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['he PrOserpina
Temple and the
History of its

Fig. 1

The Chrestion Inscription:
Theslightly faded partsare
the onlyoriginal pares of the
inscription. The restisthe
frnitofthe reconstruction
underraken on the initiarive
of Count Gio. Antonio
Ciantar. This inscription way
originally ac the Jesuir College
in Vallecta. [tgot broken after
chis college was caken over by
Grand Master Pinto in 1768.
(Photo: Daniel Cilia)

Chrestion Inscription

Simon Mercieca lists and clarifies the information surrounding

this famed inscription

If there is one Roman remain found in Malta thac has
intrigued many scholars, this is the Chrestion Inscription.
Interestin this inscription was prompted by the desire ro
know the exact meaning ofits Latin wording and che legal
implications chat these words could have for che general
history of Malta during Roman times.

A few months before he died on 1 April 2014, Rev.
Dr Joseph Busuctil handed me some papers, which he had
wricten but never found the time to publish. For chis reason, T
have started editing them to make their publication possible.
The Chresrion Inscriprion is the subject of one of them,
Busutcil had rranslaced this inscription and dated itafter
27BC. His English translarion is as follows, but the last words
inthe brackers ate my addition:
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Chrestion the freedman of Augustus, procurator of
che islands of Melica and Gaulos restored the columns
together with the gables and the walls of the temple
of Proserpina which was in grave danger of collapsing
through old age; at the same time he also gilded che
pillar [of the statue].

Rev. Dr Busuctil had made this translation followed by 2
etailed analysis, which is going to be the subject of a separace
udy to be published in the nextissue of this publication.

SAGGI
DISSERTAZIONI

ACCADEMICHE

Pubblicamente Ilette

NELLA

NOBILE ACCADEMIA ETRUSCA

Dell’ antichiflima Citta di Cortona.

IN ROMA MDCCXXXYV,
A fpefe de’ Pagliarini Mercanyi-Librari a Pafquino .

» Nella Stamperia del Bernabd, )(  Comicenza de® Superiori s
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Fig.2

The frontispicce of the book Saggi di Dissertazion:
Accademiche Pubblicamente Lette nella Nobile
Accademia Etrusca (Rome, 1735), in which Giuseppe
Claudio Guyor published the letcer of the Malcese
scholar [ Thomas sive) Ignazio Constanzo.

This was written when he was still teaching Classics at

the University of Malta. In the meantime, four important

publications about Roman Malta appeared which refer to

chis inseription:

The firstis by Anthony Bonanno, Malta Romana,
published in 1992, wherein the auchor bemoans the
fragmentary state of chis inscription, ‘dunque di non

Jfacileinterpretazione’

In che second, Anchony Pace reproduced a black
and white photograph of this inscription in che
frontispicce of his book Melir. & Gaul (1995) buc
makes no reference to ics history.

In the third, Horace Vella translated for the first
time this inscription into Malcese.?

In the fourth, Bonanno recurns to che textin

his book Malta, Phoenician, Punic and Roman
published in 2005. This cime, Bonanno places the
inscription within the wider framework of Roman
Malta but with great caucion states that Chrestion
‘seems to be an example’ of a personal agent of

the Roman Emperor known as ‘procurator’. It
commemorates a certain Chrestion’s generosity
towards the temple of Proserpina. According to
Bonanno, the last sentence of this inscription is not
clear and has been read variously as ‘at the same time
he gilded the pillar’ Bonanno righcly asks: ‘which
pillar?” Bonanno thinks that the Latin word ‘pile’
refers to the fact thac Chrestion ‘also gilded che cult
statue’.? In my opinion, this word pila’ could easily

refer to che statue’s pedestal.

In che light of these observations, Busuttil's work assumes

great importance for the history of Malca. Not only does he

give usalearned opinion as to the correct interpreration of the

text but more importantly, he places the inscriprion wichin

its correct historical context solving, in the process, riddles

relaced to the history of Malta during Roman times.



Fig.3

Ludovjco Murartori’s transcription of che Chrestion
Inscription. Itwas published in Volume 3 of his book,
Nowvus Thesaurus Veterum (Milan, 1739).

Accordingto a study carried out in the second half of
the eighteenth cencury by Giuseppe Jacopo Testaferrata,
this inscription was discovered by Petro Burlo. The first
person, however, to reproduce this cablet was Giorgio
Gualtieriin a publication thatappeared in Rome.* It is
not clear in what condition it was found. Most probably,
it was discovered shatrered after peasancs tilling cheir fand
scattered che fragments.®

Giovanni Francesco Abelaspecifies thac che inscription
was found on the Mrarfa hill, a few metres away from where
other ruins of the temple of Proserpina were lying: these were
in the precincts of the Church of St Michael next to the fief
known as ‘algiardino ditro del Ré'* Abela also locates the exact
position of this Temple on the map of Mdina and its environs
that he included in his book. But he was far more interested in
the fragmencs of this inscription, which he picked up for his
museum-home at Marsa.

The nex task was its transcription and to account
for che words or letters that had gone missing by chen.

The inscription had been transcribed by both Burlo and
Gualrieri, bur Abela was not happy with these transcriptions
and interpretations and ended up seeking che advice of a
certain Don Pietro Carrera, reputed to be an outstanding
Lacinisc.” The inscription was in such a bad state chat chere
were even problems deciphering a number of words. Buras
Joseph Busutril affirms, the work was good on the whole,
even if there wasa word or fragment missing and could not

be reconstituted. Inscead the missing text was indicated by
Abela through a series of diacritic symbols. Another word was
spelled incorrectly: ‘Fastidiis’ (meaningloathing) should have
been ‘fastigiis’ (meaning gables).

There was a debate wherher the firsc words on the
inscription were one or two separate words. If read as one
word, it stood for a person, the subject of this paper, Chrestion
Augustus (as Gualtieri insisted), burif they were separace, as
Carrerarecommended, they stood for two separate persons;
Chrestion and the Emperor Augustus. Unfortunately, none

of the original parts with the letters and/or words has come
down to us that could help elucidate fuscher.

Abela’s reproduction was to become the authoritative
text regarding chis inscription for all furure scholars. It was at
this point thatanother importantscholar of Maltese classical
history comes in; this was Tommaso Conscanzo. Constantius

restored the broken tablet and aswas the custom at che time,

added ashortnote stating that he, “Thomas Constantius

put together che ancient fragmencs which were broken in

many pieces and filled che missingwords using old drafts for
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fucure memory’. However, itis not clear whether Tommaso
Constanzo put the surviving marble pieces together before
orafter Abela published his work.® Like Abela, Constanzo
used the diacritic signs to indicate the missing piece of this
inscription. It is this restored inscription by Constanzo, which
ends up at Abela’shome at Marsa.

Tommaso Constanzo was born in Valletra on 1608,
the son of cthe physician Giuseppe Costanzo and Speranza
Garibo.? More importantly, be is the same Don Ignazio
Tommaso Constanzo, who later on in the century appears
as Canon of the Cathedral Chaprer of Malta and adviser to
che Holy Office of che Inquisition in Malra. Furchermore,
Ignazio Tomamaso Constanzo was an importantadvocate,
became a Prelate, or to be more exace, appointed to the
Prelatura di San Pancrazio in Rome. He had a personal
incerest in arc and was the person who paid for che
decoration of the Cathedral vaule.?® Saverio Ignazio Mifsud
states thac this Ignazio Constanzo was the author ofa
manuscript work.'! The final confirmation that Ignazio
Constanzo and Tommaso Constanzo were one and the same
person is given by Antonio Bulifon. Bulifon published a
letcer by Canon Ignazio Constanzo, dated 1694, wherein
the laccer discusses his archaeological excavarions at Ghar
Barka'*and the two Cippi that were in Abela’s collection.'?
This confirms Ignazio Tommaso Constanzo’s interest in

zlassical antiquicy.’?
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Fig. 4

The Cippus from the Temple of Tas-Silg. Irwas
published by Giuseppe Claudio Guyot in the

book Saggi..., p. 25. The cippiwere discovered at
Marsaxlokk afrer 1647 and Abela rook them to
decorate the encrance corridor of his villa at Marsa.

It was this restored rablec chac Jacques Spon saw when,
accompanied by Monsieur Galland, they visited Malca a few
years after Abela’sdeach. He wasincerested in gatheringas much
information as possible on Maltas classical remains since he was
planninga publication about ancient anciquities. Evencually, he
ended up publishing two books, both carrying references to this
inscription. In the first, he attested chac some marble remains
dacingback to Roman and Greek times could be seen in the
Grand Master’s garden. No doubr he must have been referring
to Abela’s house, known as Casa di San Giacomo at Marsa. This
house with its big gardens was bequeathed to the Order of Saint
John' burits ‘usufruct’ was passed to the Jesuaits. Nevertheless,
the Knights Hospiraller seer to have taken their time to
implement Abela’s wishes. In all probability che Grand Master
must have been makinguse of this residence outside Vallerta
before handingitover to the Jesuics.

When reading these ancient Greek and Roman
inscriptions, Spon relied on Abela’s and Gualieri’s
publications buc had also consulted a manuscript, which
contained inscriptions recorded by Abela and Gualtieri.!¢
In his next publjcation, Spon published the text of the
Chrestion inscriprion.”

This late seventeench-cencury assiduous interest in
Chrestion’s inscription caught che attention of Grand
Master Caraffa (ruled berween k680-1690) who ordered the
recycling of stone and marble from the Temple of Proserpina
to be used for making baroque trophies and sculprured coats
ofarms for the embellishment of the fagade of the Auberge
d’Tralie.'s

Acthe curn of the eighteenth century, this inscription
was studied by two illustrious European scholars; Ludovico
Murarori'? and Sebastiano Paoli.?® Their main interest
was to reproduce the Latin text. However, Paoli goes three
steps furcher:

»  First, he wasincerested in juxcaposing the

inscription witch the type of administration Malea
had during Roman rule.



Fig.5
The Dissertazione or study by Giuseppe Clandio
Guyotde Marne (1735).

o  Secondly, he furnished his incerpreration of the
Latin word which Abela or Carrera could not
account for in the inscription, and wrote chat it
was ‘collaps’ ™

o  Thirdly, Paoliinforms the readers as to its
whereabouts. In 1730, the inscription was
decorating the garden of Abela’s villa, which was
now in the hands of the Jesuit Fathers.> This means
that in the meantime, the Jesuits had come into
possession of Abela’s house with all its contents of
ancient memorabilia.* Paoli stated that what he
transcribed was what he had seen on inspeccing the
Chrestion inscription. However, the wording of
the inscription was not reproduced correcely in his

publication, asa whole line was left out.*

The fact chat che Jesuits were in possession of Abela’s
ancient artefacts is again reconfirmed by Giuseppe Claudio
Guyotin 1735. Guyort reaffirmed what Constanzo had staced
to Bulifon about the two famous cippi with Greek and Punic
inscripcions and chat these were in the Jesuits’ possession.”

The inscription was then studied by Jacques Philippe
d’Orville and Pietro Burmanno,? Gabriele Lancillotco
Castelli,” Francesco Agius De Soldanis® and Giuseppe Jacopo
Testaferrata. Of all these scholars, Tesraferrata is the most
importanc. Ignazio Saverio Mifsud encouraged Testaferrata to
write about the history of its discovery, bur more imporrancly
to place it within the context of Malta’s Roman history besides
givinga full transcription, including the reconstitution of the
word not deciphered by Abela. In aleccer sent to Testaferrata
by Francescus Agius (De Soldanis) from his home in Nadur,
one gers to know that Agius held the work of Testaferratain
high esteem.” Moreover, Testaferrata adds that by histime,
the inscription was being housed at the Jesuic’s college (present
day University) in Valletra ® This means chatin becween the
publication of Paoliand Testaferrara, the Jesuits had rransferred

Abela’s museum to Valletra.

25
DISSERTAZIONE 1L

DEL COMMENDATORE

~ E.CIUSEPPE CLAUDIO GUYOT DE MARNE
3 LORENESE DELL’ORDINE GEROSOLIMITANO

SOPRA DN INSCRIZIONE PUNICA, E GRECA.

| Ssexpo pell’Ifola di Malta, vennemi fatta
offervazione in una quafi fotterrata Infcrizione ,
! che ftava nel Giardino del Vicecancelliere Abela,
' dato poi in cuftodiz 2’ RR. PP. Gefuiti, la quale
eflendo quafi tutta fepolta , tennemi il fuo fignifi~
cato per gran tempo in,agitazione 5 fino a tanto
|| che, eflendofi da me con non poca fatiga del
| tutto fcoperta , ritrovai effere un’ Inferizione
- === Punica , e Greca 3 Iz quale non credendo da altri
pubblicata , giache n& pure il fopradetto Abela della medefima poffedi-
tore ne ha fatta menzione *5 benché molte Infcrizioni s Monumenti,
Medaglie 5 ed altre Antichiti concernenti quell’ Ifola riporti , ho ftima-
to, che non fara difcaro agli Eruditi 5! {e io porrd la medefima fotto gli
occhi loro , e fpiegherd intorno.ad efla i miei fentimenti.

E’ neceffario primieramente faperfi, che due furono i Marmi nel
fopradetto luogo ritrovati , ambedue della medefima forma » grandezza,
ed Inferizione ; il che mi fa giudicare, non eflere, quefta memoria fepol-
crale ; ma piutofto Voto a qualche Tempio affiflo ; overo Memoria per
altra cagione pofta in luogo pubblico 5 in cui entrandofiy o nell’ ufcire ,
o nelle parti laterali dell’ ingreffo s o nel portico foffe quefta memoria
duplicata , accid pil facilmente da’ curiofi leggere {i potefic . In ognuna
adunque di quefte Infcrizioni 5 didue fortio crvan({’?camttcri, il {upe-
riore Punico 5 ¢ Greco Iinferiore : onde m’immaginai a prima vifta ,
che queft’ ultimo non fofle , che una traduzione del Punico : ma confi-
derando eflere troppo proliffa per contenerfi nella frafe Greca, tanto
pilt, che nelle lingue Orientali; non {crivevanfi le vocali; ed in fine 5
perche la parola SAPANTIONOE nella Punica non vi farebbe 5 che una
volta, dove repetuto lo abbiamo nella Greea ; cangiata opinione 5 credo
non poterli altro argomentare , a tenore di quefta Teconda Infcrizione 5

5 fe-

o—

a Alels Mslia lufirata

Unfortunately, the marble rablet passed through bad
times after che expulsion of the Jesuit Society from Malra in
1767. Gio. Francesco Ciantar offers clues about what had
happened. He affirms that by che time of the publication
ofhisbook in 1772, chis inscription had very few original
pieces of marble. This means that the reconstruction made by
Constanzo was smashed and a number of pieces went missing.
In fact, Ciantar informs his readers that very few marble pieces
were ‘recovered by us’ and the whole reconstitution was only
possible ‘following the publication and the scudy made by
him [Abela): so thatwith the passage of time noching s lost,
because it had the tragedy of having fallen into the wrong
handswho carelessly preserved ic’*! To protect the inscription
from furcher aces of vandalism, Ciantar states thac it began to
be housed ‘at our museum’*

At che turn of the ninereench cencury, interest in the
inscription was rekindled by Onorato Bres. Bres accounts for
the new place of this inscription, and in so doing, indirectly
informs us where Abela’s collection, after the suppression
of the Jesuits, had ended. After 1812, these artefacts were
exhibited inaroom at the National Library in Vallecta.

Inthesecond half of the ninetcenth century, A A.
Caruvanarefers to chis inscription in two of his publications. In
his report on Phoenician and Roman Antiques published in
1882, he states that there were no ruins left of the Proserpina

Temple in the Mtarfa area.?* In Frammento Critico, Caruana
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reproduces the cext of the inscription, while pointing out
that ‘the marble, fixed co the wall of the museum of the Public
Library lacks some of its fragments: but the Commendatore
Abela, who for many years had itasa whole ac his museum of
S. Giacomo, had transcribed ic’.?

The current state of the tablec confirms this and

Cianrar’s story. The inscription now has only eight small
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bics of original marble, che rest is che re-cast made under
Ciantat’s supervision between 1767 and 1772, in line with
Constanzo’s model.

Despite the fact that very few original fragmencs
survived, Abela’s work began to receive internacional
accreditation, and the Chrestion inscription was included in

the authoritative series of Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum



opposite: Fig. 6

A reconstructed site-map of Mdina and its environs as ic was
supposed to have appeared in Roman cimes. It was published by
Gio. Anconio Ciancarin his book Malta Illustrata (1772).
(Photo: Daniel Cilia)

(CIL). These volumes started being published in 1862,
bringing together all the inscriptions from the Classical
Age.* This inscription also found its place in che selection
made of the epigraphic corpus by Hermann Dessau in 1913.”
Busuttil used chese standard texts, as published in these two
authoricative works, as his source of analysis. These two latter
works however, did notinclude che word ‘collaps.” (which
Abelarepresented by diacritic symbols) proposed by Paoliand
Testaferrataamongothers.

Thus, the study of this inscription is noc only important
for che investigation of Malta’s classical period, but can throw
new light on what was happeningin Malta both in the field of

classical erudition and politics during early modern times.
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