapel erected above the Grotto. In this part of his 

writing, he allows to Gafa’ the entire re-building of chapel of St Scholastica, while a little before 

he implies that Gafa’ was responsible for the sculptural work of the façade of the same chapel. 

In spite of the errors, omissions and negligent reports of our early historiographers, there 

emerges clearly their awareness of the validity and immense contribution to the architectural 

patrimony of Malta by men of exceptional talents, of which Lorenzo Gafa’, stands out eminently, 

having filled the Island with admirable monumental constructions, of which everyone was proud, 

not least the common people and the unlearned.  Understood in this spirit, Lorenzo Gafa’ stood 

out as “il primo architetto di Malta”  

Other Sculptural activity 

It appears too that Lorenzo never quite lost his early attachment to sculpture, for although he was 

far too busy to carry out such strenuous work in person, his services were keenly sought to 

design works of art, an activity that he continued to pursue to the end of his life.  We have 

definite notices of two such projects – a baptism font (1792) for St. Paul’s Valletta – painted by 



Francesco Vivier and gilded by Marius Brumun – and having the armorial bearings of Bishop 

Cocco Palmieri and the  Pietro Viany (prior of the conventual church of St John)…..a 

picturesque blend in homage that unleashed a protocolar explosion  leading to the font being 

removed in 1694, although it was consistently  described by one and all as “cosa bella e nobile 

che ci sia forse in Italia”19.  

Likewise referred to were two holy-water stoups (1702) for the Mdina Cathedral, designed by 

Lorenzo and carved by the brothers Salvatore and Gio. Maria Gilibert of Senglea, bearing the 

cost-of-arms of the ubiquitous Cocco Palmieri, that also appear to have made a chequered debut 

due to jurisdictional feuds20 typical of the age. 

Lorenzo Gafà died at Vittoriosa, his birth-place, on February 18, 1703 when not yet 64 years of 

age21. The Vittoriosa death registration notes that his demise was unexpected ex morte 

improvisa. It seems likely that he had lived long enough to see the Mdina Cathedral – his 

masterpiece – nearly finished. 

The façade and the cupola are marked by a florid sculptural quality that seems sprightlier by 

comparison with Gafa’s earlier chaste, severe manner. Although lacking the effortless levity so 

characteristic of Carapecchia, in its weighty corpulence  the Cathedral’s façade  breathed a new 

freedom and more exuberance than any of his earlier, more sober works.  His early training as a 

sculptor, even more as the passive executor of his brilliant brother’s designs, eventually all came 

to colour his thinking as an architect.  In later life, with his reputation secured, he was able to 

work with greater freedom and thus to create as his inner inclinations and his acquired skill 

counseled him.  In this strange fashion, right on the eve of the Rococo outburst, Lorenzo Gafà 

was able to anticipate that efflorescence through a peculiar and personal evolution of his own 

sensibility.  He even proved to be the right touchstone for the next generation of Maltese 

architects, thus involuntary but effectively eclipsing the dignified and light elegance practiced in 

the coming years by Romano Carapecchia.  While heavily indebted to continental European 

impulses, one is largely justified in considering the Maltese 17th century Baroque and its 18th 

century sequel, as having also absorbed a number of significant indigenous strands.  

 
 
 
 



 
 
The following is the amended text of an address given at the official opening of Palazzo de Piro, Mdina on the 
December 4th, 2010, to mark the public presentation of four restored wax reliefs by Melchiorre Gafa’  
 
 
2. Melchiorre Gafa' (1636-1667) & the recovery of the four Mdina wax panels in relief 

I should confess from the start that I was in two minds whether to take up the invitation to give 
this address in spite of the fact that my past contribution to the history of art in Malta has been 
wide-ranging. It therefore fell often to my lot to delve deeply into the nature and the quality of 
the art of artists of the past; but in substance I was never in a position to explore in-depth the art 
of that extraordinary sculptor – Melchiorre Gafa' – who had in reality spent almost the entire 
period of his productive and mature years in Rome where his genius found fertile ground as well 
as that stimulating atmosphere that permitted it to blossom and bloom.  

The long analytic studies of Jennifer Montague and lately the keen diligence of Keith Sciberras 
allowed an authentic and serious appraisal of Melchiorre Gafa's story and his artistic uniqueness 
to be better appreciated. 

Melchiorre Gafa' was born in Vittoriosa, the son of Marco and Veronica and baptised on January 
21st, 1636 with the name of Marcello, although he was always called Melchiorre. Thereby for a 
long time hung a little mystery. The baptismal records revealed that the Gafa' family had. two 
years before, another child also baptised as Marcello on18th January 1634 who days after died in 
infancy. So, according to the custom of the time, the future Melchiorre was seen as a 
replacement and given his deceased brother’s name22. But how did a child baptised as Marcello 
come to be known as Melchior? The confusion arose because the common people – including the 
Gafa’ family – still nostalgically adhered the old Julian calendar, while the Church strictly 
followed the reformed Gregorian calendar first promulgated in 1582 by Pope Gregory XIII. The 
deceased Marcello was evidently born on the feast-day of St Marcellus (Gregorian style), that in 
the Julian calendar coincided with the Epiphany (a festivity associated with the Three Kings) -  
to those people who still clung to the old Julian calendar. This sentimental attachment to the old 
calendar was still widely followed in Malta, for one meets a number of  similar instances in both 
17th century church and notarial archives, of other documented cases of individuals referred to as 
“Melchiorre sive Marcellus”23. 

In 1981, I had in effect written in greater details on the Gafa' family background, in part the 
material now incorporated in the foregoing exposition on Lorenzo Gafa’s life and career. 
Unfortunately, we have no substanial information regarding Melchiorre's early carrrer in Malta 
until he  reached Rome at the age of 22, except for a mid-18th century passage in the “Notitiario” 
penned by the so-called Anonimo Capuccino24. In a preamble of this notitia, the friar-compiler 
reports an oral tradition concerning Melchiorre’s teenage years leading to his being sent to Rome 
in 16584 to pursue his studies in sculpture. The account has all the contours of a popular tale, that 



recounts how Melchiorre was  raised in a family of an impoverished but pious cobbler and as a 
youth he was employed with a stone-carver. At the age of 12, he opportunistically grabbed a 
stone-carving job turned down by his employer, upon which the commissioner – a Spanish 
knight – undertook to promote the young sculptor’s ambition.  

It sounds like a romantic popular tale that raises more questions than it answers, but it is clear 
that in his youth Melchiorre Gafa had effectively won and secured the reputation of an 
uncommonly talented sculptor, a conviction strong enough that a personage, who had both the 
means and the right prestigious contacts that eventually managed to secure for Melchiorre an 
apprenticeship in Rome. Thanks to influence of this prestigious sponsor, Melchiorre was able, as 
soon as he reached Rome, to join one of the most renowned  botteghe  for sculpture  in Europe. 

Malta had a long vernacular tradition in stone carving, mostly of the decorative kind which found 
a ready application and even prospered in the first half of 17th century projects. Most local capo-
mastri, active from the late 16th to the 18thcenturies, particularly Giovanni Attard, Tommaso 
Dingli, Francesco Sammut and others - historically better known for their architectural 
accomplishments – in effect their reputation had been firmly founded on their ability at stone-
carving. Indeed Lorenzo Gafa' – younger brother to Melchiorre – first emerges in written records 
as a stone-carver. 

By his early 20s, it seems that Melchiorre had acquired a noteworthy reputation in decorative 
carving. both in stone and in wood; enough to recall that his early masterpieces in Rome were 
accomplished wood-carvings – namely, the statues of St Paul (now in the church of St Paul 
Shipwreck, Valletta) and Our Lady of Rosary (church of the Rabat Dominicans). His astounded 
skill at carving lies at the basis of the popular myth-building surrounding his youth, although to 
our misfortune, not a single sample of his talent, going back to those early years, has been so far 
identified. Still it served to bring him to the notice of a protector and indeed there is – as we have 
already seen - a legendary account how this came about. But a number of other more likely 
conjectures have been proposed, while also recalling that nothing has emerged in terms of hard 
evidence to substantiate any of these assumptions.  

Here I cannot resist adding a hypothesis of my own to those already proposed. Ever since the 
later 17th century, the statue of St Paul had been associated with the Testaferrata family who in 
the 1680s presented the statue to the parish of St Paul's Shipwreck. Throughout the 17th century, 
and even beyond, the Testaferratas occupied the office of Depositarii to the Sacred Inquisition 
that provided prestigious and influential direct links to the papal court, particularly when Fabio 
Chigi, an ex-Inquisitor to Malta, was elected in 1655 as Pope Alexander VII. As it happened, 
Melchiorre Gafa' reached Rome in 1657 or 1658, at the beginning of the pontificate of Alexander 
VII 25and was destined to die in Rome in the same year as the pope. I believe it is very likely that 
the Testaferratas were able to utilise the influential network which the famigliari of the 
Inquisition provided to recommend their young talented protege from Vittoriosa to artistic  
circles in Rome. On the other hand, Gafa's connection with the Order of St John materialised 



much later, after the young sculptor had already secured widespread recognition and acclaim in 
Roman society, especially in the artistic circles active in the eternal city. 

In my view, even Melchiorre’s sole portrait-sculpture – that of Fabio Chigi as Alexander VII -
was probably commissioned by the Chigi family, only months before Melchiorre’s death. It is 
likely somehow tied to the benign recommendation of the pontiff that had assisted the then  
practically unknown young sculptor from Malta in securing a place in the celebrated atelier of 
Ercole Ferrata. The original terracotta portrait-bust is still retained by the family in its Ariccia 
palace; while of the two bronze-castings, one is held in the Chigi chapel of the duomo of Siena – 
the Chigi were Sienese – while the second bronze replica ended up in the Metropolitan Museum, 
New York 

In Rome, Melchiorre thought it better to give his family’s surname of Gafa’ a more Italianate 
form, changing it to Cafa’ (or at times Caffa’), by which he was henceforth known. After his 
brief return to Malta in 1666, we note that even his brother Lorenzo adopted the same italianate  
form of the family surname as is clearly borne out by  his numerous signatures.  

There can be little doubt that through some high influential recommendation, Melchiorre Gafa' 
was enabled to join the prestigious studio of Ercole Ferrata, then one of the major hot-bed of 
Roman Baroque, still dominated by the classicist manner of Alessandro Algardi. Heading the 
first great artistic realizations of Melchiorre’s carving skill, and among the earliest of the 
monumental sculptures that he produced in Rome - both in fact wood-carvings – are the two 
famous works to be found in Malta : the afore-mentioned statues of St Paul, and the Our Lady  of 
the Rosary in the Rabat church of St Dominic. 

It is probably significant that the St Paul, originally the property of the Testaferrata family, is 
among the earliest of Melchiorre's  Roman creations – intended, as one may assume, to be the 
sculptor's gesture of gratitude for the presumed Testaferrata patronage that had proved crucial in 
helping him to get launched on his artistic career. 

We are a little bit better informed regarding the delicately carved Our Lady of the Rosary,  
known to arrive in Malta in 1661, for which the Confraternity of the Rosary, Rabat, 
commissioned and paid a local gilder 4 onze on 21 May 1661.26  The Gafa family, as inhabitants 
of Vittoriosa, had strong links with the Dominicans and it should be remembered that 
Melchiorre’s eldest brother, Giuseppe had joined that Order in 1652, serving his novitiate in the 
Rabat convent and church for which Our Lady of the Rosary was intended. Two famous 
masterpieces in marble, realised in Rome,  St Catherine of Siena in glory, followed by Santa 
Rosa di Lima, were both commissioned for churches run by the Dominican Order.  

In Ercole Ferrata's studio, Melchiorre was introduced to carving in marble with an altarpiece in 
relief depicting the “Martrydom of San Eustachio” for the church of Sant Agnese in Agone, sited 
at the very heart of Roma papalina - Piazza Navona. It was followed by the commission of “The 
Charity of St Thomas of Villanuova”, a sculpture in round, for the nearby church of 



Sant'Agostino, finished after Melchiorre’s premature death. The Museum of Fine Arts in Valletta 
has the terracotta model of this magnificent creation of Melchiorre Gafa', that seems more 
faithful to the original intentions of the sculptor, who left his fingerprint on the bottom of the 
base of this model. Two other impressions of his fingerprint are known to exist on other 
terracotta works, often fashioned as first ideas or as  preparatory models. Both the monumental 
marble sculptures in Sant Agnese in Agone and in Sant'Agostino, were commissioned by the 
Doria Pamphili, and in effect were hugely acclaimed, securing for Melchiorre immediate fame, 
as well as the respect of the artistic community in Rome, who in 1662 nominated and elected him 
member to the prestigious Academy of St Luke in spite of his young years.  

The next prestigious commission, that quickly followed, was to mark his recognition as one of 
the great innovator of Roman Baroque. With supreme confidence, he merged the classicist and 
the dynamic manners of Algardi and Bernini in an almost pictorial realization in marble 
polychromy for the altarpiece of “St Catherine of Siena in glory” for the church of Santa 
Catarina a Magnanapoli, widely considered one of the great innovative moments of Roman 
Baroque. The church was run by the Dominicans who were so elated by this masterpiece, that 
they commissioned Melchorre Gafa' a marble statue of Santa Rosa of Lima in her dying 
moments, apparently completed 1665, which was dispatched to the church of Santo Domingo in 
the city of Lima.  

It was only at this stage, that the Order of St John suddenly realised of the potential of engaging, 
Melchiorre Gafa' on a monumental project of their own. He was induced to return to Malta in 
January 1666 for a brief visit lasting some four months in the course of which he was involved in 
a number of projects, the more important intended for the Knights' conventual church, St John's 
in Valletta, apart from a number of other commissions which on account of his demise in the 
following year were never realised. One can single out the marble figure of St Paul for the Rabat 
Grotto dedicated to the same saint, began by Melchiorre, which had to be continued laboriously 
by Ercole Ferrata,  as traces of Melchiorre's hand are fugitive. 

Upon his return to Rome, Melchiorre gave priority of attention to the Baptism of Christ group 
commissioned by the Order’s Council for the titular altar at St John’s to replace the painting by 
Perez d’Alleccio, which monument was originally intended to be finished in bronze. Apparently, 
Melchiorre had completed the clay model, ready to be fused in bronze through the lost wax 
process, when the calamity occurred. He was knocked out by a piece of falling sculpture in an 
untoward bottega accident, languishing for some time, probably in a coma, before he died on 
September 4th, 1667 . A court case ensued over his private effects between his immediate family, 
represented by Lorenzo Gafa’, together with the Order’s representative on one side, against the 
Pamfili family who still had to compensate Melchiorre for their various commissions. In the 
outcome of these litigations, the Order of the Knights of St John renounced their commission of 
the Baptism of Christ group, so that Melchiorre’s clay model was abandoned and eventually 
perished – not before it had inspired Giuseppe Mazzuoli when eventually, decades later, was 
commissioned to carry out the monumental project on the same theme in marble.  



Once the Order had given up their hopes of realizing the original project as conceived by 
Melchiorre,  the Gafa’ family were content to retrieve some of their brother’s effects that 
Lorenzo Gafa’ was able to get hold of, and ship them back to Malta. One senses that the family 
were generally more interested in the liquid cash that the inheritance would realize, as it would 
also facilitate the division between the various family claimants. The effects retrieved by 
Lorenzo apparently consisted of a number of works, not of large dimensions, some carried out in 
terracotta and others moulded  in wax. 

It was of course common practice among sculptors to carry out portable models of their 
inventions preparatory to their execution in larger format; the media commonly preferred were 
either in terracotta or in wax and Melchiorre, as many other sculptors, had employed both media. 
Up to some months ago we all knew of the presence in Malta of three of his wax models, two 
representing figures of martyrs or saints, kept in the Museum of Fine Arts, while the third wax 
model in relief, presently held in a private collection, represents “The glory of St Catherine of 
Siena”, a truly splendid wax panel, in all probability the artist's own model for the marble 
altarpiece he created for the Roman church of S.Caterina a Magnanapoli. This fine model was 
also included in the collection exhibited at Palazzo de Piro, Mdina on December 4 th, 2010.. 

The other exhibited four wax panels in relief, from the Mdina Cathedral, can best be considered 
scale-models due to their generous dimension and the advanced degree of execution – at times 
finicky. In fact they measure 63cm in height, 75cm in length, with the figures often standing out 
5cm in high relief. They represent “The Annunciation”, “The Nativity”, “The Adoration of the 
Shepherds” and “The ecstasy of Santa Rosa”. Their execution in two layers of wax – the first 
brown, the second reddish – is in every way identical to the fifth and smaller panel representing 
“The Glory of St. Catherine of Siena”. 

Over the years the four Mdina panels, delicately executed in wax, had undergone a number of 
mishaps including - early in their history - a series of fragmentations, as a result of which small 
portions had been lost, including a number of heads and limbs. These losses were during the 
course of the panels’ life recomposed, the missing lacunae were filled with new wax, and some 
of the lost heads replaced in gesso. This ancient restoration can be described as a brave attempt 
to preserve these magnificent reliefs, a sign that the panels were appreciated and held in high 
admiration. The same cannot be said for several attempts at restoration in the centuries that 
followed, one dated 1796 by a restorer who also left his initials. 

Worse still followed some 100 years later, when the panels were covered with a thin layer of 
gesso, a preparatory stage as if the intention was to cover them in silver. The present restoration 
operation – brilliantly carried out by Sante Guido, Giuseppe Mantella and their equippe, 
carefully removed all these brutish additions and ill-judged interferences that profoundly 
distorted these stunning works in wax relief. So that, after this professional cleaning, what we 
now are able to see, is the factual and original handiwork of Melchiorre Gafa'.. 



The first recorded reference in the known history of the four panels in wax relief has  been traced 
to an old inventory of the Mdina cathedral dated 1766, containing the additional information that 
they were donated by the late canon Gio Antonio Pace from Vittoriosa, who died in 1759. The 
four panels were at the time placed in the Vestry of the Cathedral where they remained until 
recently. The likeliest historical reconstruction is that the four wax panels in relief had arrived in 
Malta when in 1668, Lorenzo Gafa’ returned back to Malta from Rome with the private effects 
of his deceased brother, Melchiorre Gafa’. and that in the course of time this unique collection of 
works of art was  scattered, in part through inheritance, in part through purchases effected by 
various interested collectors. Among the latter, there appears to have been the family of canon 
Gio Antonio Pace who hailed from Vittoriosa, where the Gafa’ family resided, included his 
brother Lorenzo until his death in  1703. 

Even more stylistically, the four wax panels loudly proclaim the hand and manner of Melchiorre 
Gafa', his readiness to embrace the flamboyant version of Roman Baroque, with the fluid 
rendering of broken folds, his incredible mastery of bi-dimensional perspective, even when 
restricted to small scale sculptural works-in- relief, as represented by these very panels.  

There is furthermore documented another strong iconographic link between one of the Mdina 
wax panel, representing  “The Adoration of the Shepherds”, and the so called Gorga terracotta.  
The last-mentioned terracotta had – until the 1940s - formed part of the Gorga collection – now 
unfortunately lost – but of which, fortunately, the Museo di Palazzo Venezia had secured and 
still retains a photographic record.  On the strength of this evidence, the art-historians Rudolph 
Preimerberger and Jennifer Montagu – followed by others experts in the field - decisively 
assigned the Gorga terracotta to Melchiorre Gafa'. This very attribution can be safely extended 
by analogy to the Mdina wax relief panel, as each of these works-of-art treats the same identical 
theme.  Taken  all together, the four Mdina panels represent a magnificent, indeed a fabulous 
addition to the artistic heritage of  Malta, apart from being a particularly valuable addition to the 
known oeuvre of its most eminent son who laboured in the field of art. 

Although fame and fortune were specifically tied to his activity in Rome, - for there indeed his 
future had beckoned him - Melchiorre never forgot his ties to his country, and especially to his 
family. Unfortunately little survives that documents this contact, not even an occasional family 
correspondence; but there is enough evidence to bear out  a constant link tying him to the 
family’s well-being. The father, Marco Gafa’, whom one of the sources noted above, had 
described as an impoverished cobbler,  is recorded in 1662 as acquiring a house for 150 scudi, 
sited close to the main square of Vittoriosa,27 Clearly the father was receiving some considerable 
financial assistance from one of his sons, and the likeliest candidate, at this point in time, would 
more probably be his son Melchiorre. There is another indication, this time linking Melchiorre 
directly to his father. By an injunction of the Episcopal court, Marco Gafa’, “On behalf of his 
son, Melchior Gafa’, dwelling in Rome, and (authorised) by his letter” demanded that a certain 
Don Francisco Greg pay back 25 scudi (Roman currency) the latter had received as a loan from 
Melchiorre Gafa’ according to the written agreement presented in court.28  Upon consideration of 



such surviving evidence, one can conclude that there must have been constant intimate and 
effective contacts between Melchiorre Gafa’ in Rome and his family in Vittoriosa. 

Upon Melchiorre’s sudden demise in Rome on September 4th 1667, the Gafa’ family found 
themselves, as the nearest relatives of the deceased, the protagonists in the legal moves to secure 
possession of the scattered effects of the Melchiorre Cafa’. The Knights’ Order had its own 
interests to look after as well, while on the opposing side there was one of the most influential 
aristocratic families of Rome – the Pamfilii with all their powerful contacts and resources. In this 
unequal legal tug-of-war, the Gafa’ family had perforce to follow and rely on the determination 
of the Order in seeking an acceptable resolution. When the Order, for reasons of their own, 
renounced the plan for a bronze statuary group drawn by Melchiorre for the titular altar of St 
John’s – that had comprised  the two figures of the Baptism of Christ,  as well as the entire 
prospect of the titular altar – the Gafa’ family found themselves legally too exposed, and were 
content  to abandon the issue after securing possession of the more immediately available of the 
deceased’s effects, subsequently brought over to Malta by Lorenzo Gafa’. For over three 
hundred years these precious artefacts survived anonymously in private collections, eventually to 
emerge as part of Malta’s heritage, justly occupying pride of place in our museums.     

. 
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