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According to Maltese tradition St Publius was
consecrated as first Bishop of Malta by St Paul. 1
Paintings in Malta portraying the iconography of St
Publius' ordination as Bishop are exhibited in Rabat,
Floriana and the Mdina CathedraP Mention of the
Pauline cult was first recorded in 1299 when the
Mdina Cathedral was first securely documented as
the ecclesie Sancti Pauli episcopatus Matte.

decree for the building of a chapel dedicated to St
Publius above St Paul's grotto in Rabat. The sanctuary
of St Publius was later added on to the Church of St
Paul in 1617 .
The cult of St Publius was not so diffused in Malta. 3
The uncertainty over his martyrdom and death has
been the subject of scholarly concern for centuries
and the saint was only recognized as the first bishop
of the Maltese Church and venerated as a martyr in
the year 1681.4 This helps to explain why there are
only a handful of paintings in Malta that represent
the iconography of the Martyrdom of St Publius

In a diocesan synod in 1615 Bishop Baldassare
Cagliares, who held seat between the years 16151633, instituted the memory of St Publius . This was
the same year Pope Paul V (1605-1621) issued a
44

PVBLIVS - publikazzjoni Annwali Assocjazzjoni Publju ta' Malta 2018

•

L-Ewwel Edizzjoni

and these artworks date to the late 17'h and early
18'h centuries. The urge to represent the aspect of
suffering and martyrdom in iconographic capture
was fuelled earlier in the 16'h century by the need
to comply with the dictates of the Council of Trent.
At the time the spiritual crisis engendered by the
Reformation had affected artists in different ways .
Thus graphic images portraying the gruesome theme
of suffering and martyrdom were painted in the
spirit of the period with the intention of providing
the spectator with different aspects of violence and
brutality in pictorial rendition. 5
In Malta the accepted and advocated tradition of St
Publius ' marytrydom is that of portraying the frozen
and graphic instant when the saint is being devoured
by lions in an amphitheatre in Athens. One such
painting is Mattia Preti's Martyrdom of St Publius
which hangs in the south transept of the Mdina
Cathedral . This monumental composition dates to
ca .1690 when Preti had reached a venerable old
age. In art history this period is commonly referred
to as the late Baroque.. when Preti's palette had been
transformed and assumed a less theatrical and more
sombre colouring . Preti 's composition is of seminal
importance to art studies because it is the only known
painting of this iconographic capture from the artist's
entire oeuvre.

Painting: Francesco Vincenzo Zahra,
Martyrdom of St Publius 1754
Oil on canvas 1 02x77 ems
Sacristy Chapel, Parish Church of St Philip, Zebbug

Whilst not being one of Preti's most ambitious
compositions, as is indicative of his bottega
interventions, the painterly flair of the dominant
central figure of St Publius shares affinities with
another altarpiece of the same subject. Francesco
Vincenzo Zahra's (1710-1773) allegiance to Preti
emerges in the exquisite painting . representing the
Martyrdom ofSt Publius in the Zebbug Parish Church.
It remains one of the artist's most accomplished ,
albeit small-scale, altarpieces completed in 1754 for
the sacristy chapel in the Parish Church of Zebbug. 6

His father, the renowned sculptor Pietro Paolo Zahra
(1685-1747) , was one of the most prolific stone
carvers of his time and the Zebbug Parish Church
was not only one of the major cantieri for scalpellini
but also one of the most artistically rich churches in
Malta. The Zebbug Parish is where Zahra painted his
finest lateral pai ntings representing The Ordination
of St Philip of Agira in 1753 and The Death of St
Philip of Agira in 1758 , while the lavishly decorated
sacristy, designed by Rocco Buhagiar, is one of the
most refined in Malta.

A short note on Zahra:
After Mattia Preti 's forceful artistic presence in Malta,
particularly in the mid and also late 17'h century,
Francesco Vincenzo Zahra (b.1710) was to establish
himself as the most significant and sought after local
painter and decorator of the mid-18'h century. Zahra
was born and raised in the prosperous city of Senglea
in the early 18'h century. This was an important period
when there was a strong urge to move away from the
I
lingering effects of Preti's monopoly following his
long tenure and ultimately his demise in 1699 .

The early 18'11 century flourished under the affluent
rule of the Spanish Grand Master Ramon Perellos
y Roccaful (1697-1720) who was fortunately a
great patron and collector of the arts. The surge to
promote art, sculpture and architecture as well as the
decorative arts in a holistic manner, prevails in the
building boom of the numerous churches that started
to proliferate rapidly across the many villages on
the island. This provided incredible opportunities
for work and important commissions amongst the
foremost architects , painters and sculptors of the
time. With so much work in demand there was also

Zahra had hailed from a well-known family of
established stone carvers, or scalpellini, and artisans.
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an establishment of workshops, chief amongst which
was that of the Zahra family.
Soon after the death of Perellos, the Grand Master
was succeeded by the Italian Marc ' Antonio
Zondadari (1720-1722) who took under his wing
Gio Nicola Buhagiar (1698-1752), an artist who was
to have a significant impact on Zahra's early artistic
formation. Buhagiar, together with Enrico Regnaud
(1692-1764), another contemporary artist, were to
significantly dominate the religious art scenario in
Malta between 1720s and 1740s. Of interest is the .
fact that prior to Zahra, Reynaud had depicted the
theme of the Martyrdom of St Publius in 1730 for
a choir lateral in the church dedicated to St Publius
in Rabat.
Buhagiar was a weak draughtsman but he held strong
connections with the Zahra family, particularly
Francesco's father Pietro Paolo to the extent that
Francesco was immediately apprenticed to Buhagiar's
workshop from a very young age. Zahra's early
works are inferior to his later and more mature works
because they demonstrate the strong reflection of his
close training with Buhagiar. The two artists' works
are indebted to Alessio Erardi ( 1669-1727) Stefano's
eldest son and gifted heir, whose style they adopted
and improved upon. By the early 1730s it had become
quite difficult to tell the two artists' styles apart."
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new works were influenced by contemporary artists
of international acclaim like Pierre Subleyras (16991749) , Agostino Masucci (1691-1768) and Pompeo
Batoni ( 1708-1787). When Favray set foot in Malta
he brought an artistic baggage that galvanised his
position and immediate success right from the
beginning of his sojourn. Furthermore, Favray was
knighted and protected by the Portuguese ruling
Grand Master, Fra Emmanuel Pinto de Fonseca
(1741-1773). Knighthood had guaranteed Favray
several privileges and commissions by the ruling
Order of St John. These in turn provided Favray
with more favourable opportunities, a niche that
Zahra never succeeded in attaining, not even when
Favray departed to Constantinople. Thus in order to
secure more religious commissions it was essential
for Zahra to study Favray's disciplined technique
more closely. Zahra's works had to be more
controlled and less theatrical in approach and this
was achieved by the 1750s.
By then Zahra had departed completely from
Buhagiar's typologies and, together with Favray's
influence, sought to explore Preti's Maltese period.
In doing so, Zahra succeeded in asserting and
establishing himself as one of the most sought after
artists and designers in Malta. His numerous designs,
such as that of the lavabo fountain in the Zebbug
Parish Sacristy, can be found in several churches and
important objets d'art . His ambitious designs were
intended mainly for church furniture , marble altars
and silver artefacts, as well as liturgical vessels.
However, the corpus of Zahra's prodigious output
lies in his religious paintings and ceiling decorations
that continue to embellish numerous churches
across the island. The majority of his extensive
oeuvre consists of large-scale compositions and to
a minor extent, small-scale paintings such as the
one understudy representing The Martyrdom of St
Publius painted in Zahra's late Baroque tradition.
Zahra's figures in the 1750s assumed more grandeur
and monumentality, particularly with the modelling
of his central and dominant figure of St Publius .
This figure manifests an ambitious approach in the
mastering of foreshortening, more anatomical skill
and dexterity, while the saint's drapery folds broaden
in dimension and flow in a more fluid and theatrical
manner.

It must be noted that Zahra did not study abroad

like Buhagiar as was recorded by Count Saverio
Marchese (1757-1833)

"Zahra che mai studio fuori della sua Patria."
It was only when Zahra started to work independently
from Buhagiar that he finally exploited his own
personal style and technique. This became evident
in the modelling of his facial typologies, the flesh
tones and the treatment of drapery folds. This artistic
detachment was to have a great impact on Zahra's
artistic maturity so that by the 1740s Zahra had
overshadowed Buhagiar and succeeded in acquiring
more religious commissions. By the time Zahra was
thirty he had reached his full artistic maturity and
developed an astonishing ability as a fully -fledged
painter and designer in his own right.
Zahra's artistic autonomy however would soon be
threatened when the French prolific artist Antoine
Favray arrived in Malta in the year 1744. It was a
time when competition became rife particularly since
Favray had been taught by the renowned French
artist Jean-Francais de Troy (1679-1752) at the
French Academy in Rome. Furthermore, Favray's

On the altarpiece of St Publius
Framed majestically between two ionic pilasters the
altarpiece of St Publius is enhanced by a wonderfully
carved altar reredos , surmounted and intricately
sculpted by Antonio Fabri in the year 1787. The grand
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reredos features two cherub heads, lavish garlands
and scroll motifs, decorative foliage, festoons, and
shells, all being so characteristic of the rocaille style.

despite previous overpainting. The fading of Zahra's
previous bold colours require immediate professional
attention.

In contrast to the sumptuous and festive appeal of
the reredos, the sombre setting for the Martyrdom
of St Publius is a dark and austere open-air arena in
Athens. Cast into a den of lions, the saint's ordeal
is here mitigated by a strong shaft of divine light to
highlight the saint's prostrate, foreshortened figure,
idealised in full contrapposto. His flowing, episcopal
robes accentuate the importance of his bishopric role
in Malta and later in Athens by means of a rich and
vibrant palette. Brilliant hues of shimmering gold ,
red and blues contrast with the background and
embrace the patriarchal figure in a cascade of loose
drapery folds, so characteristic of Zahra's warm
palette. Immersed in this ethereal light St Publius'
frozen gaze is transfixed on two frolicking cherubs
overhead carrying an olive branch and a palm frond,
characteristic symbols of martyrdom. St Publius is
portrayed transfixed ill absolute union with the divine
and thus oblivious of his feline lurking predators .
The lion is unassumingly small in size and lacks a
naturalistic approach. This gives reason to believe
Zahra may never have seen what a lion looks like
prior to this ambitious work. Naturally he would
have had to refer to drawings and prints for ideas and
inspiration. Zahra's draughtsmanship excels with
the depiction of the saint's physiognomy skilfully
modelled with small brush strokes. Today this
painting is in a seemingly good state of preservation
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