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Research Question

Stefano Erardi was heavily reliant on the works of foreign masters – the majority of which he
was probably cognizant of via reproductive prints – as is reflected in his stylistic assimilation,
in several full copies as well as in numerous quotations embedded within novel compositions.
Whereas this has often led to Erardi being labelled as a plagiaristic artist, the manner of his
imitation and his well-integrated quotations as well as the fact that such practices were
embedded in the international art and theory of the time mean that the practice was not
necessarily a means to mask limitations in inventiveness but can rather be perceived as an
inventive solution in itself. Whereas it has been suggested that Erardi’s derivations could be in
fact intellectual references to the original masters, was Stefano Erardi truly engaged with such
a process of intellectual discourse or was he simply seeking a shortcut to the final composition?

Preface

It is an undisputed fact that any encounter between any two entities is in actuality an encounter
which additionally comprises of a number of other elements through the respective baggage of
both entities, among other factors. In an encounter between onlooker and artwork, the
confrontation is thus not limited to the visual and physical observation of the work for the first
or the hundredth time but also brings into play, consciously or otherwise, the viewer’s prior
knowledge and perception of the work itself, its creator, its style and its era, as well as the very
concept of art. The individual’s appreciation of an artwork is thus shaped, in varying degrees,
by the writings of various art historians which precede the moment of confrontation. A viewer’s
true understanding of an artwork or artist necessitates the conscious awareness of the history
of art history and its resultant conceptions or misconceptions.1
When faced with the figure of Stefano Erardi, such a mindfulness of one’s own presuppositions is essential for a sufficient appreciation of the artist and his oeuvre. Within the
context of Maltese art history, the historian’s perception on Erardi – and thus, by extension, to
some extent that of the general onlooker – is often coloured by notions of artistic imitation and
originality which were foreign to the historical and theoretical context in which Erardi painted.
Following a depreciation of the artist on account of works such as the Massacre of the Innocents
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) due to their explicit imitation of the
work of other masters, as well as a depreciation of such works in themselves, it was Keith
Sciberras who first broached the subject of Erardi’s quotations as potentially being ‘intellectual
references to the old masters’.2 Sciberras’s research, in particular his chapter on Stefano Erardi

See especially Denis Mahon, ‘Eclecticism and the Carracci: Further Reflections on the Validity of a Label’,
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and his son Alessio within the publication Caravaggio to Mattia Preti: Baroque Painting in
Malta (2015), thus served as the intellectual starting point of this study at its onset.
This dissertation primarily seeks to delve deeper into this aspect of imitation and
quotation within Erardi’s practice and its implications on the artist’s inventiveness when such
practices are considered within the appropriate intellectual climate of the seventeenth century.
The life of the artist, his works and the related archives have been extensively researched and
published. It is not the scope of this dissertation to add to the artist’s biography or oeuvre, or
to discover unpublished documents. The central subject of the study is rather the uncovering
and analysis of Erardi’s sources and inspirations and, perhaps more importantly, his
motivations behind them. Archival research, already exhausted by Sciberras and Bernadine
Scicluna among others, is thus beyond the study’s remit. This dissertation engages
predominantly with secondary sources on Erardi himself and discussions on and around the
subject of artistic imitation throughout the progress of art history.
Some of the most imperative of the consulted secondary sources played a major role in
forming the understanding and therefore the backbone of some of the dissertation’s most
essential arguments. Sciberras’s argument that Erardi’s quotation reflected the practices of
contemporary classicists was immediately substantiated by two readings of particular
importance – Maria H. Loh’s article New and Improved: Repetition and Originality in Italian
Baroque Practice and Theory (2004) and Elizabeth Cropper’s publication The Domenichino
Affair: Novelty, Imitation and Theft in Seventeenth-century Rome (2005). Both studies
excellently argued the markedly different views, as opposed to the general modern perception,
that seventeenth-century contemporaries held of artists and artworks which explicitly
integrated motifs from the works of other masters within one’s novel compositions. Loh’s
discussion on the concept of the ‘double pleasure’, reiterated by Cropper, proved crucial for
the intellectual development of this dissertation. Cropper’s arguments on contemporary
perceptions of imitation and originality in light of Lanfranco’s accusation of Domenichino’s
supposed ‘theft’ and the subsequent controversy were likewise of considerable importance.
Additionally, Cropper broadened her argument on the issue of imitation by roping in
her discussion artists from earlier eras, such as the Renaissance, as well as a number of literary
examples. Literature served as an interesting parallel on the question of imitation within
creative output, as Loy D. Martin’s article on Changing the Past: Theories of Influence and
Originality, 1680-1830 (1979) and G. W. Pigman’s discussion on Versions of Imitation in the
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Renaissance (1980) further elaborated. Cropper’s references of a number of other artists was
exacerbated by articles such as Jeffrey M. Muller’s Rubens’s Theory and Practice of the
Imitation of Art (1982), Richard T. Neer’s Poussin and the Ethic of Imitation (2006) and Clare
Robertson’s articles Annibale Carracci and Invenzione: Medium and Function in the Early
Drawings (1997) and Late Annibale and his Workshop: Invention, Imitation and Patronage
(2010), which further evinced how Erardi’s methods reflected the practices of some of the
greatest contemporary names. Moreover, contributions by Shannon N. Pritchard, Kristina
Fiorre, Avigdor W. G. Posèq, William Gavin and Linda Bauer and Steve Colton – in addition
to a particular observation by Helen Langdon in her seminal Caravaggio: A Life (1999) –
provided a stimulating discussion on how the revolutionary Caravaggio was also, albeit in his
own manner, prone to artistic imitation. Melinda Schlitt’s and Hans Raben’s articles,
“Anticamente Moderna Et Modernamente Antica”: Imitation and the Ideal in 16th-Century
Italian Painting (2003) and Bellori’s Art: The Taste and Distaste of a Seventeenth-Century Art
Critic (2006) respectively, were likewise interesting readings which further substantiated the
general argument of imitation as a Seicento artistic norm. Several other writings on the issue
of imitation within different eras – from antiquity to post-modernism – were consulted in an
attempt to achieve a more holistic understanding of artistic imitation. These included an
intriguing publication of assorted essays The Ancient Art of Emulation: Studies in Artistic
Originality and Tradition from the Present to Classical Antiquity (2002), in which Elaine K.
Gazda and Ruth Weisberg’s arguments on imitation within antiquity and modernism
respectively were particularly relevant, as well as several contributions focusing on the
Renaissance period, such as Ernst H. Gombrich’s Norm and Form: Studies in the Art of the
Renaissance (1966).
An especially important contribution for the specific aspect of painted copies was Gail
Feigenbaum’s When The Subject Was Art: The Carracci As Copyists (1992), which clarifies
the reality that the highly inventive Carracci trio were also engaged in the production of faithful
copies – even throughout their mature years, in which their novel compositions were highly
sought by the patrons of the time. Feigenbaum discusses the various benefits that the Carracci
held of the act of copying, which would in turn be a crucial aspect in their teaching methods at
the Accademia dell’Incamminati. Self-education, patronage patterns and economic reasons
were all factors that ruled the artist’s hand into replicating the works of previous masters. The
law of economy likewise motivated several artists to often produce repetitions of their own
work, as Stephen Pepper’s discussion on Guido Reni's Practice of Repeating Compositions
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(1999) illustrated. Pepper’s assertion that for artists such as Reni the ultimate criterion was not
re-invention but rather the composition’s satisfactory nature, even if it is a repeated work, was
essential for a deeper understanding of the act of copying within the views of the Seicento.
Within the aforementioned publication of assorted essays The Ancient Art of Emulation:
Studies in Artistic Originality and Tradition from the Present to Classical Antiquity (2002),
Richard Spear’s chapter discusses the distinction in the Baroque and Renaissance eras between
‘di sua mano’ and ‘di sua proprio mano’; evincing a contemporarily growing sensitivity
towards copies. Erwin Panofsky’s comparison in Original und Faksimilie Reproduktion (1930)
of a painted copy to a song that is played time and time again without losing its original
intention was likewise crucial in the intellectual development of this dissertation.
Prints being Stefano Erardi’s most probable vehicle for his acquaintance of foreign
masters and their work, several sources were consulted on prints and their influence on the
course of art. The most notable were Michael Bury’s publication The Print in Italy: 1550-1620
(2001) and Antony Griffiths’s The Print Before Photography: An Introduction to European
Printmaking 1550 - 1820 (2016), as well as David Alexander’s article “After Images”: A
Review of Recent Studies of Reproductive Print-Making (1983) and Catherine Wilkinson’s The
Engravings of Marcantonio Raimondi (1982). In addition to an added understanding of how
the collection of prints and their use as ‘quarries for ideas’ was a common practice on the
international sphere, Wilkinson’s article (among others on Raimondi) continued to exacerbate
the fact that issues on imitation and inventiveness were markedly different in the seventeenthcentury. This considerable shift on these issues are tackled by Rudolf Wittkower in his chapter
Imitation, Eclecticism and Genius (1965); a chapter which proved to be certainly one of the
most important sources for this dissertation.
The writings mentioned above, among others, gradually built a multi-faceted
understanding on the issues of artistic imitation, quotation of figures and motifs, originality,
inventiveness and a recognition of the gradual reversal of such concepts over the subsequent
centuries. This necessitated an entire chapter (Chapter 1) dedicated specifically to a discussion
on these aspects and how Stefano Erardi fits within an international context in which his
practices of stylistic assimilation, quotation as well as the execution of full copies are reflected
by the practices of Raphael, the Carracci trio, Peter Paul Rubens, Domenichino and Nicolas
Poussin among others.
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The second chapter seeks to further explore the reasons behind Erardi’s various forms
of imitation, from the stylistic assimilation of a former master’s manner to the explicit quotation
of parts as well as the production of full copies. It continually builds on and refers back to the
first chapter, illustrating parallels between the practices and the philosophy of Stefano Erardi
with those of his international contemporaries. Its primary motive is to invite a second look at
Erardi’s oeuvre, which paints a picture of an artist for whom imitation was central to his very
practice – to his formation as in his mature output. They evince an artist knowledgeable about
the work of the masters and intelligent enough to coherently integrate their parts within his
original conceptions. An artist who, as was typical of the time, painted not for the sake of
novelty but rather for profit and an improved social standing.
The writings of Sciberras were doubtlessly the most important sources for this chapter,
not just his aforementioned chapter on Erardi and his son but also his writings on the Maltese
Baroque and the artists that formed the local context in which Erardi worked. Among the most
notable are Filippino Dingli – proposed by Sciberras as Erardi’s most likely master, – and of
course Mattia Preti, Erardi’s major rival and contemporary; in the case of the latter, the
publication Mattia Preti: The Triumphant Manner (2012) served as the main source. The
contributions of earlier art historians, such as Prof. Mario Buhagiar, Dominic Cutajar,
Vincenzo Caruana Gatto and others were also consulted in order to better understand the
fluctuating perspectives on the figure of Stefano Erardi throughout the history of local art
history. Alessio Erardi’s inventory (drawn up following his death in 1727) and John Debono’s
transcription of it (1989) – in addition to his commentary – proved very useful in further
testifying to the collection patterns of the Seicento as well as the artists that the Erardi’s were
looking at. On a biographical note, Bernadine Scicluna’s unpublished B. A. dissertation A
Stylistic Analysis of Stefano and Alessio Erardi’s Paintings (1997) was extremely useful. Her
biography of the artist served to place discussions on his practices firmly within their
biographical context whilst her comments on certain paintings or documents served to further
strengthen or embellish some of the study’s arguments. Several other unpublished dissertations
were helpful in substantiating specific areas or bringing to the author’s attention novel
observations or points of discussion.
Following such a discussion, the remainder of the dissertation zooms in on Erardi’s
specific works and compositional types. The third chapter elaborates on Sciberras’s
observation that even in works which appear to be non-derivative, Erardi builds his
composition on the conventional prototypes popularised and perpetrated by the previous
v

masters, particularly those pertaining to the Bolognese school.3 The following catalogue entries
deal with over forty individual works, divided into full copies and paintings which incorporate
at least a singular quoted motif. Each entry discusses the work itself, its derivation, its source
and its significance within the larger picture.
For each work, a hypothesis attempts to clarify the avenue through which Erardi
consulted the quoted or copied source. In the majority, that avenue appears to be, in all
likelihood, the local and international dissemination and collecting of prints. These sources are
tabled in Chapter 2.2 in order to attempt at a re-creation of Stefano Erardi’s portfolio of prints.
The majority of the plates at the end of the study further substantiate Erardi’s reliance on the
printed image, juxtaposing a selection of Erardi’s oil-on-canvas paintings4 with the respective
prints. Nevertheless, it is important to clarify that whereas the impact of prints was at the onset
the primary focus of the study, the study evolved to focus rather on Erardi’s imitative practice
in itself as the central concern. The importance of prints as Erardi’s probable primary vehicle
is not to be understated, yet it is but the vehicle that greatly facilitated the journey and the
destination – the practice of imitation and quotation itself.
Art, in itself, invites the viewer to look at the world through a different lens. Art history
can likewise invite a revision of one’s conceptions and invite the onlooker to look at art through
a new perspective. The author hopes that the contribution of this dissertation builds on existing
research to further invite an understanding and an appreciation of Stefano Erardi’s art that is
more in accordance with the principles of imitation that were at the very centre of not just his
work but rather at the very centre of seventeenth-century art.

Samuel Casha
December 2020
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Sciberras (2015), 160-163.
All of Erardi’s works illustrated in the study are oil on canvas, as specified in the respective catalogue entries.
This specification is thus omitted from the captions in both figures and plates.
4
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Introduction

Whereas in modern aesthetics imitation is often considered as alien to the creation of an original
work of art, imitation was actually central to the art of what historians would later term the
Baroque period.5 Ranging from imitation of style to the quotation of parts to the production of
full copies, such imitative practices were central to the modus operandi of seventeenth-century
artists, especially those adhering to a classicist tradition. Within the Maltese context, the
Baroque Classicist stream was best reflected in the figure of Stefano Erardi (1630-1716), who
rose to become ‘the most significant alternative’ to the dominant style of Mattia Preti (16131699).6 In addition to a style which clearly assimilates the influence of the Bolognese
Classicists, Erardi’s oeuvre consists of at least seventeen full copies as well as almost thirty
works which incorporate quotations after other masters. Consequentially, several art historians
labelled Erardi a copyist and a plagiarist,7 a view which was rectified by Sciberras by placing
the Maltese master within the wider international context of the time, observing that the
imitazione del migliore was in the Seicento not only acceptable but actually expected of the
artist.8
In an excerpt which would appropriately describe Erardi’s works, Nicolas Poussin’s
(1594-1665) paintings are described as being ‘often pastiches, stitched up out of recognizeable
masterpieces from the remote and recent past’.9 Imitation was similarly crucial to the practice
of Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Domenichino (1581-1641) and Annibale Carracci (15601609) among others, with the latter deriving inspiration from Raphael (1483-1520),
Michelangelo (1475-1564) and antique statuary in his conception of the famed Farnese Gallery
fresco cycle; sources which are ‘easily recognized, and are surely meant to be.’10 Raphael
himself blatantly appropriates Masaccio’s Brancacci figures of Adam and Eve in his own
rendition of their expulsion in the Vatican Loggie; the fact that Raphael chose figures from the
5

The groundbreaking research of Sir Denis Mahon recognised the influence of the art historical climate and past
writings in shaping one’s perception of art history, subsequently challenging long-established erroneous
conceptions surrounding the concepts of imitation, eclecticism and originality and thus placed artists such as the
Carracci within the rightful artistic and theoretical context of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. See
Mahon (1953), especially p. 303-304. See also Rudolf Wittkower, ‘Imitation, Eclecticism and Genius’, Aspects
of the Eighteenth Century, Earl R. Wasserman (ed.), Baltimore, The John Hopkins Press, 1965, 143. In this
chapter, Wittkower discusses the ever-changing historical perception of imitation and originality and thus the
ever-changing perception of past artworks and artists.
6
Sciberras (2015), 164.
7
These historians include Prof. Mario Buhagiar, Dominic Cutajar, Bernadine Scicluna and Chev. Vincenzo
Bonello, among others.
8
For further reading on the figure of Stefano Erardi and the wider context of the Maltese Baroque, see Sciberras
(2009; 2015). For a biographical treatment of Stefano Erardi and his son Alessio, see Scicluna (1997).
9
Richard T. Neer, ‘Poussin and the Ethics of Imitation’, Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, 51/52
(2006), 298.
10
Elizabeth Cropper, The Domenichino Affair: Novelty, Imitation, and Theft in Seventeenth-Century Rome, New
Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2005, 154.
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Brancacci Chapel, even then already widely acclaimed, clearly illustrates how he was not only
not attempting to hide his derivations but rather intended to flaunt them to his knowledgeable
onlookers.11 Sciberras observes how Erardi’s quotations were probably similarly intended to
be recognized by the local cognoscenti of the time,12 which in light of the practices of his Italian
predecessors seems much likely.
Stefano Erardi had been born into a household of relative repute and financial
stability.13 His father, recorded in Stefano’s baptism record as ‘mastro’ Sebastiano Erardi,
seems to have held an occupation as a craftsman.14 It is thus logical to assume that Erardi’s
first form of artistic formation would have taken place within his own household.
Unfortunately, there are no known documents that could shed further light on Erardi’s
formative years. However, it has been suggested that Erardi’s foremost master was Filippino
Dingli,15 the popular yet technically mediocre local artist, which upon stylistic comparison
appears probable.16 Works such as Santa Venera (Old Parish Church of Santa Venera) and the
Martyrdom of St Catherine (St Philip’s Parish Church, Ħaż-Żebbuġ) appear to be the
collaborative effort of both Dingli and Erardi, presumably as master and assistant
respectively.17 Sciberras suggested a similar working relationship within the Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception, where the six lateral paintings appear to be co-produced by the two
artists.18 If Dingli was indeed Erardi’s master, then even within the walls of the Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception it is explicitly clear that even at a young age Erardi quickly surpassed

11

Cropper, 182.
Sciberras (2015), 164.
13
See Bernadine Scicluna, ‘A Stylistic Analysis of Stefano and Alessio Erardi’s Paintings’, unpublished M.A
dissertation, Department of Art and Art History, University of Malta, 1997, 10-12.
14
SPVPA Liber Baptizatorum (1619-1637), Volume II, f. 274v. See Mario Buhagiar, The Iconography of the
Maltese Islands 1400-1900, Valletta, Progress Press Co, 1987, 111 and Scicluna, 10-12.
15
Sciberras (see 2009, p. 95; 2015, p. 95-96) brought attention to the significance of the cycle of paintings
within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, linking the works to Dingli’s manner and later suggesting
Erardi’s probable involvement as assistant. See also Paul Cassar, ‘The Oratories of the Onorati and the
Immaculate Conception at the Jesuit Church, Valletta’, unpublished M.A dissertation, Department of Art and
Art History, University of Malta, 2014.
16
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artists. See Buhagiar (1987), 89 and Sciberras (2015), 96-97.
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Sciberras (2015), 96-97. The painting of the Martyrdom of St Catherine originally depicted the Martyrdom of
St Barbara.
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Sciberras (2015), 96. It has also been suggested by Sciberras that there was the additional intervention of a
third, lesser brush, probably another assistant. See Cassar, 138.
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his master;19 the Annunciation of the Virgin scene,20 probably executed almost entirely by
Erardi,21 is evidently a more successful piece than Dingli’s titular.
The young artist continued to improve and his commissions increasingly grew in both
quantity and prestige. In 1667,22 Erardi was commissioned to decorate the Chapel of Germany
within St John’s Co-Cathedral – arguably the most important commission of his career. This
was not only significant due to the chapel’s location within the Order’s conventual church and
thus the most important church on the island, but also because Mattia Preti was at the same
time busy working within other chapels in the same church.23 Stefano Erardi was thus placed
in direct competition with Preti, in full view of the Order and the country’s noblemen. The
success of Erardi’s paintings established him as the leading native painter and as Preti’s sole
significant local rival.24 Erardi would rival the Italian master for commissions from both the
Order and the local ecclesiastical authorities throughout his life, as testified by works such as
the titular painting for St Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat.25
Athough it denied Erardi from otherwise single-handedly ruling the Maltese artistic
scene, it was a rivalry which certainly challenged the Maltese master to reach standards of
excellence that he might not have otherwise attained. By Preti’s death in 1699, Erardi was
himself an old man and his peak was already behind him.26 In his final large-scale commission,
Erardi pays tribute to his great contemporary through the quotation of Preti’s Penitent St Peter
(Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Plate 31) within his lateral painting of the Flight into
Egypt (Naxxar Parish Church) (Plate 30).27 Erardi himself died in 1716, by which year his son
Alessio (1669-1727) had in turn firmly established himself as an independent artist. Alessio
Erardi’s Virgin of the Rosary (Lija Parish Church) (Plate 51) – undoubtedly his best and most
important work, in which he was probably assisted by his more talented father28 – effectively
marked the start of a new era after a half-century that had been locally defined by the styles of

19

Sciberras (2015), 159.
Refer to Cat. 6.
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Cassar, 134-138.
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Refer to Cat. 22.
26
Sciberras (2015), 171.
27
Refer to Cat. 30.
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Preti and Stefano Erardi.29 Though it breathes the air of Rome and the manner of Carlo Maratti,
it also betrays the influence of his father Stefano, especially in the composition’s construction
through explicit quotation.30
Distinguished from “forgery” in that it seeks to be noticed, a “repetition” of parts from
well-known works, through recontextualisation, adds an extra layer of meaning to the artwork
upon recognition of the derived elements.31 This brought about a “double pleasure”; that of the
acutezza (witticism) of the painter – his ability to show something ‘old in substance and new
in manner’ – and that of the learned onlooker, who ‘found gratification’ in detecting the
repeated elements within the work in question. The contemporary intellectual would therefore
stand in front of a work of art and, following ‘the silent searching of the mind’,32 simultaneously
perceive not only that specific work but also the work (or works) being quoted and the ensuing
paragone. Viewed in such a light, the practice of quotation therefore ceases to be a limitation
in one’s inventiveness but can rather be perceived as an inventive solution within itself.
Regarding not only such quotations of figures or parts but also entire copies as well as
the imitation of style, the manner of Erardi’s acquisition of knowledge of these masters has
long been the subject of debate. Sciberras, among others, has suggested that Erardi spent some
time in Rome or Bologna where he became accustomed to the works and styles of the
Bolognese masters.33 However, a lack of documentation would suggest that such travels were
not long in duration, unlike the Roman sojourn of his son Alessio, which lasted five years
somewhere between 1665 and 1701.34 In the nineteenth century, Gio Antonio Vassallo wrote
that Stefano had likewise studied in Rome, – ‘sappiamo pero’ di certo che vi si era perfezionato
a Roma…’35 – whereas Vincenzo Caruana-Gatto claimed that he studied in Bologna.36 Such
statements should, however, be treated with caution, and the possibility that Stefano Erardi
never left the Maltese shores cannot be excluded. Therefore, it is probable that Stefano’s
primary means of cognition of the works of the Italian masters and the subsequent inspiration
was through reproductive prints and copies. This is substantiated by the inventory of Alessio –
29

Sciberras (2009), 230-232.
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the ‘heredem universalem’ to Stefano’s possessions37 – which records a large collection of
quadri and libri (some of which were essentially an assortment of prints) that Stefano and
Alessio had amassed, as was the contemporary European norm.38 The use of prints is further
confirmed by instances where Erardi’s copies after works by foreign masters, such as the
Assumption of the Virgin after Peter Paul Rubens (Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church,
Valletta) (Plate 41) and the Flight from Troy after Federico Barocci (c.1535-1612) (Private
Collection) (Plate 39), are almost completely faithful to the original in terms of composition
yet are utterly different in their colour-scheme.39
The fact that all six works within the aforementioned Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception are entirely or partially copied further points towards Erardi’s dependence on
prints.40 Whereas such a reliance could have been the wish of the patron, it also sheds some
light on additional benefits within the practice of copying. The young, promising Erardi could
have turned to copying as a means of teaching himself in the wake of limitations in his
formation, certainly unaided by the apparent lack of travels. After all, northward in the Italian
and international context, learning through imitation was a prevalent, widespread practice. It
was through the imitation of various different masters – from Correggio (1589-1634) to Titian
(1490-1576) and later Raphael – that Annibale Carracci, as well as Agostino (1557-1602) and
Lodovico (1555-1619), assimilated the styles of his great predecessors as he developed his own
personal manner.41 It was a means of learning from the masters whilst simultaneously
acknowledging their influence, and copying the works of previous masters became a crucial
element in the Accademia dell’Incamminati. Raphael had earlier arrived at his own personal
style through a similar synthesis. The writings of Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) – whose
influence on the following generations is not to be underestimated – elevated Raphael’s method
as the path to greatness.42 Rubens likewise produced several copies in a process of assimilation

This is recorded in Stefano’s will, dated 1 March 1710; NAV. Notary Benedetto Vassallo R461/99, f. 486v.
Both the will and Alessio’s inventory (NAV. Notary G. F. Sant. R428/41, ff. 964 - 1002v.) were published in
John Debono, An Inventory of Alessio Erardi’s Inventory and Books, Malta, 1989.
38
For a discussion on prints and their impact on the international and regional contexts, the contemporary art
market and the modus operandi of the contemporary artist see especially Michael Bury, The Print in Italy:
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as he formed his own unique style.43 Rubens, Annibale and artists such as Poussin were praised
for their capable and judicious synthesis of styles.44 Stefano Erardi’s copied works therefore
are to be viewed in this light, especially because his artistic education – probably limited to
Malta and to the vernacular Dingli – must have depended somewhat on self-education through
the imitation of various masters. Such an argument is substantiated by the fact that Erardi not
only re-translated45 compositions from print to paint but also copied some works by foreign
masters that were at the time present locally. Guido Reni’s (1575-1642) Christ Embracing the
Cross (MUŻA, Valletta) (Figure 11) and Alessandro Turchi’s (1578-1649) Flight into Egypt
(Manchester Art Gallery) (Figure 12) are the obvious mentions in this regard.46 The fact that
the latter’s Virgin provided the prototype for Erardi’s future, sweet facial type of the Virgin
Mary strengthens the argument that Erardi’s copying served as a means to assimilate the style
of the masters.47
The figure of Erardi has also faced criticism for his frequent repetitions of motifs and
entire compositions within his own production, among the most notable being the Annunciation
within the Oratory of the Onorati (Jesuit Church, Valletta) (Plate 49), which he produced
alongside his son Alessio;48 a work that reproduces the general composition of Stefano’s earlier
rendition of the theme in Mdina (Plate 13).49 Once again, drawing parallels to mainland Italy
evinces how Stefano Erardi was far from unique in this regard. Self-repetition was commonly
practiced; Guido Reni reproduced virtually all his religious works, with minor modifications –
‘Once Reni arrived at his basic composition he saw no reason to change it.’50 Reni, Erardi and
countless others were simply employing the law of economy; if the artist had invested time and
energy into the process of finding a satisfactory solution for a particular theme, he saw no
qualms in reusing parts or the whole of the composition in question. Even the supposedly more
inventive minds, such as Preti, were prone to repeat themselves on numerous occasions – often

Jeffrey M. Muller, ‘Rubens’s Theory and Practice of the Imitation of Art’, The Art Bulletin, lxiv, 2 (1982),
244.
44
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46
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47
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48
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49
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50
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with the help of assistants.51 The modern, pejorative view of such practices is certainly not in
line with the view of the theorists, fellow artists and onlookers of the time;
To [Reni’s] contemporaries the fact that he repeated his compositions frequently disturbed no
one. But it has repelled contemporaries. To critics of our time, such as Berenson, this act of
repetition speaks of a formula, of a lack of sincerity, and repetition is taken to be the hallmark
of a mediocre artist who is incapable of forever reinventing his vision.52
In spite of shortcomings in mobility and formation, and in the wake of a local artistic
scene which Preti and his bottega threatened to monopolise, Stefano Erardi successfully
rivalled the knighted Italian master for patronage and earned an impressive number of
commissions from both the Order and the ecclesiastical authorities; none more prestigious than
the commission to embellish the Chapel of Germany within the conventual church of St John’s
in Valletta.53 Unquestionably the leading Maltese painter of his generation, Erardi proved to be
not only a cheaper option54 but also a painter of a completely different style, following in the
manner of the Bolognese Classicists as opposed to Preti’s extravagant maniera. The general
perception today, however, is coloured with an idea of originality that was born gradually over
the following centuries. For the seventeenth-century viewer, repetition and imitation were not
strict opposites of originality. When the historian’s focus on Stefano Erardi is zoomed outwards
and his art is placed within the contemporary, international practices and theories, it becomes
clear that he was simply a man of his times. The practices of imitation present in his oeuvre
cannot be used as arguments to point towards possible limitations in inventiveness for such
practices were deployed by the greatest classicists of the Renaissance and Baroque eras. Amidst
Preti and the vernacular local artists, Stefano Erardi was Malta’s sole adherent to a more
classicist form of Baroque, and the question of imitation, quotation and inventiveness in his
oeuvre reflect his very classicism.
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Chapter 1:
Imitation, Quotation and Inventiveness
in International Practice and Theory

1.1 Seicento Views on the Issue of Imitation
During the seventeenth century and even earlier, in the Renaissance period, the notion of
originality was markedly different to what is understood by the term today, and by extension
the issue of imitation within the creative process likewise conflicts with the general modern
perception of imitative practices.55 In today’s world, borrowing figures from a known
masterpiece, repeating one’s own motifs or compositions, imitating another artist’s style or
even downright copying another artist’s work are all practices that are generally condemned to
the field of the plagiarist and the copyist. However, all of the practices mentioned were an
essential element of the artistic training and practice of the Baroque artist, particularly those
pertaining to a classicist language. Stefano Erardi, influenced by the manner and tradition of
the Classicists, was no different. His practices, previously used to argue for a lack of
inventiveness, were in line with those of his great contemporaries, from Nicolas Poussin to
Domenichino to Annibale Carracci.56
For Annibale as well as Agostino and Lodovico Carracci, imitation was central not only
to their personal practice but also to the teaching methods of the Accademia
dell’Incamminati,57 out of which emerged artists such as Domenichino and Guido Reni.
Looking at past art and allowing oneself to be consciously inspired by the masters and
subsequently assimilating their best qualities served, for the Seicento artist, as a means to
simultaneously better one’s technical qualities whilst undergoing a process towards one’s
personal manner. It was through the selective imitation of various masters that the Carracci
trio, and later their pupils, arrived at their own personal style. In the eyes of Giovanni Battista
Agucchi (1570-1632) and Giovanni Pietro Bellori (1613-1696), Annibale Carracci embodied
the very ideology of selective imitation; he championed what they had advocated in their
writings.58 His fresco cycle within the Farnese Gallery, comprised of a judicious assimilation
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Figure 1: Stefano Erardi,
Virgin and Child with St
Anne, St Paul's Parish
Church, Rabat.
© Joe P. Borg

of various style and several overt quotations, was perceived as the apex of classicism.59 The
prevalence of such an ideology centred on judicious imitation meant that the coming together
of the qualities of various greats constituted, in the eyes of several contemporaries, as the
makings of “the greatest painter”, as can be surmised from various writings on Annibale,
Rubens and Poussin.60
Stefano Erardi, evidently aware of the methods of the international greats, formed his
own personal language through a similar synthesis. His indebtedness to the works and styles
of Guercino (1591-1666), Guido Reni and especially Domenichino is unmistakeable in his
oeuvre, particularly in works such as the Virgin and Child with St Anne (Rabat Parish Church)
(Figure 1).61 A comparison between the manner of Erardi and that of his probable master
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Raben, 136-137.
Wittkower (1965), 150-152. Charles Alfons du Fresnoy asserted that it was precisely through the adoption of
the greatness of the past masters, integrated within his own output, that Annibale subsequently became himself a
true great. According to J. F. M. Michel, Peter Paul Rubens had become the greatest painter through a coming
together in his art of the best qualities from Titian, Correggio, Raphael, Veronese and Annibale. In a similar
vein, Charles Le Brun asserted Poussin’s greatness due to his union of Raphael, Titian and Veronese.
61
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Filippino Dingli further evince how, despite a stylistic similarity between the two, Erardi not
only quickly rose considerably above Dingli’s mediocre standards but also developed a more
sophisticated manner that was far more in line with the art of the Classicists.62 Erardi’s mature
manner betrays a knowledge and an appreciation of the celebrated artists and artworks in Rome.
The young artist must have recognised the benefit of self-education through imitation, and his
personal language reflect an indebtedness to the styles of the artists he copied, including
Domenichino, Reni and Turchi.63
The prevalence of the philosophy of selective imitation at the time was certainly
exacerbated by Bellori’s Le Vite De Pittori, Scultori Et Architetti Moderni, in which he argued
that ‘the Idea, originated in nature, supersedes its origin and becomes the origin of art.’64 This
can be traced back to Socrates’s (c.470-399 BC) philosophy, which asserted that art was not
only capable of attaining an equal or even superior level than nature but rather that the
perfection of nature was the very objective of art. The issue of imitation had been a dilemma
that artists and theorists deliberated about since antiquity. Aristotle (384-322 BC) had claimed
that the very act of imitation was an innate human tendency in which one found pleasure and
satisfaction, both of which were directly proportional to the imitated work’s accuracy in
comparison to the original. Aristotle had thus built on, and further affirmed, the Platonic
principle that art is invariably inferior to nature. Socrates’s belief contradicted this Aristotelian
ideology, arguing instead that the artist’s duty is not to mechanically imitate nature but rather
to attain perfection through a judicious selection of nature’s most beautiful parts, since no
single natural entity can in itself be perfect. Abbé Laugier (1713-1769) would centuries later
argue that is ‘one of the great privileges of the painter’.65 Such a philosophy certainly brings to
mind the Zeuxinian Virgin, which was in the Renaissance and Baroque eras often referred to
in arguments on imitation. Raphael described his own working method in a manner which
certainly evokes Zeuxis, claiming that prior to satisfactorily depicting a beautiful woman he
would have needed to have been exposed to the beauty of many others.66 Rubens, whose
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Sciberras (2015), 96-97, 159. Sciberras discusses several works which betray a stylistic affiliation between the
two artists, which could point towards Dingli’s role as the master of the younger, albeit significantly more
talented, Erardi.
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mediocre Filippino Dingli, will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 2.1 and 2.2.
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Giovanni P. Bellori, Le Vite De Pittori, Scultori Et Architetti Moderni, Rome, 1672; See Wittkower (1965).
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Wittkower (1965), 143-148. In his essay, Wittkower discusses the evolution of the principle of imitation, and
its reflection in the art and literature of the times, from the Platonic to the post-romantic.
66
Loh (2004), 501. Cicero writes that the painter Zeuxis, when faced with a commission to depict the ideal
beauty of Helen of Troy, could not find the perfection he sought in any of the city’s most beautiful women and
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notebooks reveal a theoretical engagement with the issue of imitation, even frescoed Zeuxis in
the act of painting Helen on the façade of his studio.67 Erardi’s angels, saints and particularly
his numerous depictions of the sweet Virgin Mary somewhat reflect this Zeuxinian idea in their
idealised and perfected state, especially in contrast to more naturalist renditions, such as
Caravaggio’s (1571-1610) more earthly figures. Whereas the Platonic-Aristotelian idea would
influence Da Vinci (1452-1519) and later Caravaggio and the naturalists, the Socratic impacted
the works of Raphael, the Carracci, their pupils and their followers, among them Stefano
Erardi.
The modern adherents to Socrates’s philosophy further built upon it to combine the
judicious imitation of nature’s best parts with the selective imitation of previous artists. The
preceding greats had already achieved the perfection of nature, and thus nature can be further
perfected if artists build on the achievements of the great masters which preceded them.68 This
approach can be observed within the practices of artists such as Rubens, Poussin and, by
comparison, Stefano Erardi, who looked back in history in order to learn and improve their
own imitation and perfection of nature.69 The imitation of past masters was for such artists an
essential process on the path towards their own greatness. In the following century, Anton
Raphael Mengs (1728-1779) claimed that it was in fact his imitation of previous greats that
resulted in his international acclaim.70 According to him, through thoroughly studying and thus
understanding the works of the masters, one’s imitation of them ceases to be plagiaristic. His
British contemporary, Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792) substantiated this view, arguing that
‘What is learned in this manner from the works of others… becomes really our own, sinks deep
and is never forgotten.’71 The fine line between plagiarism and creative imitation is crucial to
the appreciation of artists such as the Carracci, Mengs, Reynolds and, within the context of the
Maltese Baroque, Stefano Erardi.
Within the idea of the imitation of the past masters, a further debate existed on whether
one should imitate to perfection the manner of a singular master or else judiciously adopt
thus resorted to combining various features from five separate maidens into a perfect composite. Zeuxis thus
came to embody the benefits of the judicious selection of parts in the idealisation of nature.
67
Muller, 235.
68
Wittkower (1965), 145.
69
Muller, 231. Muller writes that ‘The painter will approach past art keeping in mind that the purpose of his art
is the imitation of nature. Rubens asserted that ancient sculpture could be helpful to this end, but that the artist
must judge first, like Quintilian’s orator, which examples are best, and second, which elements are worthy of
imitation. Presumably Rubens viewed all past art with the same purpose and distinctions in mind, thus working
towards a progressive synthesis of the contributions of his predecessors.’
70
Wittkower (1965), 153.
71
Wittkower (1965), 153-156.
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different qualities from various masters. In making a case for the latter, Seicento theorists often
roped into their arguments Seneca’s analogy of the poet or artist as a bee who collects pollen
from a variety of flowers before its transformation into honey, into something new. Quintilian,
his younger contemporary, similarly advocated one’s exposure to a variety of sources ‘so that
different qualities from different authors may impress themselves on our minds.’ 72 In the
Quattrocento, Leonardo da Vinci would likewise advocate the imitation of several masters,
creating a counter-argument to Cennino Cennini (b. 1370), who had earlier that same century
argued that the artist should imitate and perfect the style of a single master. 73 Agucchi and
Bellori would reiterate Da Vinci’s argument, with the latter writing that ‘Art is not born from
one, but from many, and over a length of time.’74 The victory of selective imitation was
effectively confirmed through Annibale Carracci’s union of colore and disegno, following in
the example of Fra Bartolommeo (1472-1517) and Raphael.75 Much like Annibale himself, the
works of Stefano Erardi construct an image of an artist not content to derive inspiration from a
single artist but rather opened up to the influence of the many – both stylistically and with
regards to quotations. The current state of research indicates that his sources include about
thirty different artists,76, ranging from Raphael to Domenichino and Giovanni Lanfranco
(1582-1647) to Mattia Preti, his locally present rival.77
The ideology of assimilation through the imitation of various greats was at the time so
strong that the aforementioned Michel argued that had Raphael been reborn, the larger variety
of options that he would be exposed to would make him even greater than he was.78 In the late
Cinquecento, as the Carracci were undergoing the process of personal development through
imitation, artist and theorist Gian Paolo Lomazzo (1538-1592) had embodied the ideology of
selective imitation with his discourse on Adam and Eve as the fictional “perfect painting”, with
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Adam comprised of Michelangelo’s design and Titian’s colouring while Eve is drawn and
coloured by Raphael and Correggio respectively.79 There were those, however, who opposed
such eclecticism and feared the result would be a Horatian Monster rather than a Zeuxinian
Virgin. Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598-1680), in spite of his admiration for the Carracci, feared
that the final product of such a conception would lack cohesion and be fragmented.80 Although
fragmentation is undeniably a risk in such a coalescing of parts, certain works which combine
the various sources which construct it in a holistic and personal manner can nonetheless be
very successful pieces.
Within the Maltese context, Stefano Erardi’s monumental work of the Shipwreck of St
Paul (Rabat Parish Church) (Plate 9) is perhaps the ideal example.81 It is a painting that despite
being comprised of several different sources – deriving inspiration from Matteo Perez
d’Aleccio (1547-1628), Melchiorre Cafa` (1636-1667), Domenichino and one of the members
of the Killian family82 – has been termed by Mario Buhagiar as one of the greatest masterpieces
on the island.83 Within the Shipwreck of St Paul, the quotations after Cafa` and Killian F. can
serve to shed further light on motivating factors behind Erardi’s imitative practices. Whereas
the figure of St Paul effectively pays tribute to arguably the greatest of all Maltese artists, the
repoussoir figure adopted from Killian F.’s lunette of the Shipwreck of St Paul (Plate 11) within
the Chapel of France in St John’s Co-Cathedral is believed by several to be Erardi’s own selfportrait.84 If this hypothesis is true, the placement of the self-portrait within the same picture
space as an overt reference to Cafa` as well as Domenichino may reflect the Maltese master’s
attempt at coming to terms with his own place within the history books in both the local and
international sphere.
In addition to stylistic development, imitation – both stylistic and through quotation –
enabled the artist to acknowledge and confront the influence of the great predecessors whilst
attempting to arrive at an understanding of one’s own position in the Vasarian progressive
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history of art.85 The re-emergence of humanism resulted in a considerable shift in the artist’s
perception of his own role in society and in history; whereas Lorenzo Ghiberti’s (1378-1455)
first set of doors for the Florentine Baptistery betray nothing more than a technically gifted
craftsman concentrating on producing a satisfactory result, the second, certainly more famous
Gates of Paradise clearly evince an artist consciously striving to rival and better his great artistic
ancestors.86 Art had ceased to be solely a means to decorate churches or to praise the divine
but it also became a statement and a path towards greatness. However, whereas the Renaissance
artist worked under the influence of the historically distant ancients, the Seicento artist faced
the more daunting task of striking a balance between imitation and originality in the shadow of
the more proximate masters.
Literary critic Harold Bloom describes the struggle of finding one’s own voice amidst
that of the overpowering precursors as the ‘anxiety of influence’.87 Through unashamedly
imitating and quoting the art of the preceding greats, the artist essentially acknowledged their
influence without attempting to outclass them.88 Whilst the Carracci worked under the shadow
of the Renaissance giants, artists belonging to Poussin’s generation likewise operated under
the influence of the same masters as well as that of the Carracci themselves and their first
generation of pupils – Domenichino, Reni et al, – whilst always conscious of the presence in
Rome of both Raphael and the ancients.89 In works such as Springtime (Figure 3) and the
Plague of Ashdod (both located at the Musée du Louvre, Paris), Poussin, through imitation,
‘returns continually to the question of how properly to acknowledge the past, and tradition’90;
in the latter work, the Frenchman combines inspiration from antiquity, Raphael and,
surprisingly, Caravaggio.91
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Figure 3: Raphael Sanzio, God Appears to Isaac, Vatican Loggie.

Figure 2: Nicolas Poussin, Springtime (detail),
Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Within the context of seventeenth-century Malta, the shadow of the works of Reni and
Turchi must have weighed heavily on upcoming artists,92 who additionally had to deal with
constant comparison to Mattia Preti in the second half of the century. Moreover, local artists
and critics were also aware of the art of the foreign greats through the circulation of prints, and
thus also worked under their influence and shadow. Perceived in such a light, Stefano Erardi’s
imitative practices gain further meaning. The local painter turned to the imitation of style and
the quotation of parts in order to acknowledge the artists he was influenced by, simultaneously
paying homage to them whilst attempting to arrive at a personal language. Despite obvious
similarities to multiple masters, one can argue that Erardi’s mature style is an individual
characteristic of the artist and is not, as is the case with some of Preti’s followers, simply a reworking of a singular master’s manner. Stefano Erardi was not a plagiarist, for his imitation
was integrated within an individual, distinctive language.93
Interestingly, whereas artists that recent centuries have sometimes labelled as eclectic
imitators, such as the Carracci trio and Stefano Erardi, were contemporaneously viewed in a
much more positive light, the revolutionary Caravaggio94 – perhaps perceived today as the old
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master furthest from imitation – was held by some to be a servile imitator of nature.95 Poussin
disregarded Caravaggio as a copyist, and writes that ‘A painter is not a great painter if he does
no more than copy what he sees… But able artists must work with their minds.’96 Whereas ars
simia nature (a phrase which referred to works whose imitation of the natural object was so
faithful that it deceived the viewer) had been a title of praise in the early Renaissance, by the
late Cinquecento this had started to change, and theorists started to condemn the faithful, quasimechanical imitation of the natural object. Whereas Leonardo da Vinci had demanded absolute
accuracy in reproducing nature and Giorgione (1478-1510) had been praised for achieving an
unprecedented verisimilitude with his novel approach for colouring, Caravaggio was
condemned for his over-faithfulness to nature.97 Bellori held Caravaggio as the embodiment of
the pit into which the art of painting had descended (to be saved by Annibale Carracci) and
argued for a compromise between respecting nature too much and respecting nature too little;
a compromise between naturalists such as Caravaggio and the preceding Mannerists.98 Such a
fluidity of attitudes towards different types and means of imitation further illustrates the
complexity of the subject and its perception by artists, theorists and appreciators, which in turn
serves to partially explain the reasons behind the misunderstanding and subsequent
depreciation of the practices of artists such as Stefano Erardi.
The general perception of artistic imitation is clearly an immensely complex concept
which fluctuates from time to time and even creates divisions within the same era, as Bellori’s
and Poussin’s criticism of Caravaggio testify. It would continue to evolve until it was
encumbered by the romantic idea of artistic autonomy, which outrightly denounced all forms
of imitation. Such a concept of originality is ‘irrational’ since even an artist who consciously
avoids the imitation of either earlier masters or nature will still be incorporating into his work
the unconscious influence of either, or both.99 In an ever-evolving history, the practices of
artists such as Annibale Carracci, Caravaggio, Rubens and, within the context of seventeenthcentury Malta, Stefano Erardi, necessitate an understanding of the theoretical and ideological
context of their time. The true appreciation of a seventeenth-century artist cannot and should
not be separated from the context from which his practices, and thus his art, were born.

Gombrich, 6. Also see Elizabeth Cropper and Charles Dempsey, ‘Italian Painting of the Seventeenth
Century’, The Art Bulletin, lxix, 4 (1987), 494-509.
96
Neer, 307.
97
Wittkower (1965), 146-147.
98
Raben, 134. It is interesting to note that Bellori initially praised Caravaggio for his imitation of Giorgione.
99
See Wittkower (1965), 143-144. Wittkower argues that imitation is innate, instinctive and thus unavoidable.
95

18

1.2 A ‘Double Pleasure’
‘When a single posture is imitated from an historical picture and applied... in a different dress
with new attributes, this is not plagiarism, but quotation.’100 This eighteenth-century quotation
by Horace Walpole, speaking in defence of Joshua Reynolds, encapsulates the positive
perception of quoting past masters that had been prevalent in the previous centuries101 and had
already by his time started to take on a pejorative lens. The practice of integrating within one’s
own composition one or several borrowed figures was integral to the working method and to
the art of Stefano Erardi, whose oeuvre betrays almost thirty works which include at least one
quotation. It was, however, a practice that was certainly not limited to the realm of the regional
artist.
Among several other artistic giants, Annibale Carracci engaged with the practice of
quotation throughout his career. Several figures within the seminal Farnese Gallery fresco cycle
are clearly heavily inspired, or even directly borrowed, from works by Raphael, Michelangelo
or from antiquity.102 Annibale also integrated an obvious quotation after Paolo Veronese’s Pala
Giustiniani (Chiesa di San Francesco della Vigna, Venice) in his own Virgin and Child with St
John the Baptist, St John the Evangelist and St Catherine (Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna),
a work described by Wittkower as ‘an “eclectic” mosaic selected from acknowledged
masterpieces’, its models ‘almost undisguised’.103 Raphael himself, as already discussed
supra,104 engaged with the practice of quotation, adopting from the Brancacci Chapel
Masaccio’s figures of Adam and Eve in his own rendition of the Expulsion (Vatican Loggie)
whilst also adopting from the same chapel the figure of St Paul, painted by Filippino Lippi, for
two compositions; St Paul Preaching in Athens (Victoria and Albert Museum, London) and
the Blinding of Elymas.105 Raphael’s contemporary giant, Michelangelo, likewise incorporated
figures from other works within his own conceptions, as in the monumental Last Judgement
fresco (Sistine Chapel, Vatican), in which figures from Luca Signorelli’s earlier expression of
100
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the theme (Chapel of St Brizio, Orvieto Cathedral) are re-appropriated.106 Placed against this
background, it becomes clear that Stefano Erardi was simply following what was within the
seventeenth-century artistic process a norm, practiced at once by the most obscure artists and
the greatest masters.
Despite being deployed by some of the greatest names in art history, the practice of
quotation has nonetheless been depreciated over the past few centuries as a result of the
irrational post-romantic concept of originality. The figure and work of Erardi consequentially
suffered as a result of such a general misunderstanding of the imitative practice prevalent in
his lifetime. In the Seicento, the intentional allusion to a past master seems to have been actually
positively appreciated by onlookers, theorists and fellow artists alike for it could be perceived
as a practice that embellished the artwork and its interpretation.107 Ironically, perhaps the
historical event that best demonstrates the generally favourable view that quotation, and
imitation in general, enjoyed in the seventeenth century is the 1620s controversy in which
imitation was equated to “theft”. In what has been termed by John Pope-Hennessy as ‘the
vexata quaestio of seventeenth-century artistic theory’,108 Giovanni Lanfranco accused
Domenichino of stealing the idea for his Last Communion of St Jerome (Pinacoteca Vaticana,
Vatican Museums) (Figure 5),109 a work that Erardi would later both copy and quote,110 from
the earlier prototype by their old master, Agostino Carracci. Domenichino had completed his
painting in 1614, yet it was not until the following decade that Lanfranco, spurred primarily by
his rivalry with Domenichino and his professional ambitions, commissioned his student
Françoise Perrier (1590-1650) to produce an etching after Agostino Carracci’s version of the
subject, then in the Certosa di Bologna (the work resides today in the Pinacoteca Nazionale di
Bologna) (Figure 4).111 The dissemination of the print within the city of Rome publicised
Domenichino’s reliance on Agostino’s prototype, especially with regards to the figure of the
protagonist saint. However, this newfound publicity had the adverse effect to that which
Lanfranco had hoped for, and instead of condemning Domenichino the Roman public praised
him for his well-integrated, intellectual quotation.112
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In the face of such an accusation, Domenichino’s supporters rose emphatically to his
defence. One of the more famous of these defences is by Nicolas Poussin, who greatly admired
Domenichino, in whose studio he had studied when he first arrived in Rome;
Novelty in painting does not principally consist in a subject never seen, but in good and new
disposition and expression, and in this way the subject from being ordinary and old becomes
special and new.113
Poussin came to consider the work as the pinnacle of painting, along with Raphael’s
Transfiguration of Christ (Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican Museums); an opinion that, according
to Bellori, was shared by Andrea Sacchi.114 Bellori himself lauded Domenichino for the
achievement, claiming that despite clearly indebted to Agostino’s work it was nonetheless
different and thus original.115 Another advocate of Domenichino was Giovanni Passeri, who,
speaking this time about Domenichino’s borrowings from Annibale Carracci’s Farnese
Gallery, stated that neither Domenichino nor his work should be viewed pejoratively on the
grounds of the practice of quotation and that Domenichino’s inventive ability should not be
questioned as a result.116 Such a defence brings to mind earlier criticism of Stefano Erardi,
whose inventive ability was questioned by numerous art historians on account of his practice
of quotation.117 Yet, as the issue surrounding Domenichino testifies, such practices were at the
very core of the artistic process of the contemporary artist. Carlo Cesare Malvasia, responding
to Lanfranco’s accusation, stands up to argue the very inevitability of imitation;
And what painter does not steal in some way? Either from prints or reliefs, or nature herself,
or from the works of others, turning the poses in the opposite direction, twisting an arm more,
showing a leg, changing the face, adding a drapery and, in short, judiciously hiding the
theft?118
Although Lanfranco paraded his supposedly red-handed rival’s theft, Domenichino’s
followers were already aware of the existing link between Domenichino’s altarpiece and
Agostino’s earlier work – a relationship which in their view augmented the pleasure of both
paintings. In her excellent book on The Domenichino Affair, Elizabeth Cropper argues that
since creative imitation requires an audience well acquainted with the imitated work,
Lanfranco’s partial success in his accusation was actually due to the fact that Agostino’s work,
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Figure 4: Agostino Carracci, Last Communion of St Jerome,
Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna. © Wikimedia

being in a Bolognese monastery, was not at the time very well-known in the Roman public
sphere. The fact that Domenichino’s source was not familiar to the Roman viewer, who
therefore failed to immediately recognize and appreciate the relationship between the two
works, meant that Lanfranco could advertise Domenichino’s re-appropriation not as creative
imitation but instead as theft. If Domenichino erred, therefore, this was not in the act of
derivation itself but rather in his choice of a relatively obscure source.119 That said, the
uncommon subject matter meant that his mind would inevitably be drawn to his recollection
of his master’s work, today recognised as one of the most important masterpieces of the Early
Baroque.120 The modern novelist and literary critic Umberto Eco argues that the satisfactory
appreciation of an instance of quotation necessitates the imaginary quotation marks to be
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Figure 5: Domenichino, Last Communion of St Jerome, Pinacoteca Vaticana, Rome. © Musei Vaticani
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evident in their invisibility; otherwise, the work risks appearing plagiaristic.121 As time passes
and the audience changes, the ability of the reader or viewer to identify these quotation marks
becomes increasingly difficult, which as a result often distorts one’s appreciation of the work
in question. The very purpose of this dissertation is thus to rectify the damages that the passage
of time inflicted upon the appreciation of Erardi’s art, to seeks to rediscover the master’s
sources whilst attempting to understand what these quotations meant to the artist and the
contemporary onlooker.
The recognition of the imitated sources was thus an essential counterpart to the artist’s
practice of imitation and quotation. The compositions of Nicolas Poussin – not only an
advocator of Domenichino’s practices in writing but also a practitioner of such methods himself
– are described as being a melange of various quotations which were intended to be
recognized.122 As briefly aforementioned,123 the practice of quotation encapsulated a “double
pleasure” as the artist basked in his own genius and witticism at being able to cleverly integrate
his borrowings within his original conception, while the viewer would view the work in a dual
manner, focusing in and out to simultaneously perceive the derived details and the novel whole.
According to Maria H. Loh, as a result of the development of instruments such as the
microscope and the telescope the contemporary audience had become accustomed to expecting
to perceive something other than simply the work’s surface layer.124 Whereas the act of
standing in front of the artwork and revealing its sources was in itself viewed as a pleasurable
activity,125 it also appealed to one’s vanity and pride as the knowledgeable spectator indulged
himself in his own intellect.126 A quote by Johannes Sturm from De imitationes oratoria (1574)
substantiates the argument: ‘Imitation lies hidden; it does not stand out. It conceals rather than
reveals itself and does not wish to be recognized except by a learned man.’127 The Trecento
literary giant Francesco Petrarca would coin this amusing challenge of consciously searching
for these inconspicuous imitated parts as ‘the silent searching of the mind’.128 The denunciation
of Erardi’s quotations by various art historians was, in view of this contemporaneously
widespread idea of the “double pleasure”, remedied by Sciberras who asserted Erardi’s
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derivations as, in all likelihood, consciously intended for the recognition of the affluent
onlooker.129
Within the field of literature, a similar controversy to Domenichino’s arose at around
the same time, in which the celebrated poet Giambattista Marino was embroiled in comparable
criticism for his epic poem L’Adone (1623).130 As happened in Domenichino’s case, Marino’s
derivations, which he himself likened to the re-appropriation of spoglie in architectural
constructions,131 earned him more praise than criticism.132 Such a theoretical engagement with
the issue of imitation within the literary realm actually preceded, and was perhaps more fervent
than, that within the realm of painting and sculpture. Michel de Montaigne, Poussin’s favourite
writer, claims that; ‘I do not speak the minds of others except to speak my own mind better’.133
Likewise, William Shakespeare is, through modernist lenses, quite unoriginal in that almost
each of his plots are simply a re-working of a previous tale.134 Much like the contemporary
painter, the writer of the age was not primarily concerned with a novel subject but rather, to reappropriate Poussin’s aforementioned quote, in good and new disposition and expression of
the story’s retelling. Especially considering the fact that the production of art was at the time
far less personal and primarily pre-occupied with historical or religious subjects (as well as
portraiture and still life), the novelty of the subject itself was therefore somewhat limited. The
vast majority of Erardi’s output was religious, and therefore it was natural to look at and build
one’s work upon a previous rendition of the same subject by one of the great masters. Whether
directly quoted or indirectly based on an earlier work, Erardi’s paintings often sought not to
defy expectations or break new ground but rather to simply arrive at a satisfactory and
aesthetically beautiful retelling of a story already known.
Essentially, therefore, the artists and writers of the time imitated, and therefore alluded
to, sources known not simply to themselves but to their audience.135 In literature as in painting,
the imitation of previous works was not only not plagiaristic but was rather flaunted at the
members in the audience knowledgeable enough to recognise the imitation and thus the
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association between the work and its sources. Erardi’s choice of sources likewise signify an
artist who was clearly not trying to hide his derivations. His quotations after the most famous
artists of the time, whose compositions were certainly known to the local cognoscenti via
prints, as well as those after local artworks such as works by Preti and Cafa`, clearly show how
Erardi intended his borrowed parts to be recognised for what they are; an allusion to a preceding
master or artwork.136 Erardi was certainly aware that such overt references as those after
Annibale Carracci in his Assumption of the Virgin (Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta)
(Plate 19), the Descent of the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish Church) (Plate 17) as well as in the
lunette of the Adoration of the Shepherds (Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral,
Valletta) (Plate 4)137 would not have gone unnoticed by the informed public; had he wished his
sources to remain concealed he would have surely turned towards lesser known works and a
lesser known artist.
Once uncovered, the sourced quotations serve to show which were the artists and
artworks that painters such as Poussin and Erardi were looking at and, consciously or
otherwise, allowing oneself to be inspired by.138 Furthermore, the quotation was on occasions
cleverly chosen to elaborate on the meaning of the specific work, and thus its cognition would
provide a new layer of interpretation to the painting in question. In the Israelites Gathering the
Manna (Musée du Louvre, Paris), Poussin’s figure of Moses recalls Raphael’s Plato in the
School of Athens (Stanza della Segnatura, Vatican), in turn a counterpoint of the Dispute of the
Eucharist within the same room, the sacrament which the miracle of the manna had
foreshadowed.139 Therefore, through his quotation, Poussin indirectly associates the Old
Testament miracle to the miracle of the Eucharist. Such a quotation thus served as a means of
recontextualisation that ‘builds into the logic of the work of art the moment of recognition of
the repeated elements.’140 Although purely hypothetical, it is possible that in the Flight into
Egypt (Plate 30) in the Naxxar Parish Church, Erardi’s quotation of Lanfranco’s annunciate
angel and Preti’s penitent St Peter could refer to the Holy Family’s flight as the first significant
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Figure 7: (left)
Annibale Carracci,
The Assumption of
the Virgin (detail),
Cerasi Chapel,
Santa Maria del
Popolo, Rome.
© WGA
Figure 6: (right)
Stefano Erardi,
The Assumption of
the Virgin (detail),
Church of the
Assumption,
Mosta. © Joe P.
Borg

suffering following the annunciation, foreshadowing the eventual pain of the passion and
crucifixion of Christ. On the other hand, the two figures could have simply been the two figures
that Erardi – for reasons other than an additional interpretation, possibly purely aesthetic –
found most appropriate for the image he was working towards.141
For Stefano Erardi as well as the informed locals, knowledge of works by the foreign
masters, such as the Carracci, depended heavily on the printed image. Locally as well as
internationally, the medium of print was an integral ingredient to the seventeenth-century
practice of quotation142 – not only with respect to prints which reproduced the composition of
a known painting or sculpture but also with regards to prints whose design was intended
specifically to be printed.143 Printmaking had certainly facilitated the consultation of various
masterpieces from the comfort of one’s own workshop, and it was an accepted norm for artists
of the time to acquire a large collection of reproductive prints. Vasari was somewhat critical of
the medium for supposedly prioritising profit over quality, however he acknowledged its
141
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commodita`; its ability to disseminate a composition that is otherwise geographically distant,
popularising the works and styles of the masters to those unable to appreciate the work in
situ.144 Raphael himself had accumulated prints by Albrecht Dürer, which he occasionally
consulted for inspiration.145 Agostino Carracci likewise amassed a collection of prints for
educational purpose, both that of himself and of his pupils. By the late Cinquecento, such an
accumulation of prints had become commonplace in the art world.146 If prints were important
for artists working within the then artistic capital, their importance was certainly magnified for
regional artists, as was Stefano Erardi, whose geographical location distanced him from the
artists, artworks, trends and innovations at the heart of the Roman art scene. Erardi, an artist
seemingly limited by lack of travels and a mediocre master, must have heavily relied on the
printed image,147 whose mobility made accessible to his eyes and mind the compositions of the
great masters of the time or of the recent past.
For the sixteenth and seventeenth century artist, prints ‘served as quarries for ideas or
as models for details’,148 facilitating the practice of quotation that was integral to the classicist
painter. In his account of Marcantonio Raimondi, Vasari claims that reproductive engravings
functioned as models for mediocre artists who could turn to them in their work;149 an excerpt
that, though somewhat incorrect in that it limits the practice of quotation to lesser artists, reveals
the customary nature of adopting figures via prints even in the mid-sixteenth century.
Marcantonio, along with the other engravers of the time, thus led to the classical practice that
at once brought about both servile followers and innovative greats such as Poussin.150 His prints
supplied artists with compositions, figures and poses that they could integrate within their own
conceptions, and so they did. His ideas (or in some cases Raphael’s ideas translated into
print)151 spread beyond central Italy, northward to Venice and Titian and also southward,
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arriving in the possession of Stefano Erardi. The Massacre of the Innocents (Chapel of
Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Plate 1),152 arguably the most notorious instance
of derivation within Erardi’s oeuvre, is built precisely on Raimondi’s own Massacre of the
Innocents (Plate 2),153 whose composition was conceived by Raphael.154
For Raphael and Annibale, Poussin and Erardi; ‘Repetition turns backwards in order to
advance forward.’155 As aforementioned, through imitative practices such artists
simultaneously acknowledged and rivalled their respective predecessors whilst building upon
that existing tradition and writing its subsequent chapter. Erardi’s quotations after Annibale,
Domenichino, Lanfranco, Reni, Cafa` and Preti among others all betray an artist who likewise
looked back to look forward. In the same vein as his greater contemporaries, the Maltese master
found in the act of quotation a means of publicly conceding the influence of the quoted master.
Quotation served the purpose of paying tribute to past masters, and Erardi’s quotations after
Cafa` and Preti in the Shipwreck of St Paul (Parish Church, Rabat) (Plate 9) and the Flight into
Egypt (Parish Church, Naxxar) (Plate 30) appear to be Erardi’s way of posthumously paying
homage to arguably the two greatest artists to work in Malta in his lifetime.156
On the other side of the coin there is an irreverence for tradition that, in art historical
convention, especially in the context of the Baroque period, is often equated to the figure of
Caravaggio. Although Caravaggio himself, his supporters and even his critics construct the
persona of an artist completely autonomous from other artists, his works speak a different
truth;157
Indeed, careful analysis of many of his compositions reveals them to be complex in their
origins, deriving in part from his own invention and in part from his appropriation of outside
sources... It has also become increasingly evident that Caravaggio mined innumerable
compositional details from a wide variety of graphic sources. As Christiansen has
demonstrated, Caravaggio’s Lombard training would have introduced him to the practice of
looking to prints as compositional sources to be used in conjunction with the posed model in
the studio.158
152
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In her landmark biography on the artist, Helen Langdon suggested that Caravaggio looked at
prints by Cherubino Alberti (a friend of Caravaggio’s patron Cardinal del Monte) as he
developed compositions such as his first version of the Inspiration of St Matthew (destroyed),
his Capitoline St John the Baptist (Capitoline Museums, Rome) and the Madonna di Loreto
(Sant’ Agostino, Rome).159 Moreover, it appears that Caravaggio also looked at prints by Dürer
and other northern artists (as recognised by Joachim von Sandrart just decades after the artist’s
death),160 at antique statues161 and also towards his namesake, Michelangelo Buonarroti.162 As
time goes by and modern research increasingly blurs the conventional linear boundaries of art
history, it seems that some aspects of Caravaggio’s practice were more akin to the Carracci
school than previously thought.
With a post-romantic perception of originality in which imitation is associated with a
lack of inventiveness, the fact that Caravaggio, the most innovative artist of his generation
would engage in the practice of adopting and re-appropriating figures from the works of
preceding masters contradicts the prevalent image of the early Baroque master and thus the
widespread definition of innovation itself. The link to the past through quotations or an
assimilation of style was thus crucial to the creative output of the seventeenth-century artist.
Such inventive forms of imitation however necessitated a process; a process which often started
out with more servile imitation – the production of copies. Artists such as the Carracci started
out by copying the works of the masters in question in order to absorb their lessons, styles and
motifs; only after faithfully copying Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne (National Gallery, London)
did Luca Giordano re-appropriate in his own conception (Chrysler Museum of Art, Norfolk,
Virginia) figures from the Venetian master’s famed painting.163 Likewise, Erardi produced a
faithful copy (Private Collection) after Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome, whose
putti he also quoted in his Annunciation of the Virgin (Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina) (Plate
13).164 Only after such “mechanical” imitation could the artist then truly move on to more
inventive imitation.
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1.3 A Repetition of Intention
In the artistic education of the sixteenth and seventeenth century, copying was an essential
practice that enabled an assimilation of styles and motifs into one’s own work.165 This was
especially true within the practice of the Carracci and thus within the teaching methods at the
Accademia dell’Incamminati.166 This can be easily observed in works such as Domenichino’s
St Cecilia frescoes (Chiesa di San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome), which belie obvious stylistic
indebtedness to Raphael.167 Rubens was another contemporary figure who continually
reproduced the artworks of previous artists, including Titian, Raphael, Tintoretto, Leonardo da
Vinci and Mantegna among others. Much like the Carracci, Rubens arrived at his own personal
style following a process of copying; imitation was a recurrent element in his artistic
development, especially evident in his engagement with Titian around 1628-30.168 He also
looked back towards the ancients, and several of his figures were patterned on works such as
the Laocoon Group, the Apollo Belvedere, (both within the Musei Vaticani, Rome) the Medici
Venus (Uffizi Gallery, Florence) and, perhaps most prominently, the Hercules Farnese (Museo
Archeologico Nazionale, Naples).169
Stefano Erardi’s manner is clearly indebted to the Bolognese Classicists, particularly
Domenichino. His seventeen faithful copies evince his arrival at his own, personal language
through a process of imitation and assimilation, similar to the manner of the Carracci and
Rubens. Erardi produced at least three copies after Domenichino – the Last Communion of St
Jerome, the Rapture of St Paul (Plate 37) and Judith with the Head of Holofernes (Plate 35)
(all three residing within local Private Collections)170 – and also produced two full copies after
both Federico Barocci and Federico (or Taddeo) Zuccaro, three of which form part of the cycle
of lateral paintings within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception (Jesuit Church,
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Valletta).171 Probably the two most notable copies with regards to stylistic assimilation,
however, are those after Alessandro Turchi’s Flight into Egypt and after Guido Reni’s Christ
Embracing the Cross (both located within the Collegiate Church of St Lawrence, Birgu)172 –
the latter then one of the most celebrated pictures on the island.173 In contrast to most of the
other copies, which he probably produced after prints, the two works by Reni (Figure 11) and
Turchi (Figure 12) were present locally and it is probable that Erardi copied the original work
directly. Obviously, this allows for the imitation and assimilation of not solely the composition
and figure types but also the colour-scheme, the brushwork and the modality of the figures.
Erardi’s assimilation through copying is testified in his renditions of the Virgin facial type
throughout his oeuvre, which appears to be indebted to Turchi’s Virgin in the aforementioned
work.174
The absorption of a master’s manner was not, however, the sole driving force behind
the production of copies. Virtuosity was just one other reason; the ability to rigorously imitate
a master’s style was often also inspired by the opportunity to show off one’s technical genius.
Artists revelled in their ability to imitate so well that they could deceive the onlooker; Agucchi
reports how some of Annibale Carracci’s works were mistaken for the work of Titian and
Correggio, which Annibale took as a compliment.175 An intriguing instance of deception
occurred when Raimondi encountered and copied Dürer’s prints of The Life of the Virgin, even
including the ‘AD’ monogram-signature. As a result of the monogram as well as his undoubted
ability, Raimondi’s engravings were mistaken by many as Dürer’s originals. However, the
Venetian Senate simply ordered Raimondi to refrain from using Dürer’s monogram and
actually told the German artist that he should be flattered that his work had been copied by
such a skilful artist.176 Such an instance further evinces the markedly different perception of
the practice of copying in the centuries that preceded the Romantics.
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Producing copies, however, served additional, more practical functions. In some cases,
a copy was specifically commissioned to replace the original artwork upon its displacement.
One such example is Pordenone’s altarpiece of the Immaculate Conception, which was taken
by the Farnese family from the Cappella Pallavicino in Cortemaggiore to their palace,
eventually finding its way to the Museo di Capodimonte, Naples. In its place, a copy probably
by Agostino Carracci was placed in the original location, presumably commissioned by the
Farnese themselves.177 Likewise, following the request of Pope Paul V, cardinal-nephew
Scipione Borghese commissioned from Giovanni Lanfranco a replacement copy for Perugia of
Raphael’s Entombment of Christ, which Scipione had seized for the Borghese collection (to
which it still belongs to this day).178
Copies were also frequently commissioned by patrons seeking to own the closest thing
to an original when the acquisition of an original was improbable or impossible. Copies after
Raphael were much sought after, for almost all originals were already in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries within important collections.179 The existence of a profitable market for
copies after the masters is evinced by a letter between Annibale and his cousin Lodovico.
Writing from Parma, Annibale stated that he had encountered an individual who would be
willing to purchase all the copies that he could produce after Correggio’s frescoes and
paintings. Annibale frequently produced copies after works by other masters in his early
Bolognese years, and even in Rome he continued to produce copies after Correggio as well as
Raphael, Parmigianino, Titian and others, several of which were commissioned by Cardinal
Ornaldo Farnese.180 Such patronage patterns further testifies to the profitable nature of the
contemporary market for copies, and for artists such as the Carracci copying was just another
aspect of their artistic practice;
Yet we balk at the very idea of the Carracci as copyists. With our modern concepts of genius
and originality; our inclination to regard the institution of the academy through history as a
conservative and repressive force; and with the spectre of the Carracci’s “eclecticism”
scarcely vanquished, we are not surprisingly uneasy with the notion that these artists might
indeed be guilty of slavish imitation. But there is no denying that the author of the
revolutionary Butcher Shop as well as the Farnese Gallery was at the same time quite busy
turning out copies of paintings by long dead masters.181
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Figure 8: Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Private Collection. © PrevArti

Domenichino followed in his master’s example and produced several copies throughout his
career, a significant amount of which were copies after Annibale’s originals. His works after
his master’s Silenzio (Musée du Louvre, Paris), Adoration of the Shepherds (National Gallery
of Scotland, Edinburgh) and Susanna and the Elders (Galleria Doria Pamphilij, Rome) do not
solely serve to further substantiate the argument of a lucrative market for copied works but also
that, being produced before Annibale’s death, they were certainly done in the master’s
knowledge and, presumably, his endorsement.182
A number of Erardi’s copies were probably a result of a similar wish by his patrons.
The size of the painting183 depicting the Rapture of St Paul (Private Collection) (Plate 37) after
Domenichino suggests that the work was always intended for the private market, appealing to
the affluent who desired to own the closest thing to an original Domenichino; a faithful copy.
The same can be said of a half-length work of the Annunciation of the Virgin (Private
Collection) (Figure 8), which is not an exact copy but is very heavily based on his earlier
182
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rendition at Mdina. Such replicas of earlier works was not limited to the private market and
was also sought by some ecclesiastical patrons, particularly for relatively small churches, as
evinced by Erardi’s Pope St Sylvester (Figure 19) for the Church of St Sylvester in Mosta, a
work that is heavily indebted to Preti’s St Firminus (Figure 18).184 In the following century,
this pattern can also be observed in multiple copies after Preti executed by Francesco Zahra,
such as the Guardian Angel (Carmelite Church, Valletta) and the Descent from the Cross
(Oratory of the Crucifix, Cospicua). Although not an exact copy, Zahra’s Martyrdom of St
Lawrence (Naxxar Parish Church) is clearly compositionally dependant on Preti’s masterpiece
in St Lawrence’s Collegiate Church in Birgu, from which Zahra also directly appropriates the
protagonist figure of the martyr.185
The modern critic might not always look favourably upon copies, however their
usefulness to art history today is undeniable and indispensable. Even if perhaps most copies do
not match the level of technical proficiency of the original, the idea and composition of lost
artworks is often kept alive by copies. In his 1625 treatise Musaeum, Carlo Borromeo asserts
the historical importance of the copy;
How precious would the copy of any ancient painting by Apelles or Zeuxis be today! How
useful to the progress of art! And at the same time how much pleasure would we draw from
it!… Therefore it is a praiseworthy thing to procure copies provided that they are worked with
extreme diligence and taken from the most excellent models.186
Borromeo’s claim is corroborated by the surviving copies after Apelles’s and Zeuxis’s
sculptor-contemporaries; Roman copies which were in the past often mistaken as the Greek
originals themselves. The post-Romantic demand for artistic novelty has resulted in a general
depreciation of such Roman copies, however free copies, or variants, testify to the Roman
artists’ intention to not solely imitate but also rival their Greek predecessors, whereas the more
faithful copies would ‘prolong and extend the experience of the original: the original master,
the original style, the original access to beauty.’187
In copying the works of other masters, Erardi was generally quite faithful to the original
composition, retaining complete accuracy in works such as the Flight from Troy (Private
Collection) (Plate 39), after Federico Barocci, and allowing only slight amendments in works
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such as Judith Holding the Head of Holofernes (Private Collection) (Plate 35) and the
Annunciation of the Virgin (Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta) –
after Domenichino and Orazio Samacchini respectively.188 However, in other instances, his
replications vary considerably from the original. Such free copies were a common practice in
the Seicento. Although the Nativity of the Virgin and the Presentation of the Virgin in the
Temple (both within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception) are clearly indebted to
Federico (or Taddeo)189 Zuccaro, some figures are eliminated, added or have had their poses
changed. Internationally, in his copies Peter Paul Rubens’s faithfulness to the original likewise
fluctuated, and often he would modify the composition to better reflect his own style and artistic
personality; such variants include copies after Caravaggio’s Entombment of Christ (National
Gallery of Canada, Ottawa),190 in which the Flemish painter heeded the critique of Agucchi
and Bellori and idealised Caravaggio’s work to fall in line with the classicist ideas of the two
theorists.191
As with copying the works of others, in modern aesthetics self-repetition is also alien
to the field of the innovator. However, the obsession with the artist who forever re-invented his
style, never staying still – embodied perhaps by Picasso – was born significantly later than the
Carracci’s generation.192 The seventeenth-century artist had no qualms in repeating one’s own
compositions. Repetitions of the sort could be down to a multitude of reasons, such as the wish
of the patron, who would therefore know exactly what he would be getting. An example of
such a commission was given to Lodovico Carracci, who was requested to re-produce for the
Florentine Certosa an earlier work depicting the Preaching of the Baptist which he had
executed for the Certosa di San Martino; ‘The contract binds Lodovico to make a replica of the
same beauty, and to add what was needed for the extra width.’193 Another incentive for selfrepetition was simply the artist being economical with his time, energy and with his invention;
Guido Reni adjusted the way that his studio operated in order to maximise production and thus
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profit.194 This often brought about various reproductions,195 mostly through the hands of his
assistants.196 As already discussed supra, Reni frequently repeated his own works; the cohesion
of a successful composition, and not novelty, was the ultimate criterion.197 Self-repetition was
not limited to the classicists, and even Caravaggio was likewise prone to repeat himself on
several occasions, with his duplicate versions of the Fortune Teller (Musei Capitolini, Rome;
Musée du Louvre, Paris) and the Supper at Emmaus (National Gallery, London; Pinacoteca di
Brera, Milan) among the best known examples.198 In the following century, Ingres would
likewise replicate his works multiple times; at least four versions are known of his Raphael
and La Fornarina, whereas versions of his Paolo and Francesca amount to a staggering eleven.
According to art historian Rosalind E. Krauss, such ‘auto-repetition… form a series among
themselves that has no need of an original.’199
Within the Maltese context, self-repetition was likewise a very common practice. The
supposedly more inventive Preti repeated a large number of his compositions, often via the
brush of his assistants.200 The sheer number of replicas suggests that Preti’s workshop had been
tailored to the reproduction of the master’s work, with varying degrees of intervention from
the master himself, if any. Examples include copies after Preti’s Incredulity of Thomas (Figure
20), Judith with the Head of Holofernes (both within the national collection at MUŻA, Valletta)
and the Return of the Prodigal Son (Private Collection).201 These copies further evince the
demands of the contemporary market, the role of copying within the educational process of the
pupil-assistant as well as the copy’s function as a ricordo, where the copy served the means of
retaining a composition that had otherwise left the workshop; Preti’s Martyrdom of St Peter
was duplicated before it was sent to its destined location in the Chiesa di San Domenico,
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Taverna.202 In some cases, a composition was re-utilised due to its success, as was the case
with Preti’s Martyrdom of St Catherine (Santa Caterina d’Italia, Valletta), which was replicated
on at least three occasions for the Chiesa di Santa Caterina Alessandria in Pedara, the priory
church of the Order in Aix-en-Provence and later for the parish church of Żejtun.203
Stefano Erardi followed a similar pattern, however, although he also had his own
bottega,204 it seems that he was considerably less reliant on his assistants when compared to his
Italian rival. A prime example of such repetition is Erardi’s painting of the Annunciation of the
Virgin for the Oratory of the Onorati (Jesuit Church, Valletta) (Plate 49), which is heavily based
on his earlier work in the Carmelite Priory Church in Mdina (Plate 13).205 It is a work that was
probably executed collaboratively between Stefano and Alessio Erardi; the cycle within this
oratory had previously been held to be Alessio’s first important series, but Sciberras’s revision
has instead attributed the works to the workshop of Stefano and it appears probable that the six
laterals were in fact executed by both the father and the pupil-son.206 Erardi’s other versions of
the Annunciation which followed the year 1678 are all to some degree indebted to the Mdina
work – one of the most successful pieces in his oeuvre.207 These also include the version in the
Church of the Annunciation in Ħaż-Żebbuġ (Figure 42) and another aforementioned half-figure
work presently in a private collection (Figure 8). Erardi repeated his own work on other
occasions, such as the Virgin of Sorrows (both works residing within the respective sacristies
of the Jesuit Church, Valletta and the Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta) and was
likewise often prone to repeat figures in different compositions, such as the figure of St Paul in
the Immaculate Conception with St Paul (St. George’s Parish Church, Victoria, Gozo) (Figure
45) and the Glory of St Paul (St. Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat).
Repetition, of one’s own work as well as that of another artist, is generally treated
pejoratively by the modern audience. Yet that same audience, placed instead in a musical
concert, screams in approval upon recognition of a popular song that has been repeated ad
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nauseam. In his influential 1930 essay Original und Faksimilie Reproduktion, Erwin Panofsky
points towards the painted copy’s musical parallel, in which a song can be performed time and
time again and still regains the original intention. In his eyes, the copied artwork serves a
similar function in that it simply repeats the intention on a different physical entity.208 Whereas
copies do in fact serve as substitutes for the original work, the idea behind them might not have
necessarily been to replace the original painting or sculpture but rather to create duplicates of
the original intention. Such a perception of copies might suggest a reason behind the
aforementioned market for copying; through commissioning a copy after a work by Raphael,
the patron would not seek to deceive himself or his guest in standing in front of Raphael’s hand
but rather seek to be able to stand in front of Raphael’s idea and intention reproduced by an
able secondary hand.
This prevalence of the artist’s idea over the actual hand that produced the work is
additionally reflected in the practices of artists such as Guido Reni, who was commissioned to
decorate the Pope’s private chapel in the Palazzo Quirinale di sua mano – only for the Pope to
enter one day and find Lanfranco instead, working on one of the figures’ draperies. Guido Reni
responded by arguing that the primary ingredients of the painting are not its formal elements,
but rather the idea that conceived it.209 Malvasia recounts how this response outlined the
Bolognese artist’s philosophy on what constituted an original work; his idea, conception and
design translated into paint, regardless if his actual hand was involved in any way in that
translation. In the Renaissance and Baroque eras, the understanding of the phrase “di sua
mano” was evidently not as straightforward as the modern understanding of an autograph work,
which thus led to the phrase “di sua proprio mano”, with several contracts being incredibly
specific about the requirement of the master to produce the work in its entirety – from the primo
pensiero to its every brushstroke.210 For the purpose of this dissertation, the relevance lies
primarily in the philosophy of such artists which elevates the original intention above the actual
production of the work, thus reflecting an idea of authenticity and invention that is markedly
deviant from the modern understanding of such concepts. An earlier composition by Erardi or
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Preti replicated by either themselves or an assistant was still, following Reni’s ideology, an
“original” work.
Reni’s assertion that replicas produced by his assistants ‘will not have to envy the
original’– a belief shared by artists such as Rubens and Federico Zuccaro211 among others –
encountered, however, significant resistance. Several, including Malvasia, refused to consider
a bottega work, or a copy, as an equal to the original. This resistance, along with the patrons’
need to differentiate between “di sua mano” and “di sua proprio mano”, points towards a
gradually increasing sensitivity towards copies even in the seventeenth century. The slow
progression towards a complete shift in the ideology of originality started with the steady
depreciation of the painted copy. This can be observed in the figure of Joshua Reynolds, who,
despite himself being an advocator of imitation and was throughout his oeuvre prone to the
borrowing and quotation of parts, regarded faithful copying as nonsensical.212 Eventually, such
a shift would result in the complete subversion of the philosophy of imitation that had ruled up
to the Seicento, culminating in the romantic notion of originality.
Nonetheless, despite the critics and the reversed general view, imitation survived the
ordeal of the romantics. Even as he criticised imitation, Piranesi advocated the borrowing of
elements from the work of the ancients.213 Modernism’s obsession with novelty would suggest
that imitative practices could not find root in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
yet this is contradicted by the actual practices of several modern artists, of which many engaged
in the practice of quoting past images within their work.214 One of modernism’s most famous
masterpieces, Édouard Manet’s Le Dejeuner sur l’Herbe (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) (Figure 9),
interestingly harks back to the process of quotation prevalent in the seventeenth-century; the
figures and composition are evidently derived from a section of the Judgement of Paris (Figure
10) – Marcantonio Raimondi’s print after Raphael’s design. In the face of the modernist attack
on tradition, – perfectly exemplified by the 1910 Futurist acclamation of their intention to
‘destroy the cult of the past, the obsession with the ancients’ – Clement Greenberg argues that
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Figure 10: Édouard Manet,
Le Déjeuner sur l’Herbe,
Musée d’Orsay, Paris. ©
Musée d’Orsay

Figure 9: Marcantonio
Raimondi, after Raphael,
The Judgement of Paris.
© British Museum

modernism is actually a continuation of the same long line of tradition that modern artists meant
to attack.215
Pablo Picasso, perhaps the most critically acclaimed of the moderns, anchored his art
in tradition even as he tried to rival and surpass it.216 As a young artist, the Spaniard had been
labelled by a critic as an imitator who ‘after making pastiches of everything and finding nothing
more to imitate, perished in his own Cubist bluff.’217 Later in the century, the movement of
Pop Art was built upon the very practice of appropriation, incorporating into their artworks
215
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images that were easily recognised by the general public. The issue of originality had been
once again turned on its head, especially with Dadaist works such as Marcel Duchamp’s
Fountain (1917),218 which still stirs controversy over a hundred years later. In the 1980s,
postmodernism would likewise fuse unabashed appropriation in their art. Speaking on Sherrie
Levine, art critic Gerald Marzorati argued that the postmodernist photographer ‘wanted it
understood that she was flatly questioning—no, flatly undermining—those most hallowed
principles of art in the modern era: originality, intention, expression’219 Artworks such as
Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q,220 however, belie the proclamation of originality as a “most hallowed
principle” of modernist art.
The romantic notion of originality did not survive for long in the realm of the artist, yet
in the realm of art criticism it survives to this day, colouring one’s perception of artworks and,
by extension, one’s judgement of the artist behind them. For Stefano Erardi, perhaps Malta’s
sole native adherent to the Baroque Classicist style, imitation was integral to his very classicism
– yet it is the very thing that has often led to his depreciation. It is essential to place a Seicento
artist within the context of the Seicento, expanding such a context to include not only patronage
patterns and contemporary artists but also the ideologies behind the writings of contemporary
theorists, the conceptions of contemporary artists, and the perception of contemporary
viewers.221 Especially for those artists which adhered to a classicist philosophy, judicious
imitation was an essential element of one’s artistic process. As William Wordsworth and Percy
Bysshe Shelley would later maintain, ‘imitation and invention are never antithetical in
themselves because originality is not based on the concept of individual autonomy’.222 Perhaps
it is time that the art critic adopts a lens untainted by the misjudgements of this irrational idea
of originality born in the eighteenth century. Criticism on artists such as Stefano Erardi on
account of imitation is, to appropriate Cropper’s quotation about the attack on Domenichino,
of ‘the gravest consequence’ not because of the attack on the individual artist or his oeuvre, but
‘because it could be seen as an attack on the long-established artistic practice of imitation
itself.’223

218

The original work is lost, yet numerous replicas of the work exist around various major museums.
Julie C. Van Camp, ‘Originality in Postmodern Appropriation Art’, The Journal of Arts Management, Law,
and Society, xxxvi, 4 (2007), 247.
220
Several versions of the work exist.
221
As discussed above, Mahon (1953, especially p. 303-304) insisted that the art historian must consciously
consider an artist or artwork within its rightful temporal, historical and theoretical context, moving past certain
notions that were warped by sibsequent centuries of art and art history.
222
Martin, 195.
223
Cropper, 97.
219

42

Chapter 2:
A Discussion on
Stefano Erardi’s Imitative Practices

2.1 Learning through Imitation
Artistic education and formation in the seventeenth century were profoundly dependent on
practices of imitation. Aspiring artists were, in theory, expected to look back at the art of the
preceding greats and, through imitating their work, assimilate their qualities within one’s own
style. Learning through imitation was practiced by even the greatest of contemporaries, such
as the Carracci and their pupils, Rubens and Poussin among others. The modus operandi of the
contemporary Classicists was built on the very principle of imitation. To a certain extent, within
the Maltese context, Stefano Erardi followed in the example of such foreign masters. Imitation
was integral to several aspects of his art; to his stylistic development, to his production of
faithful copies and also in his formulation of novel compositions – through quotations as well
as through the adoption of a work’s composition as a prototype.224
The imitation of past greats was crucial to the methods deployed by the Carracci at the
Accademia dell’Incamminati.225 Reni, Domenichino and the other pupils imitated the work of
the masters not despite of, but rather because of the direct instruction of the Carracci. Despite
his regional upbringing, Stefano Erardi was evidently cognizant of such an approach and must
have viewed imitation as a practical means of self-education. In addition to his Classicist
predisposition, following the example of Reni and Domenichino must have also been
reinforced by the fact that his master was probably the popular yet mediocre Filippino Dingli.226
If Dingli was indeed his foremost master, it was perhaps only natural that Erardi would seek to
further his own education through imitation. Whereas he was evidently reliant on prints,227 the
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ability to observe a work’s colours and brushstrokes first-hand as well as absorb the very aura
of the work in situ was indispensable to the stylistic development of the copista. Biographers
narrate that Domenichino was encouraged by Annibale to visit the Vatican Stanze every day
until he came to admire and eventually absorb the style of Raphael.228 Thus, by comparison,
the two works that were perhaps most crucial for Erardi’s own stylistic development were, as
discussed supra, Alessandro Turchi’s Flight into Egypt (Manchester Art Gallery, Manchester)
(Figure 12) and Guido Reni’s Christ Embracing the Cross (MUŻA, Valletta) (Figure 11). Both
works left an enduring influence on Erardi’s language,229 and the fact that he produced
extremely faithful copies after both (both within the Collegiate Church of St Lawrence,
Birgu)230 further testifies to the role of mechanical imitation in the individual’s personal process
towards finding a singular style.
It was perhaps inevitable that Erardi would look towards Reni’s Christ Embracing the
Cross since it was probably the most famous painting on the island in between Caravaggio’s
Beheading of St John the Baptist (Oratory of the Decollato, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta)
and the arrival of Mattia Preti.231 Moreover, Erardi’s own stylistic predisposition favoured not
the Caravaggesque but rather the more classical stream which Reni emerged from and (with
the exception of a Caravaggesque hiatus, reflected in this work’s tenebrist effect) belonged to.
Buhagiar observes how, curiously, the works of Reni and Turchi ‘had more immediate appeal’
to the Maltese public than Caravaggio’s works.232 Interestingly, Reni’s figure of Christ is a
direct quotation of Michelangelo’s Cristo Risorto within the Church of Santa Maria Sopra
Minerva in Rome,233 which further emphasises the contemporary commonplace nature of
borrowing from past masters in the practices of even the most successful of artists; it is not
improbable that Erardi knew of Michelangelo’s sculpture through print and thus could
appreciate Reni’s appropriation.
The copies after Turchi and Reni, as well as his explicit indebtedness to Preti in Pope
St Sylvester (Church of St Sylvester, Mosta) (Figure 19) and in the Flight into Egypt (Naxxar
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Penny, 494.
Sciberras (2015), 159.
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Refer to Cats. 1 and 2.
231
Sciberras (2015), 71-73.
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Buhagiar (2009), 91. Buhagiar adds that ‘Caravaggism and naturalism were, apparently, found wanting when
compared to the Raphaelesque poise and classical serenity of Reni and Turchi.’ This is somewhat substantiated
by the fact that several other copies after Reni’s work exist locally, which suggests that access to the original
was granted despite its location within the Grand Master’s private palace.
233
Sciberras (2015), 71-73.
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Figure 12: Alessandro Turchi, Flight into Egypt,
Manchester Art Gallery, Manchester

Figure 11: Guido Reni, Christ Embracing the Cross, MUŻA,
Valletta

Parish Church) (Plate 30),234 stand as a testament to Erardi’s openness to absorb the lessons of
the few examples of high art then present locally. Although Erardi is not known to have copied
it, he probably also looked towards Andrea Sacchi’s St Philip Neri (destroyed – previously
located within the Church of St Philip Neri, Vittoriosa), dated by Sciberras to around 1651,
which thus places it within the same decade as Stefano Erardi’s earliest public works.235 Such
local examples were, however, too few and prints provided the seventeenth-century Maltese
artist with a large variety of ideas, poses and compositions of an undeniably high quality. This
must have been particularly important for Erardi in his earlier years when he was still building
not just his reputation but also his ability and his own self-confidence in that ability. This is
substantiated by the fact that the body of work from his early career is heavily reliant on works
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Refer to Cats. 26 and 30 respectively.
Sciberras (2015), 75. Unfortunately, no images or known copies are known after Andrea Sacchi’s
presumably autograph work, which renders any stylistic or compositional comparison to Erardi’s works
impossible.
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by other masters, perhaps not surprisingly. The cycle within the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception (Jesuit Church, Valletta) – which Erardi appears to have co-produced alongside his
probable master Dingli236 – appears to illustrate a young artist for whom imitation, especially
at that particular moment in his budding artistic career, served a dual purpose of education and
quality-guarantee. However, bettering oneself through imitation was not limited to the
fledgling, unproven artist; Annibale Carracci, Rubens and Poussin continued to quote and copy
the works of their predecessors even throughout their mature years.237 By comparison, Erardi
likewise continued to imitate the works of the great past masters – and occasionally the great
contemporary –throughout his career. In addition to at least seventeen full copies, instances of
overt quotation are present from his earliest works till his last, as evinced by his final largescale commission to execute two lateral paintings for the Naxxar Parish Church; the Flight into
Egypt (Plate 30) consists of at least two quotations, whereas the Adoration of the Magi (Plate
33) is a copy, with some modifications, after Carlo Maratti’s rendition of the subject (Plate
34).238
Moreover, imitation of the greats also presents itself, albeit admittedly less explicitly, in works
that have not as yet been observed to be copies or to contain any quotations239 but in their
composition and aura are unquestionably indebted to the language of a particular artist or group
of artists.240 Sciberras has drawn comparisons between Erardi’s works and the Bolognese
Classicist compositional type, observing how the Maltese master was clearly reliant on the
foreign Classicist masters even as he conceived a novel composition.241 This is clearly evinced
by works which are either arranged in a symmetrical fashion typical of the early masters of the
Bolognese school or else works which are fashioned in the archetypal pyramidal sacra
conversazione format. Symmetrically constructed works include the Plague Saints (Parish
Church of the Assumption, Mosta) (Figure 31) and St Stephen with Saints Anne and Rosalie
(Qrendi Parish Church) (Figure 32) whereas works such as the Virgin of Consolation
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It has been suggested by Sciberras that there also appears to be the presence of an additional hand of
mediocre quality, probably another less talented artist. (See Cassar 2014, 138). The quality of the works seems
to correspond to the varying degrees of the presence of Erardi’s hand as opposed to that of his lesser
collaborators. If Dingli was indeed Erardi’s master, within this cycle it is evident that Erardi quickly surpassed
him at an early age, as further evinced by the Martyrs of Nagasaki (Jesuit Church, Valletta) and Pope St
Sylvester (Church of St Sylvester, Mosta), respectively dated to 1658 and 1661 (Sciberras 2015, 159).
237
See Feigenbaum (1992), Muller (1982), Neer (2006) and Wittkower (1965).
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Refer to Cat. 9.
239
One should always keep in mind the possibility that works that at the time of writing are classified as being
“not copies and do not comprise of any quotation” could be eventually proven, as a result of future research, to
be indeed directly derived from one or several sources that have as of yet not been observed.
240
This will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 3.1.
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Sciberras (2009), 207-208.
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(Augustinian Church of St Mark, Rabat), the Virgin of Consolation (Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta), the Virgin and Child with Saints Lawrence and Nicholas (St George
Parish Church Museum, Qormi) and the Virgin of the Rosary (Sanctuary of the Virgin,
Mellieħa) (Figure 26)242 represent the typical sacra conversazione composition. The pyramidal
format also served the basis for works such as the various versions of the Annunciation and
Assumption of the Virgin, eloquently bridging the earthly and the divine. Erardi also composed
numerous works in a diagonal manner, as evident in paintings such as the Immaculate
Conception with St Paul (St George Parish Church, Victoria, Gozo) (Figure 45) and his two
versions of the Martyrdom of St Catherine (Senglea Parish Church; Sacristy, Parish Church of
the Assumption, Mosta).
The above examples serve to highlight the importance of imitation not solely with
regards to direct derivation but also in the manner of composing according to well-established
prototypes. It is essential to keep in mind that the production of art at the time was not centred
around the emotions, thoughts and persona of the artist; the subject matter of most art was far
less individual and thus far less varied. Most artists focused their efforts almost entirely on
religious or political work, depending on their primary patrons. Such preoccupations mean that,
even when observing the works of the greatest artists of the time, hardly anyone sought to
consciously differ themselves, their style and their compositions specifically to stand out from
their predecessors or contemporaries; Caravaggio was, in this case, an exception to the rule.
Artists such as the Carracci, Domenichino, Reni and Poussin simply sought to build upon what
had already been achieved and repeatedly achieve it through an ever-more perfected solution.
It is for this reason that several of these artists produced works that closely resembled that of
one another in style and composition. In the case of several subjects already “perfected”, the
seventeenth-century Classicist sought not to rebel against them or break new ground but rather
re-achieve the same level of perfection, often through following the established prototype.243
Within Erardi’s oeuvre, it becomes clear that through imitating the works of the masters
he had assimilated, consciously or otherwise, not only their styles but also their compositional
types. His versions of the Annunciation are all composed in a pyramidal manner that recalls his
earliest version, specifically the copy after Orazio Samacchini within the Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception (Jesuit Church, Valletta).244 In a similar fashion, the Assumption of the
For the works in Qormi and Mellieħa refer to Cats. 42 and 40 respectively.
This argument has been extensively discussed in Chapter 1.
244
Refer to Chapter 3.2. for further discussion on the subject. Also refer to Cat. 6 for Erardi’s copy after Orazio
Samacchini.
242
243
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Virgin within the same oratory (Figure 43), which contains an explicit quotation after Hans
Speckaert, is composed in a similar, pyramidal and two-tiered manner as Speckaert’s original
composition (Figure 75). This two-tiered approach was the typical approach for the subject, as
evinced by Annibale Carracci’s celebrated version within the Cerasi Chapel. Certainly
reinforced through cognition of Carracci’s masterpiece, Erardi would compose the Mosta
titular (Plate 19) in a comparable manner.245 Among various other examples, this compositional
self-education through imitation can also be observed in two of his versions of the Immaculate
Conception (St Roque Church, Valletta; Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta), which
resemble Mattia Preti’s earlier rendition in the ex-voto Sarria Church in Floriana (Figure 44).246
Such indebtedness to Preti, in addition to the aforementioned influence of Reni and
Turchi’s works, evinces Stefano’s awareness and willingness to absorb the lessons of the high
art then present locally. However, as discussed above, Erardi’s oeuvre unequivocally and
repeatedly betrays the influence of the masters of the Italian Baroque, both stylistically,
compositionally and through numerous instances of quotation. In order to truly rise above the
standard of the vernacular, the seventeenth-century Maltese artist doubtlessly necessitated the
stimulus of foreign art. Whereas Stefano Erardi was certainly reliant on the mobility of prints
in his familiarisation with the works of such foreign artists, the stylistic approximation to artists
such as Domenichino raises doubts about whether the Maltese master might have viewed his
work not simply through a printed reproduction but rather in situ. Erardi’s acquisition of
knowledge of the great artists and artworks of Rome, Bologna and elsewhere remains an openended discussion.247 The present state of research continues to suggest that, despite the
probability of a short period (or periods) of travel, prints were in fact Stefano Erardi’s chief
vehicle for his familiarisation with the works and masters referenced throughout his art.

Refer to Chapter 3.2. Also see Cats. 32 and 23 for Erardi’s renditions in the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception and Mosta respectively.
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Refer to Chapter 3.2. For further reading on Mattia Preti’s titular of the Immaculate Conception as well as the
lateral paintings within Sarria Church, see Sciberras (2012i), especially p. 62-62, 280-288 and Bisazza (1998).
247
This has been discussed above and will be further discussed in the next sub-chapter. See Sciberras (2015),
159; Scicluna (1997), 20-22; Vassallo (1865) and Caruana-Gatto (1905).
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2.2 Prints as the Probable Vehicle
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Malta’s artistic scene largely reflected that of nearby
Italy as a direct result of several factors. These factors include the importation of both
commissioned originals as well as copies after well-known works, the return of local artists
who had travelled and perhaps studied in Italy as well as the arrival and settlement of foreign
artists, most notably Mattia Preti, who brought with them the contemporarily dominant Italian
styles.248 Arguably the primary factor behind the local dissemination of the Italian manner,
however, was the circulation of reproductive prints.249 Stefano Erardi’s reliance on prints has
long been observed, and it is probable that prints were indeed the primary vehicle through
which the Maltese master acquainted himself with the works of the foreign masters.250
Whereas Erardi did imitate some works then present locally,251 the majority of his
sources were foreign, namely Italian. Although it is certainly possible that some of these
sources were consulted via painted copies rather than prints, the markedly different colour
scheme in some cases betrays the probable use of a reproductive print. Erardi’s Flight from
Troy (Private Collection) (Plate 39) after Barocci and his Assumption of the Virgin (Oratory of
the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta) (Plate 41)252 after Rubens are just two examples. One is
therefore led to the conclusion that Erardi must have had a print after Barocci’s Flight from
Troy (Galleria Borghese, Rome) (Figure 51) as well as a print after Rubens’s Assumption of
the Virgin (Picture Gallery, Buckingham Palace) (Figure 46). The quotation of figures or parts
in other works further point towards the ownership and consultation of reproductive prints,
either individual prints or else as part of a libro. Erardi must have had a print after Annibale
Carracci’s Assumption of the Virgin (Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome)253 as well
as after his Adoration of the Shepherds (Musée des Beaux Arts, Orléans) (Figure 59) for he
explicitly quotes a foreground figure from both works in his own renditions of the same
respective subjects in the Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta (Plate 19) and in the Chapel
of Germany within St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta (Plate 4).254
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For further reading on the Maltese Baroque see Sciberras (2009; 2015). For futher reading on Mattia Preti,
see Sciberras’s monograph on the artist (2012 i).
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Buhagiar (2009), 90.
250
Erardi’s reliance on prints has been discussed by several authors, including Buhagiar, Scicluna (see
especially p. 28-40) and, most notably Sciberras.
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As discussed above, namely Guido Reni’s Christ Embracing the Cross and Alessandro Turchi’s Flight into
Egypt. See Cats. 1, 2.
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Sciberras (2015), 159-160. See Cats. 8 and 3 respectively.
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Sciberras (2015), 169-170.
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Figure 13: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Shepherds (detail), Chapel of Germany, St John's Co-Cathedral, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Likewise, Erardi must have had a print after Domenichino’s Flagellation of St Andrew
(Sant’Andrea delle Valle, Rome), as evinced by the figure-group quoted in his Shipwreck of St
Paul (St Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat) (Plate 9).255 This applies for all cases within Erardi’s
oeuvre of either full copies or quotations after any work that was not at the time present on the
island. The full list of works that Erardi must have therefore owned a print or copy after is
tabled and subsequently illustrated below.

Table 1: A list of sources which Stefano Erardi must have owned a print or copy after. Reproductive prints after each work
listed above is reproduced in the following pages.

Source256

Stefano Erardi’s work

Full
copy/quotation

1

Andrea Sacchi, The Death of
St Anne (Chiesa di San Carlo
ai Catinari, Rome). Print by
Cesare Fantetti.

The Nativity of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
Church, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

2

Annibale Carracci, The
Assumption of the Virgin
(Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria
del Popolo, Rome). Print by
Guillaume Chasteau.

The Assumption of the Virgin
(Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta)

Quotation of
figure/s

The Descent of the Cross
(Cospicua Parish Church)

Quotation of
figure/s

3

Annibale Carracci, Adoration The Adoration of the Shepherds
of the Shepherds (Musée des
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s
Beaux Arts, Orléans). Print by Co-Cathedral, Valletta)
Pietro Santi Bartoli.

Quotation of
figure/s

4

Carlo Maratti, Adoration of
the Magi. Print by self.

The Adoration of the Magi
(Naxxar Parish Church)

Full copy

5

Ciro Ferri, The Last Supper.
Print by Cornelis Bloemart.

The Assumption of the Virgin
(Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta)

Quotation of
figure/s

6

Domenichino, The Last
Communion of St Jerome
(Pinacoteca Vaticana, Musei
Vaticani). Print by Giovanni
Cesare Testa.

The Last Communion of St Jerome Full copy
(Private Collection)
The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina)

Quotation of
figure/s
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Sciberras (2015), 167. See Cat. 22.
Some of the sources mentioned were reproduced by several printmakers, as will be discussed in further detail
in their respective catalogue entries. The printmaker mentioned here refers to the print reproduced in the
following pages. Those works whose location is not specified refer to compositions which were designed
specifically to be printed, a practice which was not uncommon.
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7

Domenichino, Judith with the
Head of Holofernes (San
Silvestro al Quirinale, Rome).
Print by Gérard Audran.

Judith with the Head of
Holofernes (Private Collection)

Full copy

8

Domenichino, The Rapture of
St Paul (Musée du Louvre,
Paris).

The Rapture of St Paul (Private
Collection)

Full copy

9

Domenichino, The Flagellation The Shipwreck of St Paul (St. Paul Quotation of
of St Andrew (Sant’Andrea
Parish Church, Rabat)
figure/s
delle Valle, Rome). Print by
Robert van Audenaerde.

10 Federico Barocci, The Virgin
and Child on Clouds. Print by
self.257

Madonna d’Itria (St. Agatha
Museum, Rabat)

Quotation of
figure/s

11 Federico Barocci, The Flight
from Troy (Galleria Borghese,
Rome). Print by Agostino
Carracci.

The Flight from Troy (Private
Collection)

Full copy

12 Federico Barocci, The
Visitation of the Virgin (Chiesa
Nuova, Rome). Print by
Gysbert Van Veen.

The Visitation of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta)

Full copy

13 Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro
The Presentation of the Virgin.
Print by Cornelis Cort.

The Presentation of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta)

Full copy

14 Federico or Taddeo
Zuccaro,258 The Presentation
of Christ in the Temple. Print
by Cornelis Cort.

The Presentation of Christ in the
Temple (Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception, Jesuit
Church, Valletta)

Full copy

15 Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro,
The Nativity of the Virgin.
Print by Cornelis Cort.

The Nativity of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

16 Giovanni Lanfranco, The
Coronation of the Virgin with
Saints (Buongiovanni Chapel,
Church of Sant’Agostino,
Rome). Print by Carlo Cesio.

The Coronation of the Virgin
(Wignacourt Collegiate Museum,
Rabat).

Quotation of
figure/s

257

As will be elaborated in Cat. 28, Barocci himself (and later other engravers such as Agostino Carracci and
Johan Sadeler I) reproduced the motif from his painting of the Virgin and Child with Ss. Francis and John the
Baptist (lost).
258
Some art historians disagree whether the design for these works (seemingly intended from the onset to be
engraved by Cort) were actually the work of Federico or else his brother Taddeo Zuccaro.
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17 Giovanni Lanfranco,
Madonna del Rosario (Chiesa
del Rosario, Afragola). Print
by Francesco Palmiero.

The Virgin and Child with Saints
Lawrence and John the Baptist
(St. George’s Parish Church,
Qormi)
The Virgin and Child with St Rose
of Lima (Gozo Cathedral
Museum, Victoria)

Quotation of
figure/s
Quotation of
figure/s
Quotation of
figure/s

The Virgin of the Rosary
(Franciscan Conventuals,
Valletta)
18 Giovanni Lanfranco, The
Annunciation of the Virgin
(Hermitage Museum, St
Petersburg). Print by Cornelis
Bloemaert.

19 Guido Cagnacci, Three Jesuit
Martyrs at Nagasaki (Chiesa
del Suffragio, Rimini).

The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
Church, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Church of the Annunciation,
Ħaż-Żebbuġ)

Quotation of
figure/s

The Flight into Egypt (Naxxar
Parish Church)

Quotation of
figure/s

Martyrs of Nagasaki (Jesuit
Church, Valletta).

Quotation of
figure/s

20 Guido Reni, The Nativity of
The Nativity of Christ (St
Christ (Pushkin Museum,
Nicholas Church, Valletta)
Moscow). Print by François de
Poilly.

Quotation of
figure/s

21 Guido Reni, St Andrew Being
The Visitation of the Virgin
Led to his Martyrdom
(Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
(Oratorio di Sant’Andrea, San Church, Valletta)
Gregorio Magno, Rome).
Print by Carlo Cesio.

Quotation of
figure/s

22 Hans Speckaert, The
Assumption of the Virgin.
Print by Egilius Sadeler.

The Assumption of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

23 Lodovico Carracci, The
Adoration of the Magi
(destroyed). Print by
Francesco Brizio.

The Adoration of the Magi
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s
Co-Cathedral, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

24 Lorenzo Sabatini, The
Wedding at Cana (destroyed).
Print by Cornelis Cort.

Wedding at Cana (Oratory of
Charity, St Paul’s Shipwreck
Church, Valletta)

Full copy
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25 Nicolas Poussin, The Rapture
of St Paul (John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art,
Sarasota, Florida). Print by
Michiel Natalis.

The Rapture of St Paul (Private
Collection)

Full copy

26 Nicolas Poussin (attributed),
The Presentation of Christ in
the Temple (lost). Print by
Pietro del Pò.

The Adoration of the Magi
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s
Co-Cathedral, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

The Presentation of Christ in the
Temple (Oratory of the Onorati,
Jesuit Church, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

27 Orazio Samacchini, The
Annunciation of the Virgin
(Pinacoteca di Forlì). Print by
Domenico Tibaldi.

The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta)

Full copy

28 Pacecco de Rosa, Virgin of
Graces with the Young St John
the Baptist (Private
Collection).

Virgin of Graces with the Young
St John the Baptist (Wignacourt
Collegiate Museum, Rabat)

Full copy

29 Pacecco de Rosa (circle of),
The Virgin and Child with Ss.
Ignatius Loyola and Xavier
(sold at Christie’s in 2010).

The Virgin of the Rosary
(Sanctuary of the Virgin,
Mellieħa)

Quotation of
figure/s

30 Paolo Veronese (workshop,
probably Gabriele Caliari), St
Lucy and a Donor (National
Gallery of Art, Washington).

Santa Venera (Old Parish Church
of Santa Venera)

Quotation of
figure/s

31 Peter Paul Rubens, The
Assumption of the Virgin
(Picture Gallery, Buckingham
Palace). Print by Schelte
Adams Bolswert.

The Assumption of the Virgin
(Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
Church, Valletta)

Full copy

32 Pierre Mignard, Carlo
Borromeo Administering to the
Plague Stricken (Musée de
Narbonne). Print by François
de Poilly.

Carlo Borromeo Administering to
the Plague Stricken (Private
Collection)

Full copy

33 Pietro da Cortona, Virgin and
Child with St Martina (Musée
du Louvre, Paris). Print by
François Spierre.

The Virgin and Child with St Anne Quotation of
(Sacristy, Żurrieq Parish Church) figure/s
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34 Raphael (and workshop), The
Virgin of Divine Love (Museo
di Capodimonte, Naples).
Print by Guillaume Vallet.

The Virgin of Divine Love (Private Full copy
Collection)

35 Raphael, The Expulsion of
Heliodorus (Stanza
d’Eliodoro, Stanze Vaticane).
Print by Carlo Maratti259

Massacre of the Innocents
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s
Co-Cathedral, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

36 Raphael, The Massacre of the
Innocents. Print by
Marcantonio Raimondi.

Massacre of the Innocents
(Chapel of Germany, St John’s
Co-Cathedral, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

37 Raphael, God Appearing to
Noah’s Family after the Flood.
Print by Marcantonio
Raimondi.

The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina)

Quotation of
figure/s

38 Simone Peterzano, The
Annunciation of the Virgin
(Museo Diocesano di Milan)

The Annunciation of the Virgin
(Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina)

Quotation of
figure/s

39 Titian (attributed), Holy
Family. Print by Cornelis
Bloemaert.

The Nativity of Christ (St
Nicholas Church, Valletta)

Quotation of
figure/s

40 Carlo Maratti, Virgin and
Child with Saints Carlo
Borromeo and Ignatius (Santa
Maria in Vallicella, Rome).
Print by Robert van
Audenaerde

The Virgin of the Rosary (Lija
Parish Church).260

Quotation of
figure/s

Table 2: A reproduction of all sources which Stefano Erardi must have owned a print or copy after, listed above in Table 1.
Unless otherwise stated below, all sources are reproduced through a print which execute during or before Erardi's lifetime,
the author of which is recorded in Table 1.
Exceptions include the Rapture of St Paul (after Domenichino), which is illustrated via a later print dated to c. 1803-1818.
Additionally, Guido Cagnacci’s Three Martyrs at Nagasaki, Pacecco de Rosa’s Virgin of Graces, the St Lucy and a Donor by
Paolo Veronese’s workshop and Simone Peterzano’s Annunciation are reproduced not through a print but rather through the
illustration of the painting itself.

259

It is probable that Erardi consulted this work through one of his libri, as already discussed above.
This work is considered as primarily the work of Alessio Erardi, however it seems probable that Stefano
assisted his son in its execution. See Sciberras (2009), 232.
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1 - © British Museum

2 - © British Museum

3 - © British Museum

4 - © British Museum

5 - © Metropolitan Museum of Art

6 - © British Museum

7 - © British Museum

8 - © British Museum

10 - © Rijksmuseum
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9 - © Rijksmuseum

11 - © Metropolitan Museum of Art

12 - © Rijksmuseum

13 - © Rijksmuseum

14 - © Rijksmuseum

15 - © Rijksmuseum

16 - © British Museum

17 - © Metropolitan Museum of Art
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18 - © Wellcome Collection

19 - © Bolettino d’Arte

21 - © British Museum

23 - © British Museum

20 - © British Museum

22 - © Rijksmuseum

24 - © British Museum

25 - © British Museum
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26 - © Rijksmuseum

29 - © Christie’s

27 - © Rijksmuseum

30 - © National Gallery of Art

28 - © Wikimedia

31 - © Rijksmuseum

33 - © Philadelphia Museum of Art

32 - © Wellcome Collection

34 - © Dresden State Art Collections

60

35 - © National Gallery of Scotland

38 - © Chiesa di Milano

36 - © Metropolitan Museum of Art

39 - © British Museum

37 – © Metropolitan Museum of Art

40 - © British Museum

From the above list of works which Erardi must have owned a print after, one in
particular stands out for the sole reason that it is actually documented within the Erardi
collection. In the 1727 inventory drawn up after the passing of Alessio Erardi,261 Stefano’s son
and ‘heredem universalem’,262 the copies and books that the two had amassed is noted in detail.
Regrettably, individual prints are not recorded, although there can be little doubt that the
Erardis did in fact amass a large collection of prints; this was after all a norm for the
contemporary artist.263 Several of the books that are mentioned, however, are essentially in
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themselves a collection of prints. Most notably, the inventory records amongst the several
books ‘Un altro libro per traverso, con la stampa delle sette chiese di Roma, e le figure di
Rafele d'Urbino, impresse nella loggia del Vaticano’.264 The significance of this item lies in
the fact that in his lunette depicting the Massacre of the Innocents (Chapel of Germany, St
John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Plate 1),265 Erardi quotes a figure from within the ‘loggia del
Vaticano’ – specifically the kneeling contrapposto female figure from Raphael’s Expulsion of
Heliodorus (Figure 58). One should note that art historians initially pointed instead at the Italian
master’s final work, the Transfiguration (Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican Museums); although it
is true that there is a similarity between Erardi’s figure and the kneeling woman in the
Transfiguration, it is clear upon comparison that the figure in Erardi’s work follows more
closely that within the Stanza d’Eliodoro.
In addition to the aforementioned libro, the other books recorded in the inventory which
refer to a presence of stampe, imagini or figure are the following:
Un libro grande, di stampe diverse, raccolta di varie antichita, coperto con cartone.
Un libro con statue antiche in foglio.
La vita di San Gaetano in figure, libro in foglio.
Libro di diverse figure antiche lascive.
Un altro libro, con stampa di diverse Istorie antiche.
Iconologia ò descrizione di diverse imagini antiche di Cesare Ripa Perugino.
Un libro per traverso, con diverse stampe in piccole figure, del Carlott.
Un altro con simile con diverse figure, con abiti di diverse nazioni.
Un altro libro pure a traverso, raccolta di varie stampe della Sacra Scrittura, Paesaggi,
Pastori, Cavalli.
Un libro de Deis Gentium con più immagini di Filippo Galleo.
Un librettino per traverso, con diverse figurine, medaglie e teste.
Un libretto in francese con varie figurine266
The above list presents a better understanding of the type of books that the contemporary
intellectual artist would have had access to. Books such as ‘Un librettino per traverso, con
diverse figurine, medaglie e teste’ is the perfect example of a book that would have been ideal
for the inspiration or direct appropriation of figures. Furthermore, the presence of Cesare Ripa’s
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Icolonologia¸ along with that of several treatises and historical books not listed above, testifies
to the Erardis’ intellectual awareness of the international artistic scene.267
The proof of Stefano Erardi’s imitative practice found within the paintings themselves
is thus substantiated by the documented possession of these books as well as the paintings that
the Erardi collection consisted of by 1727. Unfortunately, the original artist behind the
conception is left unnamed in the vast majority of these copies. Nonetheless, the artists that
have been recorded further point towards the sources that Stefano and Alessio were looking at
for inspiration and derivation. Those recorded include copies after Raphael, Pietro da Cortona,
Van Dyck, Carracci (presumably Annibale), il Cavalier d’Arpino, Carlo Maratti, Guido Reni,
Francesco Albani and of course Domenichino. Perhaps most interestingly, the inventory
records a copy after Caravaggio’s Beheading of St John the Baptist and an impressive eight
copies after Mattia Preti, which suggest a level of admiration for the greater contemporary. The
eight copies after the ‘Cavaliere Matthias’ include ‘Il Martirio di Santa Caterina
Alessandrina’, ‘Il Battesimo di S. Giovanni Battista’ and ‘Un quadro rappresentante la peste’
among others. 268 The presence of ‘Il martirio di Sant’ Andrea Apostolo con diverse piccolo
figure, copia del Domenichino’ and ‘La communion di S Girolamo, con diverse figure, copia
del Domenichino’ are notable for both paintings are imitated by Erardi in his own work. As
illustrated in Table 1, Domenichino’s Flagellation of St Andrew (Sant’Andrea delle Valle,
Rome) is quoted by Erardi in the Shipwreck of St Paul (Plate 9), whereas the Last Communion
of St Jerome (Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican Museums) (Figure 5) is quoted in the Mdina
Annunciation (Plate 13).269 Erardi also produced a copy of the latter270 work which is today
preserved in a private collection; it is possible that the copy recorded in the inventory is in fact
Erardi’s own production. Both the full copy and the quoted figures from Domenichino’s
famous work are laterally inverted when compared to the original, which could either mean
that Erardi was looking at a reproductive print or else at a copy that was itself already inverted.
The lateral inversion of figures or full compositions do not necessarily point towards the use
of a reproductive print since several copies were often already inverted, whereas motifs or
entire compositions could be inverted via the use of the cartone. Nonetheless, such inversions
do, to a certain extent, further testify to the important role of reproductive prints within the
contemporary art world.
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The printed image revolutionised the art world and prints became an essential tool in
the working method of the modern artist, who could now consult the ideas of his great
predecessors from the comfort of his own studio.271 Unquestionably, this dependence on one’s
collection of prints would have been far more pronounced for those artists who, like Stefano
Erardi, were limited in their mobility272 and thus geographically distant from the actual works
of the great masters, with only a few exceptions of high art then present on the island.
Nonetheless, even if future research sheds light on significant travels on the part of Stefano
Erardi, the importance of prints within his practice would still remain valid. After all, even
those artists lucky enough to reside in an artistic centre such as Rome often amassed large
collections of prints.273 Even having seen the actual works in person, owning a print of the
work in the pre-photography age would still be extremely convenient for an artist for whom
the appropriation of images was so integral to his artistic practice. Reproductive prints would,
in such a light, essentially serve the function of photographs and relieve the artist of having to
accurately draw the work in situ.
The print’s photographic function is essentially confirmed by Alessio Erardi’s Virgin
of the Rosary (Lija Parish Church) (Plate 51) – probably the artist’s first major commission
(dated to 1702) upon his return to his homeland following five and a half years in Rome.274
This seminal work is clearly indebted to Carlo Maratti’s Virgin and Child with Saints Carlo
Borromeo and Ignatius (Santa Maria in Vallicella, Rome), to whose circle and manner Alessio
became quickly affiliated during his Roman period.275 It is a work that Alessio would have
certainly seen during his time in Rome, yet the quoted protagonist figures of the Virgin and
Child (Figure 14) are inverted when compared to Maratti’s original.276 This evinces how
Alessio, despite his appreciation of the work in situ, probably consulted a reproductive print
during the execution of the Lija altarpiece. Being raised and trained in his father’s manner,
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Figure 14: Alessio with Stefano Erardi, The
Virgin of the Rosary (detail), Lija Parish Church.
© Revamp Art Restoration Services

Figure 15: Carlo Maratti, The Virgin and Child with Saints Carlo
Borromeo and Ignatius (detail), Santa Maria in Vallicella, Rome.
© WGA

during his years in the then artistic capital Alessio must have certainly consciously looked out
for suitable additions to the family’s collection of prints, especially after works that were in
line with their classicist nature. The Lija work serves to testify not solely to Alessio’s affinity
for the work of Maratti,277 but also to a working method akin to that of his father, a working
method that was, as repeated throughout the dissertation, in line with the contemporary
classicist norm.
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The Virgin of the Rosary in Lija is one of the most important works of the Maltese
Baroque, a work that brought about novel artistic currents and updated the local scene to reflect
the contemporary Roman style, effectively closing the chapter on the dominance of Preti’s
manner.278 The technical excellence of the painting, however, especially in contrast to the rest
of Alessio’s oeuvre, raises doubts over the work’s authorship. Its significantly higher quality
than the rest of his work points towards the likelihood that Alessio was in actuality assisted in
its execution by his father Stefano.279 As Stefano had done in earlier important commissions,
the Lija commission might have presented itself as an opportunity not only to impress but also
to simultaneously pay tribute to a master that Alessio had been greatly influenced by in Rome
and that Stefano would also derive inspiration from later on, as evident in his last public
commission to execute the laterals for the Naxxar Parish Church; the Adoration of the Magi
(Plate 33) is, as aforementioned, largely copied from Maratti’s own rendition of the subject.280
Through the Virgin of the Rosary, Stefano and Alessio were essentially publicly flaunting their
knowledge and awareness of the contemporary Roman scene, as well as their ability to cleverly
integrate such cognition within a novel conception. One could even question whether the
quotation was intentionally inverted to match its reproductive print in order to be more easily
recognisable for the eyes of the local cognoscenti, who were in all probability only exposed to
the work via prints. Without taking into consideration the artistic and intellectual context of the
practice of imitation within the Seicento, to the eyes of the modern viewer the intentional,
intellectual allusion to the quoted master remains hidden behind the quotation.
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2.3 Behind the Quotation
Within Stefano Erardi’s oeuvre, almost thirty works have been identified as having at least one
quotation from the work of another master.281 In the seventeenth century, the practice of
quotation, as discussed above,282 was not held to be the practice of the lesser artist but was
rather contrarily considered to be an intellectual discourse between the cultured artist and the
knowledgeable viewer. Whereas several art historians decried Erardi’s quotations as the visible
repercussions of the artist’s limited imagination, Sciberras conversely argued that such overt
references to the work of other masters was actually intended to be recognised by the local
cognoscenti of the time.283 What to the modern audience may occasionally appear as plagiarist,
the contemporary audience may have conversely acknowledged it as an intentional, intellectual
reference that simultaneously served to pay homage to the master in question whilst providing
an additional layer of interpretation, thus stimulating the mind of the onlooker, who attempts
to uncover the sourced works whilst understanding any resultant auxiliary meaning.
Perhaps Erardi’s most renowned instance of quotation (or rather quotations) is that
which constructs the aforementioned lunette of the Massacre of the Innocents (Plate 1). As
noted supra, it is a work that is comprised of a re-arrangement of various figures from
Marcantonio Raimondi’s print of the same subject (Plate 2), after Raphael’s design, whilst also
integrating a quotation from Raphael’s Expulsion of Heliodorus from the Temple. Interestingly,
the reference to Marcantonio is actually recorded as far back as in the Uomini Illustri di Malta,
written between 1762 and 1771, in which the lunette is described as ‘li copiata dalla famosa
stampa di Marcantonio Raimondi dopo Rafaello detta della Felcetta’.284 This further
substantiates the argument that such quotations were recognisable to the contemporary
audience – and indeed intended to be so.
Had Erardi hoped that his derivations would remain concealed he would certainly have
turned towards works which were less known to the local public, and doubtlessly would have
avoided quoting locally present works such as Preti’s Penitent St Peter (Wignacourt Collegiate
Museum, Rabat) (Plate 31), which he re-appropriates in his Flight into Egypt (Naxxar Parish
Church) (Plate 30).285 Quotations such as the one in Naxxar after Preti as well as that after
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Melchiorre Cafa`’s statue of St Paul (St. Paul Shipwrecked Parish Church, Valletta) (Plate 10)
in the Rabat titular (Plate 9)286 evince how such borrowings were not only not hidden but rather
served as tribute to the quoted master. In these two works, Erardi effectively pays tribute to the
two local giants following their respective passing; the Shipwreck of St Paul is signed and dated
to 1678, eleven years after Cafa`’s death in 1667, whereas the Flight into Egypt is dated to the
early years of the eighteenth century – his great contemporary and rival Preti had died in
1699.287 As mentioned earlier, it was a common practice for artists to take advantage of the
quotation’s ability to pay homage to a preceding master, as reflected in Annibale Carracci’s
allusions to antiquity, Raphael and to Michelangelo within his Farnese Gallery fresco cycle.288
Directly opposite the aforementioned Massacre of the Innocents is Erardi’s other
lunette within the same chapel, a depiction of the Adoration of the Shepherds (Plate 4)¸ which
several art historians have observed as having a prevailing sense of derivation – despite its
sources being at the time unknown. One of the work’s sources has since been recognised as
being Annibale Carracci’s rendition of the same subject today at the Musée des Beaux Arts,
Orléans (Figure 59), from which the kneeling foreground shepherd has been adopted. The two
lunettes have long served as, in the eyes of some art historians, two works which embody
Erardi’s inventive limitations, exacerbated by their juxtaposition to the central Adoration of the
Magi (Plate 6), the chapel’s titular.289 Unquestionably one of Erardi’s greatest successes, the
Adoration of the Magi on the other hand stood as a testament to his great artistic skill, as well
as, more than any other work due to its location and temporal context, his success in rivalling
Preti for patronage, especially since Preti was at the time still working in some of the other
chapels within the same church.290 This conviction is however turned on its head when the
Adoration of the Magi – the ultimate symbol of Erardi’s inventiveness amidst his limitations –
is uncovered as being itself a work that is built on quotations. Within this composition, the two
most central magi are adopted from Lodovico Carracci’s own rendition of the subject
(destroyed) – almost certainly known through Francesco Brizio’s print, (Plate 7) – whilst the
kneeling repoussoir figure is in turn appropriated from Pietro del Pò’s print of the Presentation
of Christ in the Temple (Plate 8), whose design is attributed to Nicolas Poussin. The same figure
would be later re-used by Erardi in his rendition of the Presentation of the Virgin within the
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Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta (Plate 50).291
Even in the most important commission of his life, on the grandest stage of his career,
Erardi built his own conceptions through quoting the works of others. In the Order’s conventual
church, directly placed in competition with Preti and at the very centre of the Knights’ artistic
activity, he would certainly not have gotten away with plagiarism, especially considering the
immense popularity of the sourced masters. The fact that he integrated quotations after such
artistic giants within such a context further confirms Erardi’s intention to not only not hide his
derivations but rather to parade it to his powerful patrons, to the most affluent local viewers
and to Preti, who he simultaneously admired and rivalled. The three works within the Chapel
of Germany were a statement not only of Erardi’s own ability but also, through his quotations,
a statement concerning his style and his inspirations. In the commission which elevated Erardi
as unquestionably the leading Maltese painter of the time,292 he effectively presented himself
to his patrons, rivals and to the public as an admirer of Raphael, the Carracci and Poussin.
Amidst Preti’s Baroque extravagance, Erardi persisted in a calmer, more classicising manner
and thus asserted himself not only as a local, cheaper option293 to the Italian master but as a
painter of an alternative style.294
Erardi’s classicising tendency is reflected throughout his oeuvre in the works and artists
that he chose to imitate, although there are of course some “Baroque” exceptions, such as Preti
himself. The artist that Erardi quoted most frequently was Giovanni Lanfranco, alluding to
three works by the Italian master in seven separate paintings, as well as taking his Pentecost
(Pinacoteca Civica dei Priori, Fermo) (Figure 22) as his prototype in his own telling of the
subject in Cospicua (Plate 17).295 Meanwhile, Erardi quotes Annibale Carracci in at least three
separate works.296 Other quoted masters include Raphael (either directly or via Raimondi’s
engravings), Guido Reni, Domenichino, Titian, Federico Barocci, Ciro Ferri, Pietro da
Cortona, Nicolas Poussin and Andrea Sacchi. Locally, apart from Preti – whose work he quotes
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Figure 16: Francesco Brizio, after Lodovico Carracci, The Adoration of the Magi (detail). © British Museum
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Figure 17: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi (detail), Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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at least twice – Erardi also quotes Cafa`, Killian F. and probably Filippo Paladini. When these
sources are combined with the sources that Erardi produced copies after, in order to essentially
build a portfolio of the works that he looked at and derived inspiration from (refer back to
Tables 1, 2), Giovanni Lanfranco and Domenichino emerge as the two artists that Erardi looked
at most frequently, imitating Lanfranco on seven occasions and Domenichino on five.297
Federico (or Taddeo) Zuccaro and Federico Barocci also emerge as two notable influences,
having imitated both on at least three occasions.298 Erardi’s sources generally point towards the
classical style that he preferred as opposed to the more Baroque trend, further evinced, as
discussed above, by his choice to produce copies after the local works by Reni and Turchi and
not after Caravaggio’s.
The Adoration of the Magi’s exposal as being another instance of derivation within
Erardi’s oeuvre does not change the fact that it is one of the most successful pieces not only in
Erardi’s career but also within the Maltese Baroque. As discussed above, the integration of
different sources can construct a successful, cohesive composition if the artist is careful in the
manner of his integration. Arguably Erardi’s three most successful works, – the Adoration of
the Magi as well as the Shipwreck of St Paul (St. Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat) (Plate 9) and
the Annunciation of the Virgin (Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina) (Plate 13),299 – are all
constructed upon multiple quotations. The Shipwreck of St Paul – likewise a very important
commission for the Maltese master – is built upon Matteo Perez d’Aleccio’s prototype (St Paul
Shipwrecked Parish Church, Valletta) and integrates within the same picture space quotations
after Melchiorre Cafa`, Domenichino and Killian F.300 Meanwhile, in the Annunciation of the
Virgin, the two putti are borrowed from Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome (Figure
5) whilst the figure of God appears to be adopted from Marcantonio Raimondi’s print (after
Raphael’s design) of God Appearing to Noah and his Family After the Flood (Plate 15). The
figure of the Virgin appears to have been quoted from Simone Peterzano’s rendition of the
theme (Museo Diocesano di Milano) (Plate 14), which is the work on which Erardi builds his
composition. These three works further evince how a coming together of various quotations
within one, novel composition does not condemn the painting to fragmentation but can rather
be a very successful piece.
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A further example of a successful work built upon multiple sources is the Assumption
of the Virgin (Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta) (Plate 19), which was only in 2009
attributed to Stefano Erardi by Sciberras,301 having been previously erroneously associated
with Pasquale Buhagiar. In addition to stylistic evidence, the manner of the present quotations
as well as the fact that one of the quoted sources was quoted once again in Erardi’s Descent of
the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish Church) (Plate 17) further point towards Erardi’s invention.302
A number of figures, most notably the kneeling St Peter (Figure 6), are clearly adopted from
Annibale Carracci’s famous rendition of the subject within the Cerasi Chapel in Santa Maria
del Popolo, Rome.303 In Cospicua, the figure of St Peter is once again repeated, as are even
more figures from Carracci’s masterpiece, including the historically inaccurate figure of St
Paul at the foreground right. Within the Mosta work, the figure of St Paul is not taken from
Carracci’s work but bears a similarity to the foreground figure in Ciro Ferri’s design of the Last
Supper, engraved by Cornelis Bloemaert (Plate 20). His use of quotations, especially after one
of Carracci’s best-known works, in a commission as important as that of the Mosta titular
continues to further testify how such allusions were intended to be recognised and appreciated
for their intellectuality.
As repeatedly argued throughout this dissertation, Stefano’s practice of quotation does
not necessarily constitute limitations in inventiveness but could rather be seen as an inventive,
intellectual solution in itself. This brings to mind Giovanni Passeri’s defence of Domenichino’s
St Cecilia frescoes, which were criticised for their indebtedness to Annibale’s Farnese Gallery
cycle. Passeri stated that Domenichino’s work ‘should not be censored on account of this... Nor
should it be accused of weakness in invention’.304 Nonetheless, although Domenichino and, by
comparison, Erardi should not face the accusation of having limited inventiveness on the
grounds of the practice of quotation, on the other hand the practice of quotation does not
necessarily mean that Domenichino or Erardi did not in fact have any limitations in
inventiveness whatsoever. Imitative practices such as quotation were, as repeated ad nauseum,
practiced by some of the century’s most inventive minds,305 yet it was also undeniably used by
lesser artists to make up for their limitations. Vasari observed this in his discussion on prints
within his chapter on Marcantonio Raimondi; erroneously over-generalising and placing the
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practice of quoting from reproductive prints entirely within the field of those artists incapable
of coming up with their own figures and compositions.306
Stefano Erardi has long been considered such an artist by several art historians.
Although many recognised his technical proficiency in draughtsmanship and colouring, his
quotations and imitation of the work of others led many to strip the historical figure of Stefano
Erardi from his inventiveness. It was Sciberras’s contribution that first placed Erardi’s practice
within the context of the time and within the context of what has been previously referred to as
“the double pleasure”.307 To elaborate on this and further place Erardi’s practice within its
temporal and ideological context, to insist upon his imitation as a form of inventiveness, is
among this dissertation’s primary motives. However, the fact that the imitative practices of the
repeating of motifs or entire compositions of one’s own work as well as that of others were
deployed by the greatest Classicist giants of the time does not automatically release Erardi from
the accusation of lacking inventiveness. It simply clarifies the reality that within the
Renaissance and Baroque eras, the concept of inventiveness as is understood today was not a
prioritised criterion for the contemporary artist. It is undeniable that Stefano Erardi was less
inventive than Mattia Preti, however one must keep in mind the fact that Preti’s great reputation
certainly enabled him to paint with less restrictions from his patrons than his local competitors.
In addition to his Classicist pre-disposition, Erardi’s supposed “lack of invention” is also a
result of his desire to please his patrons by painting in a style and compositional manner that
they were already accustomed to. After all, the contemporary artist was not pre-occupied with
innovation for its own sake, but rather with attracting patrons and satisfying their demands.
The role of the law of economy within the practice of the seventeenth-century artist is not to
be understated.
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2.4 Profitability over Novelty
Time is money. This phrase rings true for so many professions, including the professional artist,
and it likewise applied to the seventeenth-century painter. As discussed earlier, the Seicento
artist had no hesitations in replicating his own work or even that of others if in doing so he
would be earning himself a fair price for his time and efforts. Guido Reni ‘was so successful
as a mature artist that he tailored his studio procedures to satisfy the high demands for his work
and also to maximise profits’, which resulted in various reproductions, often via the brush of
his assistants.308 In the local context, Mattia Preti repeatedly made use of his bottega in order
to reproduce his own work.309 Erardi was likewise prone to replicate his own compositions on
several occasions, although he seems to have been less reliant on assistants than Preti. Erardi’s
cycle within the Oratory of the Onorati is fraught with several quotations, and several works
are a re-working of some of his own earlier paintings.310 In the execution of this cycle (with
the exception of the Assumption titular, which Stefano produced at a younger age), it has been
suggested that Stefano Erardi was probably working alongside his son Alessio;311 somewhat
mirroring the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, in which Stefano was in turn the young
assistant aiding the commissioned master.
Within the Oratory of the Onorati, the Annunciation of the Virgin (Plate 49)312 in
particular is very close to Stefano’s earlier, more celebrated version in the Carmelite Priory
Church in Mdina (Plate 13). With the exception of the earlier Annunciation scene in the Oratory
of the Immaculate Conception, it seems that Erardi’s other renditions of this momentous
Biblical event are all to some degree or another indebted to the Mdina work.313 After all, as
discussed supra, the seventeenth-century artist did not perceive a reason for taking time and
energy going through the process of finding a satisfactory composition for a particular subject
when he had already gone through such a process and already arrived at a satisfactory
composition in an earlier work.314 The post-romantic obsession with novelty and continuous
re-invention is, precisely, post-romantic. Artists such as Guido Reni and, within a local context,
Mattia Preti and Stefano Erardi, did not invest their time and energy in novelty but rather in
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profitability. The versions of the Annunciation in the aforementioned Oratory of the Onorati
and another residing in a Private Collection (Figure 8) clearly recall the earlier version in
Mdina, as does the version in the Chapel of the Annunciation in Żebbug (Figure 42), although
the latter is somewhat less similar – and also weaker – than his other renditions. Similarly, the
Immaculate Conception within the Oratory of the Onorati looks back towards Stefano’s earlier
rendition for the Church of St Roque in Valletta.315 Erardi’s two versions of the Mystic
Marriage of St Catherine (Senglea Parish Church; Sacristy, Parish Church of the Assumption,
Mosta) are likewise similarly composed.316 As noted above, such replications could have been
– as was the case with Lodovico Carracci’s Preaching of the Baptist for the Certosa in Florence
– not solely down to the artist but rather pre-determined by the patron in question.
The patron’s influence with respect to imitation is evident in Erardi’s painting of Pope
St Sylvester (Figure 19) for the small church dedicated to the same saint in Mosta, which is
clearly indebted to Mattia Preti’s St Firminus (Chapel of Aragon, St John’s Co-Cathedral,
Valletta) (Figure 18).317 The patron of both the church and the painting, Fra Silvestro Fiteni,
was a Knight of the Order of St John and thus was certainly aware of Preti’s ongoing decoration
of the Order’s conventual church. Therefore, had Erardi intended to deceive his patron and
audience into believing he had produced an autonomous, uninspired composition, it would
have been incredibly foolish to imitate a source that was unquestionably known by the patron.
It is probable that it was actually Fra Fiteni himself who, having seen and presumably liked
Preti’s work in St John’s, commissioned an alternative, cheaper artist318 to produce a similar
work, re-appropriated for the figure of St Sylvester rather than St Firminus. Such an instance
further confirms how the contemporary patron was not obsessed with an original work of
beauty but rather in having a work of beauty in itself, irrelevant of whether it resembles or
outright replicates a pre-existing work of beauty. This could suggest that the lateral paintings
within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception and the Martyrs of Nagasaki within the main
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Figure 19: Stefano Erardi, Pope St Sylvester (detail), Church of
St Sylvester, Mosta. © Mosta Parish

Figure 18: Mattia Preti, St Firminus, Chapel of Aragon,
St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

church were heavily reliant on earlier works319 in the full knowledge and probable approval of
the Jesuit patrons, if not according to their very demands.
In a modern world in which most artists have complete reign over their own work,
which is then sold or not depending on its appeal to a potential buyer, it is perhaps easy to fail
to take into consideration the scale of influence that a patron had on the seventeenth-century
artist. Patronage played a major role in the output of artists at the time, and the tastes of the
affluent thus often conditioned several commissions.320 The generally positive view of the
practices of imitation held by both the artist and the painter thus reinforced itself as the artist
imitated those works which most appealed to his established or potential patrons. According to
Clare Robertson, the issue of Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome ‘underlines the
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extent to which a sophisticated patron... could apparently be happy with, and perhaps even
positively encourage, a work that in some lights might be over-dependant on its model.’321
Within Erardi’s oeuvre, this is explicitly evident in the painting of Pope St Sylvester.
The three paintings commissioned for the Chapel of Germany322 within the conventual
church were in all probability also dependant on the work of other masters in the full knowledge
of the German knights. As already argued, Erardi would have certainly not expected quotations
after Marcantonio Raimondi (or rather Raphael), Annibale and Lodovico Carracci and Nicolas
Poussin to go unnoticed in a setting where the most affluent of the local cognoscenti would
have certainly been amongst the paintings’ onlookers. The German patrons were already taking
a risk in employing a local painter rather than following in the example of most other langues
and commissioning Mattia Preti, who at the time of Erardi’s commission in 1667323 was still
actively working within the church. In such a context, it seems highly improbable that Erardi
would have risked irking his patrons by producing paintings indebted to the work of the foreign
masters without the patrons’ prior approval. It seems probable that the patrons were well-versed
with the theories of Agucchi and Bellori and with the works of the Bolognese Classicists and
their followers, and thus appreciated Erardi’s classicist ways. Similarly, it would seem unlikely
that the Jesuit patrons would not have been aware of Rubens’s composition upon Erardi’s
execution of the titular of the Assumption of the Virgin for the Oratory of the Onorati (Jesuit
Church, Valletta) (Plate 41).324 The possibility that the patrons themselves specifically
approached Erardi with the intention of having a print after Rubens (possibly that by Schelte
Adams Bolswert) (Plate 42) re-translated into paint for their own oratory is not to be
excluded.325
For Guido Reni and the seventeenth-century artist, the composition of a work did not
need to be novel to be satisfactory.326 The contemporary artist had no qualms over repeating
one’s own work on multiple occasions, integrating modifications where necessary. Looking at
the issue through the lens of a Seicento artist, one would find no worthwhile motive in
attempting to find another means of depicting the same subject once the process of conceiving
321
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the work had already resulted in a successful image. Panofsky’s reference to the repeated
painting’s musical parallel illustrates the replication of an earlier work as not solely an
economic benefit but also as simply a repetition of intention,327 much like a second, third or
millionth performance of a particular song. Whereas the modern artist is confined by an
irrational over-emphasis on novelty and continuous re-invention, artists such as the Carracci,
Reni and, by comparison, Preti and Erardi worked within a context that accepted and expected
the artist to replicate his own work and the work of others according to the needs of the
particular work, commission or market.328
Furthermore, such an outlook was reflected not only in the replication of entire
compositions but also in the re-appropriation of figures or parts in different works. In Erardi’s
Presentation of the Virgin (Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta) (Plate 50), the
foreground repoussoir figure is re-used from his own Adoration of the Magi in St John’s CoCathedral (Plate 6) – originally adopted, as already mentioned, from Poussin’s composition of
the presentation of the child Christ.329 Such a repetition of figures within his own oeuvre is a
common and recurring instance within the art of Stefano Erardi. Another example is the figure
of St Paul in the works of St Paul in Glory (St Paul Parish Church, Rabat) and in the Immaculate
Conception with St Paul (St George Parish Church, Victoria, Gozo). The face of the figure is
once again replicated in St Jude Thaddeus (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Valletta). Similarly,
the face of an unidentified Saint with Open Book (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Valletta)
becomes the face of St Paul in the painting of the Madonna d’Itria (St Agatha Museum,
Rabat).330 Meanwhile, the central motif of the Virgin and Child in the Virgin of the Rosary
(Sanctuary of the Virgin, Mellieħa) (Figure 26) is repeated from the earlier work of the Virgin
of Porto Salvo (Oratorian church of Porto Salvo, Senglea) (Figure 25), which Sciberras argues
was probably produced by Filippino Dingli with the assistance of the young Stefano.331 Alessio
Erardi, trained in Stefano’s working method, similarly repeats the figure-group of the Virgin
and Child that he adopts from Maratti’s Virgin and Child with Saints Carlo Borromeo and
Ignatius (Figure 14) first in Lija (as already discussed) (Plate 51) and later in the painting of
the Virgin of Graces for the Żabbar parish church.
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Over and above one’s ecclesiastical work, the successful Seicento artist also catered to
the private market, as is evinced by both Mattia Preti and Stefano Erardi; the two most
successful painters within the seventeenth-century Maltese artistic scene. Probably following
in the example of the knighted Calabrian, Erardi produced a large quantity of half-length
paintings, among them numerous renditions of saints and figures in the Neapolitan manner that
had been locally popularised by Preti and his followers.332 Amongst the most notable out of a
total of over twenty such works are Erardi’s St John the Baptist (Private Collection) (Figure
36) and his two renditions of St George (Church of the Annunciation, Żebbug; Sacristy, St
John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Figure 35), which betray an indebtedness to Preti’s rendition
of the saint on horseback for the Chapel of Aragon within St John’s Co-Cathedral (Figure 34).
The painting of St John the Baptist in turn recalls the manner of Guercino, as does the halflength rendition of Christ and the Woman from Samaria (MUŻA, Valletta) (Figure 21),
arguably Erardi’s best-known work from those clearly intended for the private market.333 In
addition to such rendition of saints, Erardi executed multiple versions of the Virgin and Child
(most of which are preserved within local private collections). Other works whose relatively
small size suggests their intention for the private market include the works of the Rapture of St
Paul (Private Collection) (Plate 37), after Domenichino,334 and the Annunciation (Private
Collection) (Figure 8), which as mentioned supra was heavily based on his earlier rendition in
Mdina (Plate 13).
Apart from the above, Erardi was also successful within the private market as a
portraitist, and produced several portraits of notable figures, such as the portraits of Grand
Master Adrien de Wignacourt (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Figure 38) and two of
Grand Master Roman Perellos (Auberge d’Aragon, Valletta; Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta).335
Although in themselves obviously not derivative, the style often reflected that which he
employed for his half-length saints; a realist depiction in front of a tenebrist background, akin
to the manner of Caravaggio’s portraits. Erardi’s portraits of the Grand Master, even at a time
when Preti was still alive, testifies to his success in competing for patronage not solely within
the ecclesiastical sphere but also with the Order of St John, as the commissions for the Church
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Figure 21: Stefano Erardi, Christ and the Samaritan Woman, MUŻA, Valletta. © MUZA

Figure 20: Mattia Preti, The Incredulity of St Thomas, MUŻA, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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of St Sylvester (Mosta) and especially the Chapel of Germany within the conventual church
also demonstrate. Erardi had successfully risen to a social and financial level of affluence, as
evinced by his second marriage to Paola Xerri – a member of a noble family336 – and his
ownership of a Turkish slave.337 It is essential to understand that within the Seicento, the idea
of the artist and his creations as autonomous was virtually inexistent; the seventeenth-century
artist did not paint to express his thoughts or emotions but rather to make a name and a living.
For Stefano Erardi and for the contemporary seventeenth-century painter, art was a means to
climbs the rungs of the social ladder.
Deviations from the norm were therefore not of interest to the contemporary artist for
they would have probably hindered his chances of being commissioned; it was far safer to
imitate the artists that were successful and whose work was sought by patrons. Besides the
aspect of self-education, producing copies after the works of the masters was economically
beneficial since copies were sought by patrons who desired the closest thing to an original.338
Furthermore, within ecclesiastical commissions it was safer, especially for artists who had not
yet proved themselves, to imitate the compositions of the masters, as observed within Erardi’s
contribution in the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception. Potential restrictions or orders from
the patron’s behalf are also a major factor, as the aforementioned painting of Pope St Sylvester
(Figure 19) serves to testify. Replications of, or evident indebtedness to, the work of others or
of one’s one work as in Erardi’s oeuvre simply reflect an artist tailoring his output in order to
best meet the demands of the contemporary market.
Novelty for novelty’s sake held no interest for the seventeenth-century artist.339 It is
absolutely essential to understand the figure and art of Stefano Erardi within the context of the
time. Erardi’s imitative practice betray not a limited artist but rather one who, following in the
footsteps of his contemporaries and the then-recent greats, sought in imitation self-education,
compositional inspiration and figures or parts ideal for quotation, along with an economically
advantageous opportunity. Imitation was a fundamental element in Stefano Erardi’s process
and an appreciation of his art necessitates an understanding of imitation within the context of
the Maltese and international Seicento.
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Chapter 3:
Stefano Erardi’s practice of following Prototypes

Within the context of the Seicento, the contemporary artist’s primary concern was the
production of works that would be deemed satisfactory to one’s patrons and, therefore, would
be profitable for the artist and his workshop.340 As extensively discussed supra, the obsession
of the artist with individuality and self-expression was gradually born over the subsequent
centuries.341 Generally, the seventeenth-century artist was thus not pre-occupied with being
unique; on the contrary, several artists purposely worked in a manner that was reminiscent of
a popular master or masters whose style was popular with the patrons of the time. As a result,
the styles and compositions of several artists often bore a striking similarity. In fact, question
marks over the authorship and attribution of works are far more problematic in eras such as the
Baroque when compared to the modern era, during which artists became typically far more
idiosyncratic in their personal language. The close affinity between styles and compositions at
the time is substantiated by the fact that the subject matter of art was far more restricted, often
limited to still-lives, portraits, idyllic landscapes and religious or historical scenes. In such a
context, it was thus only natural for certain compositional types to be passed down, used and
re-used as set prototypes by various artists.342
The majority of Stefano Erardi’s known oeuvre is comprised of religious works,
probably as a partial result of Malta’s fervent Catholicism, which was shared both by the Order
of St John and the Maltese population, including its nobility. He did, however, execute a
number of secular works, including the Flight from Troy (Private Collection) (Plate 39) as well
as the portraits of Grand Master Adrien de Wignacourt (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum,
Rabat) (Figure 38) and Grand Master Roman Perellos (Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta), among
several others.343 Whereas Erardi painted several full-length religious compositions intended
as altarpieces in local churches, works such as the Rapture of St Paul (Private Collection) (Plate
37) and a number of half-length saints in the Neapolitan style were probably intended for the
private market.344 In addition to his imitation of earlier masters through the replication of parts
or entire compositions, Erardi’s process of imitation also included the conception of a
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Figure 22: Giovanni Lanfranco, Pentecost, Pinacoteca Civica Palazzo Dei
Priori, Fermo.

novel composition that, however, follows the conventional prototype for the subject. In Erardi’s
oeuvre, this is perhaps best testified by his Descent of the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish Church)
(Plate 17) and his Our Lady of Sorrows (Franciscan Church of St Mary of Jesus, known as ‘Ta’
Ġieżu’, Valletta), which are clearly based on the celebrated masterpieces of the same subject
by Giovanni Lanfranco (Figure 22) and Annibale Carracci respectively (Pinacoteca Civica
Palazzo Dei Priori, Fermo; Museo di Capodimonte, Naples). Following very much in the Italian
Classicist and especially Emilian manner, his full-length works are almost all composed in
either a symmetrical arrangement of figures as in St Stephen with Saints Anne and Rosalie
(Qrendi Parish Church) (Figure 32) or else in a pyramidal or diagonal format; the latter two
include the conventional sacra conversazione format that was so popular within the Maltese
and international context, particularly in Italian art.345

Numerous instances of a sacra

conversazione composition are found within Erardi’s oeuvre, whereas several others follow the

345

Sciberras (2015), 160.

85

Figure 23: Stefano Erardi, Plague Saints (detail), Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta. © ReCoop

same, general pyramidal or diagonal compositions. Following in the prototype for their
respective subject, his versions of the Annunciation of the Virgin, the Adoration of the Magi,
the Assumption of the Virgin and the Immaculate Conception are all composed in a diagonal
or pyramidal manner that simultaneously distinguishes and bridges the earthly and the divine.
Upon comparison with works of the same subject in Italian art, it seems that Erardi generally
followed the typical prototype for the respective theme.
This chapter will deal with various works or group of works in which Erardi’s
compositions often followed those of the foreign masters. Whereas some works will be grouped
thematically, such as his various renditions of ‘The Annunciation’ or ‘The Assumption of the
Virgin’, others will be discussed according to their compositional type, as in those works which
fit into the conventional sacra conversazione format as well as his numerous half-length works
in the Neapolitan style.
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Figure 24: Stefano Erardi, Our Lady of Sorrows, Franciscan Church of St Mary of Jesus (Ta’ Ġieżu), Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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3.1 Following the established compositional types
- Composing in the Conventional Sacra Conversazione Type
The sacra conversazione – the portrayal of the Virgin and Child seemingly in conversation with
a number of figures, often saints, within the same plane, – was a compositional type that
became very popular in Christian art. Popularised and perfected during the Renaissance
period,346 as exemplified by Giovanni Bellini’s altarpiece for the Chiesa di San Giobbe in
Venice (today at the Accademia, Venice),347 its popularity would persist into the Baroque era.
It was after all a convenient way of simultaneously showing and inspiring devotion after the
Virgin, her Child, multiple saints as well as having the possibility to show off one’s patronage
through the inclusion of one’s portrait, all within a singular painting. The popularity of the
sacra conversazione meant that it was unavoidable that Erardi would produce numerous works
according to this type, among them his Virgin of the Rosary348 (Mellieħa Sanctuary Church)
(Figure 26) and the Virgin of Consolation (Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta).
The typical sacra conversazione typology in the Baroque era depicted the Virgin and
child elevated, often on clouds, significantly above the adoring saints.349 This is true for most,
if not all, of Stefano Erardi’s paintings of the sacra conversazione type; the Virgin of
Consolation (Augustine Church of St Mark, Rabat), the Virgin and Child with Saints Lawrence
and Nicholas (Qormi Parish Church) (Figure 88), the Madonna d’Itria (St Agatha Museum,
Rabat), the Virgin and Child with Saints (Birkirkara Collegiate Museum) and the Virgin of the
Rosary (Franciscan Conventuals, Valletta) (Figure 27), in addition to the aforementioned
works in Mosta and Mellieħa, all fit within the above description.350 The Virgin of Porto Salvo
(Oratorian church of Porto Salvo, Senglea) (Figure 25) – probably the collaborative work of
Filippino Dingli and his then-assistant Erardi351 – also follows the above formula, and it could
have further reinforced Erardi’s following of the conventional prototype. It would appear that
the painting that he produced alongside Dingli remained in the back of his mind; although the
346
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Virgin of the Rosary in Mellieħa is primarily based on a painting attributed to the circle of
Pacecco de Rosa352 (Private Collection) (Figure 28) – from which the kneeling St Dominic is
also quoted, – the figure of the Virgin appears to be more akin to the earlier Virgin of Porto
Salvo.
Parallels can be drawn between Erardi’s renditions of the Virgin of the Rosary in
Mellieħa with the work residing at the Franciscan Conventuals, Valletta353 – both mentioned
supra. Although the figure-groups of the Virgin and Child are derived from separate sources,
the kneeling saints are very closely affiliated. It would appear that Erardi once again looks
towards the aforementioned work in the manner of Pacecco de Rosa, or perhaps towards their
shared source. As evinced here, the execution of the sacra conversazione often followed
virtually the same composition with the figures and poses modified in order to better fit the
iconography of a particular saint or devotion.
Notably, the figure-group of the Virgin and Child in the work at the Franciscan
Conventuals, Valletta is replicated in his Virgin and Child with Saints Lawrence and Nicholas
(St George Parish Church, Qormi). This motif is clearly adopted from Giovanni Lanfranco’s
Virgin of the Rosary with Saints Dominic and Gennaro (Chiesa del Rosario, Afragola) (Figure
86).354 It is interesting to note that the same figure-group is also quoted by Enrico Regnaud in
his Virgin of Consolation for St Philip’s Parish Church, Ħaż-Żebbuġ.355 In addition to the
quotation of figures, Lanfranco’s work further reinforced the prototype, pyramidal sacra
conversazione composition with the Virgin and Child as saints stand on either side below. A
work that follows a similar formula (albeit consisting of more putti and angels) is the Virgin
and Child with Saints Petronius and John the Evangelist (Galleria Nazionale d'Arte Antica,
Rome) by Domenichino, Lanfranco’s rival. The figure of St Petronius is interestingly
somewhat similar to Erardi’s St Lawrence; if this allusion was intentional, it is possible that
Erardi was paying tribute to the two masters between whom a schism had rose following the
aforementioned affair surrounding the Last Communion of St Jerome.356
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Figure 25: Filippino Dingli with Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of
Porto Salvo, Oratorian Church of Porto Salvo, Senglea.
© Joe P. Borg

Figure 28: Pacecco de Rosa (circle of), The Virgin and
Child with Saints Philip Neri and Ignatius of Loyola,
Private Collection (sold at Christie's). © Christie’s.

Figure 26: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of the Rosary,
Sanctuary of the Virgin, Mellieħa. © Atelier del Restauro

Figure 27: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of the Rosary,
Franciscan Conventuals, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

90

Another work by Erardi whose composition is considerably similar to the Qormi panel
discussed above is the Virgin of Consolation (Augustine Church of St Mark, Rabat). Once
again, Erardi makes use of the pyramidal format as two adoring saints look up towards the
Virgin and her Child. This format is also adopted in the Virgin and Child with Saints John the
Baptist and Anthony the Abbot (Birkirkara Collegiate Museum). A different rendition of the
Virgin of Consolation executed for the old parish church of Mosta (Figure 29), however,
departs from this formula and is somewhat unique within Erardi’s oeuvre. Its most significant
novelty lies in the fact that the entire composition was actually portrayed over five canvases –
the main altarpiece and four laterals depicting Saints Cosmas, Lawrence, Philip Neri and
Damian.357 Unfortunately, the four laterals are today located in the church’s sacristy and are
thus separated from their original context. The four must have originally stood either below or
on either side of the main altarpiece.358 The four lateral saints accompany the additional four
adoring saints that stand below the Virgin in the main canvas; St Augustine and Monica
(closely associated with the iconography of the Virgin of Consolation) as well as St Nicholas
of Tolentino and Catherine of Alexandria. Furthermore, Saints Joseph, Anne and Joachim stand
on the same level as the Virgin and Child.359 This means that, within a singular sacra
conversazione¸ Erardi impressively manages to include a total of eleven adoring saints within
a cohesive and successful composition; a considerably more challenging task than most of his
other portrayals of a sacra conversazione, which generally consisted of between two to four
adoring saints.
However, even in its large number of figures, the Virgin of Consolation in Mosta is still
a calm, sweet rendition of the sacra conversazione. By comparison, Preti’s paintings of a sacra
conversazione were more dynamic, as evinced by his Holy Family with St Scholastica and
Other Saints (Church of St Scholastica, Vittoriosa) as well as his Virgin and Child with Saints
John the Baptist and Publius (Church of St Publius, Rabat).360 Whereas Erardi’s renditions
breathe the Classical air of Annibale Carracci and his Bolognese followers, Preti’s belong to a
more ‘baroque’ language that fused multiple influences, including that of the Caravaggists,
357
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Figure 29: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of Consolation (detail), Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta.

Venetians and Guercino.361 Meanwhile, Michelangelo Marullo’s own sacra conversazione in
the Parish Church of St Paul in Rabat – the Virgin and Child with Saints Philip Neri and
Anthony the Abbott – essentially translated into painting the stylistic manner of the sculptor
Melchiorre Cafa`.362 Although far from Preti’s style, Marullo’s work is likewise more dynamic
than Erardi’s. The Erardesque sacra conversazione was, however, perhaps the sweetest and
most classical that seventeenth-century Malta had to offer. A comparison of Erardi’s sacra
coversazione with Preti’s and Marullo’s stands as a testament to the contemporary influence of
the prototype and the artists’ willingness to follow whilst remaining true to their own, personal
language.
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Sciberras (2009), 103. It is interesting to note that Guercino is perhaps the most notable artist to have left a
significant observable influence on both Stefano Erardi and Mattia Preti, despite their stylistic differences. The
two did, however, absorb from the Bolognese master different qualities within their own art.
362
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- Symmetrically arranged compositions in the Bolognese style
Symmetry played a major role in the Baroque artist’s manner of composing, particularly those
who, belonging to the Classicist tradition, sought to turn back the clock on Mannerism and took
Renaissance art and particularly Raphael’s work as the fountainhead of their inspiration.363
Symmetry had had been one of the quintessential elements in Renaissance art, and was thus
naturally one of the elements that the Mannerist masters sought to undermine, as observable in
one of the greatest masterpieces of the era, Parmigianino’s Virgin of the Long Neck (Uffizi
Gallery, Florence). It was thus to be expected that the Bolognese Classicists consciously placed
significant emphasis on the symmetrical nature of their work. As a follower of the Bolognese
masters, symmetry would by extension thus be an integral element in the compositional style
of Stefano Erardi.364
Guido Reni’s Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Catherine, John the Evangelist, John
the Baptist and Bernard (Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna) (Figure 33) stands as a typical
example of symmetrical compositions typical of the early masters of the Emilian Baroque.
Such a frieze-like manner of the saints’ placement harks back to several compositions by
Raphael, including his own earlier rendition of the Coronation of the Virgin (Pinacoteca
Vaticana) but especially his St Cecilia with Saints Paul, John the Evangelist, Mary Magdalene
and Augustine (Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna) (Figure 30). Within Erardi’s oeuvre, St
Stephen with Saints Anne and Rosalie (Qrendi Parish Church) (Figure 32), the Martyrs of
Nagasaki (Jesuit Church, Valletta) and the Plague Saints (Parish Church of the Assumption,
Mosta) (Figure 31) are three works in which Erardi places his trio of saints in a similar
fashion.365 The work at Qrendi appears to particularly look towards Reni’s and Raphael’s
compositions as the saints alternate between looking upwards towards the heavens or else
directly at the onlooker. As in Raphael’s aforementioned composition, Erardi elects to occupy
the upper half of the work with angels, albeit larger in size and significantly closer to the earthbound saints.
In his depiction of the Martyrs of Nagasaki, the trio of saints – adopted from Guido
Cagnacci’s rendition of the subject in the Chiesa del Suffragio, Rimini366 – are transposed to
the upper part of the work whilst several figures, including their crucifiers, stand below.
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See Wittkower (1958).
Sciberras (2015), 160.
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Figure 33: Guido Reni, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints,
Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna. © WikiArt

Figure 30: Raphael, St Cecilia with Saints Paul, John
the Evangelist, Mary Magdalene and Augustine,
Pinacoteca Nazionale di Bologna. ©WikiArt

Figure 32: Stefano Erardi, Saints Stephen, Anne and
Rosalie, Qrendi Parish Church. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 31: Stefano Erardi, Plague Saints (with
later extensions), Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta. ©ReCoop
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Whereas the lower part of the painting is dynamic and comprises of several diagonals, the upper
stratum is far calmer as the three crucified martyrs patiently await their death and ascension
into the heavens, towards which their eyes are fixed. Parallels can here be drawn with the exvoto painting of the Plague Saints in Mosta, commissioned upon the outbreak of the plague in
1676.367 It is interesting to note that in both these works, as in Raphael’s St Cecilia with Other
Saints, the central figure is frontally portrayed whereas the others are slightly turned towards
the work’s centre. In Mosta, Saints Sebastian, Roque and Rosalie likewise look upwards
towards the heavens as four putti hover above them. It is a simple yet successful composition
that comprises of classical gestures and affetti so typical of Bolognese Classicism. It is
unfortunate that the work was enlarged from the top and bottom in order to fit the spatial
requirements of the new church, thus compromising Erardi’s original vision.368
The Plague Saints is a work that evinces Erardi’s practice of following prototypes not
solely with regards to the general composition but also in the case of specific figures. All three
saints followed their respective, iconographically standard depiction. The central St Roque, a
saint which Erardi also depicts in his Immaculate Conception with Saints Roque and Angelo
(St Roque Church, Valletta), appears to recall Preti’s depiction of the saint in his cycle of the
Immaculate Conception surrounded by plague saints in the Church of the Immaculate
Conception (better known locally as the Sarria Church) in Floriana (Figure 44).369 Erardi’s
work in St Roque Church and Preti’s cycle in Sarria both belong to the same period which
immediately followed 1676.370 The figure of St Rosalie, whose popularity increased
dramatically during those years, was similarly depicted as a stand-alone half-length saint by
Erardi on other occasions; the most notable of these works today forms part of MUŻA’s
collection. In his rendition of the female saint, it appears that Erardi looks away from Preti’s
model and conceives a saint belonging more to the manner of Anton Van Dyck. Situated in
Palermo when the plague of 1625 broke out, the Flemish painter’s various portrayals of the
city’s patron saint conditioned the subsequent iconography of the saint.371 In his own work,
whether through direct or indirect knowledge of it, Erardi’s Rosalie appears to pertain to the
Van Dyck type. It particularly parallels the figure in Van Dyck’s St Rosalie in Glory Crowned

Daniela Bisazza, ‘The Plague of 1676 in the Art of Malta’, unpublished B.A dissertation, Department of Art
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For further reading, see Bisazza (1998).
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by Two Angels (Apsley House, London).372 The portrayal of St Sebastian, meanwhile, seems
to recall Guido Reni’s half-length painting of the saint in the Capitoline Museums in Rome. A
half-length work of St Sebastian in the Wignacourt Collegiate Museum (Figure 39) which
virtually replicates the figure from Erardi’s Plague Saints has been attributed to Stefano
Erardi’s bottega, possibly executed by his son Alessio.373
The influence of Guido Reni, particularly his aforementioned Coronation of the Virgin
with Saints, on Stefano Erardi’s manner of composing is also observable in Erardi’s
Coronation of the Virgin with Saints (bozzetto, Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Plate
27).374 Between the two works there are certainly some compositional parallels as the lower,
earthly plane is occupied by four figures who react to the Virgin’s coronation above. Such a
dualist composition was typical of the subject, as also evinced by Raphael’s aforementioned
work and by Giovanni Lanfranco, whose rendition in the Chiesa di Sant’Agostino (Rome) is
quoted in this bozzetto.
Giovanni Lanfranco was an artist that exerted a significant influence on Stefano Erardi;
Lanfranco is the singular artist whom Erardi quotes on most occasions.375 Erardi’s indebtedness
to Lanfranco is also observable in his Descent of the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish Church)
(Plate 17).376 Although such a composition was fairly common at the time, as evinced by
Federico Zuccaro’s rendition in one of the panels that form the Retabla Major (Basilica of the
Escorial, Madrid), the composition appears to be primarily dependent on Giovanni Lanfranco’s
rendition of the subject in the Pinacoteca Comunale di Fermo (Figure 22). The Virgin’s position
at the very centre of the composition, seated on an elevation of a couple of steps, appears to be
a direct inspiration from Lanfranco. The placement of the surrounding apostles and disciples,
particularly those at the foreground, also appear to generally correspond to Lanfranco’s
painting, as does that of the Holy Dove, which in both works hovers above in the middle of a
semi-circle of golden light framed by clouds. Even in Lanfranco’s own work, the two kneeling
apostles closest to the viewer appear to recall Carracci’s masterpiece in the Cerasi Chapel,

372

Sterling, 54. Another version in a private collection in Paris is considered as an autograph work, whereas a
copy of it (not autograph) resides in the Museo Nazionale Palermo.
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which must have facilitated Erardi’s integration of the Carraccesque apostles377 within a
composition evidently indebted to Lanfranco.
Erardi’s seminal Christ and the Samaritan Woman (Figure 21), today at MUŻA, is
another painting in the Maltese master’s oeuvre that in its compositional type likewise betrays
the influence of a Bolognese master. It is a very sweet work that highlights Erardi’s technical
mastery. At the time of writing, it has not been observed as being either a copy or else as
consisting of a quotation, however this masterpiece reveals to the viewer an unmistakeable
cognition of the works of Guercino, whose half-length renditions of Biblical scenes had
garnered significant success and popularity.378 These include his St Peter Weeping Before the
Virgin (Musée du Louvre, Paris) and the Return of the Prodigal Son (Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Vienna), among other works. Upon comparison, it is clear that Erardi’s work breathes
the same air as Guercino’s own half-length renditions of the same subject, especially the
version at the Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid. It appears probable that Erardi was looking
at Guercino and composed his work accordingly. Similarly, Mattia Preti was notably another
artist that was heavily impacted by Guercino and likewise painted a number of half-length
Biblical narratives, among them the Baptism of Christ and the Incredulity of St Thomas (Figure
20), both at MUŻA.379 The latter is actually very heavily based on Guercino’s version of the
subject in the National Gallery in London.380
The works discussed above, among others, evince Erardi’s willingness to assimilate the
compositional style of the greats that preceded him, particularly those who painted in the
manner typical of the Emilian Seicento. When not producing a copy of an entire work, Erardi
consciously or otherwise recalled the compositions of these masters, conceiving of a novel,
though indebted, composition in which he occasionally integrated his typical quotations.
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- Single figure works in the Neapolitan manner
In addition to the more complex compositions discussed above, Stefano Erardi also executed a
significant number of half-length, single figure paintings generally intended for the private
market, although some were intended as side paintings to a larger work.381 These figures,
usually male saints, were portrayed against a plain, tenebrist background typical of the
Neapolitan language. Mattia Preti, often via the assistance of his prolific bottega, had produced
a large number of these half-length paintings in the Neapolitan style, which had garnered
significant success and popularity.382 As discussed supra, Erardi was alert to the demands of
the contemporary market and, not unlike the typical Seicento painter, was not unwilling to
compromise novelty for profit.383 It was thus only natural that Erardi would allow himself to
be influenced by the Calabrese and likewise produce numerous single figure works akin to the
Neapolitan manner.
Such works were very popular within the international context, as testified by Jusepe
de Ribera’s large number of paintings in this manner, such as the Portrait of an Apostle
(National Gallery, London). This work probably belonged as part of an apostolado; a series of
paintings of the apostles which had grown in popularity and which Ribera executed several
of.384 Several similar half-length works by Ribera are also found within the Maltese islands,
most notable among them the excellent painting of St Stephen (MUŻA, Valletta), which Ribera
had probably executed whilst in Naples. Other works by Ribera include an autograph portrayal
of St Francis of Paola (MUŻA, Valletta) and a bottega rendition of St Jerome (Grand Master’s
Palace, Valletta). Multiple versions of both paintings exist either by Ribera himself or his
assistants,385 which further testify to the popularity that such smaller works enjoyed,
particularly within the private market. Additionally, two half-length paintings pertaining to a
similar Neapolitan language by Massimo Stanzione – St Agatha and St Cecilia – are found
within the Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta; the early Maltese provenance of the former
is evinced by a copy belonging to a similar date in a Maltese private collection.386 The works
mentioned supra, among others, testify to the presence of the prototype of the half-length
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Neapolitan saint before Preti’s arrival, however it is undeniable that Preti enhanced their
popularity within the contemporary market. Apart from the examples that he might have seen
in Malta, Mattia Preti would have seen such works whilst in Naples, where the Caravaggist
influence that he had already absorbed from Rome was reinforced through the Neapolitan work
of Ribera and Caravaggio himself, among others.387
Guido Reni was another artist who executed a vast number of such easel paintings
throughout his career, a significant number of which were also replicated either by himself or
his assistants. As discussed supra, ‘Reni sees the composition as a kind of mold or pattern from
which he can produce as many replicas as he wishes.’388 This was especially easy for single
figure paintings destined for the private market, as evinced by his multiple, replicated
renditions of St Joseph and the Christ Child (Ramon Osuna Gallery, Washington DC;
Collection Constance Grimaud Foundation, FL) and St Roque (both versions are preserved
within Italian private collections). By comparison, Erardi likewise produced replicas of his
painting of St James (MUŻA, Valletta; Inquisitor’s Palace, Birgu).389 Interestingly, Erardi’s St
Peter (MUŻA, Valletta) appears to consciously or otherwise recall Guido Reni’s several own
half-length portrayals of the saint, particularly his painting of St Peter with his Hands Clasped
(Private Collection).390
Stefano Erardi produced a large number of works in this style, amongst the most notable
of these being a superb St John the Baptist (Private Collection) (Figure 36), a work which
betrays the influence of Guercino.391 A number of other works depicting realistic male saints
are to be found at MUŻA, including the aforementioned St Peter and St James. In front of a
plain background, these saints are often accompanied by the conventional attributes of the
iconography of the specific saint. It is interesting to note that among Erardi’s several halflength saints, at least two were replicated in larger-scale works. The figure of the Saint with an
Open Book (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Valletta) is re-appropriated in the Madonna d’Itria as
a kneeling St Paul while the figure of St Jude Thaddeus (also at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Valletta) was once again adopted as the face of St Paul in both the Immaculate Conception with
St Paul (St George Parish Church, Victoria, Gozo) (Figure 45) as well as in the Glory of St
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Figure 37: Stefano Erardi, St Zacharias, Private
Collection. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 35: Stefano Erardi, St George, Sacristy, St John’s
Co-Catedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 36: Stefano Erardi, St John the Baptist, Private Collection.
© Joe P. Borg

Figure 34: Mattia Preti, St George on Horseback (detail),
Chapel of Aragon, St John's Co-Cathedral, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Paul (St Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat).392 It is probable that in the conception of such halflength saints, Erardi would turn towards his sketches, cartoons or perhaps his prints and copies
and directly lift the face or entire upper body of a figure, re-appropriated with the
iconographically correct vestments and symbols of the saint in question. In an age in which
novelty was not a priority, for an artist that was especially prone to imitate and repeat himself
and other artists, Erardi would have certainly not spent unnecessary time in conceiving such
relatively simple works.
Interestingly, his two half-length depictions of St George (Church of the Annunciation,
Ħaż-Żebbuġ; Sacristy, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Figure 35) appear to be heavily
inspired from Mattia Preti’s rendition of the saint on horseback for the Chapel of Aragon also
within St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta (Figure 34).393 The aura and facial type of Erardi’s
saint clearly recalls Preti’s conception. Preti’s influence can be further observed in Erardi’s St
Zacharias (Private Collection) (Figure 37), which seems to look towards Preti’s rendition of
the saint in MUŻA.394 A comparison between the two works highlights Erardi’s tendency for
a harsher linearity, especially in his lighting. Such a similarity to Preti’s easel paintings can be
drawn when comparing the Calabrese’s Virgin of Sorrows (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum,
Rabat) with at least three versions of the subject attributed to Erardi. Those located within the
respective sacristies of the Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta and the Jesuit Church,
Valletta are identical, whereas the other autograph version forms part of the MUŻA collection
and is the stronger work.395 A comparable work to the MUŻA Virgin of Sorrows is the Christ
Child, also within the MUŻA collection. Both are noteworthy for their skilful rendition and for
their simplicity; devoid of any attributes, the viewer’s eyes thus rest on the respective faces of
the figures. In such works, Erardi invites the viewer to meditate on the humanity, spirituality
and divinity of the depicted saint.396
In addition to his portrayal of realistic individual saints and apostles, Erardi also
portrayed a number of half-length renditions of the Virgin and Child as well as smaller, halflength renditions of Biblical scenes, as discussed supra. In some cases as in the Annunciation
of the Virgin (Private Collection) (Figure 8) and the Visitation (Sacristy, St John’s CoCathedral, Valletta), these small works were essentially copied directly from Erardi’s own
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Figure 39: bottega of Stefano Erardi, St Sebastian, Wignacourt
Collegiate Museum, Rabat. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 38: Stefano Erardi, Portrait of Grand Master Alof
de Wignacourt, Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat.
© Joe P. Borg

large-scale works, in this case his earlier renditions in Mdina (Plate 13) and in the Oratory of
the Immaculate Conception (after Federico Barocci) (Plate 45) respectively.397 Whereas the
Visitation largely follows the Neapolitan manner wherein the two principal figures are
portrayed against a tenebrist background, the Annunciation is a brighter work. The bottega
painting of St Sebastian (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Figure 39), as discussed
above lifted from the master’s Plague Saints (Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta) (Figure
31), is another example.398
Apart from the religious works discussed above, Erardi also employed a similar, halflength prototype in his portraits, including his Portrait of Grand Master Adrien de Wignacourt
(Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Figure 38), Portrait of Grand Master Roman
Perellos (Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta) and a Portrait of an Ecclesiastic (MUŻA, Valletta).
This portraiture style had been popularised on an international scale by the Caravaggeschi, who
looked back and imitated the manner of Caravaggio’s several portraits, such as his Portrait of
Fra Antonio Martelli (Palazzo Pitti, Florence) (Figure 40), where the Maltese knight is placed
397
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Figure 40: Caravaggio, Portrait of Fra Antonio Martelli (or Portrait
of a Maltese Knight), Palazzo Pitti, Florence. © Wikimedia

in front of the master’s typical tenebrist background.399 Despite the stylistic similarity to
Erardi’s religious half-length compositions, there is however an essential dissimilarity in
approach. Whereas his half-length saints were often idealised, in the three portraits mentioned
above Erardi clearly adopted a naturalistic approach typical of Caravaggio’s style and
attempted to accurately capture his sitters’ likeness without idealistic embellishment.400 The
presence of such a large number of easel paintings in Malta testify to the popularity that such
works enjoyed during the seventeenth-century. The private market thus offered to the
contemporary artist a profitable opportunity in producing works which, as opposed to larger,
more complex composition, were certainly less time consuming. Erardi was aware of this and
evidently took advantage of it, as testified by his numerous single figure paintings in MUŻA
and elsewhere.

For further reading on Caravaggio’s Portrait of Fra Antonio Martelli, often referred to as Portrait of a
Maltese Knight, see Fausta Navarro, ‘Ritratto di Cavaliere di Malta’, Dentro Caravaggio, Rossella Vodret (ed.),
Italy, Skira, 2017, 176-179. Also see Langdon (1998), 340-363.
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3.2 Compositional variations on the same subject matter
- Erardi’s compositional type for the Annunciation of the Virgin
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta; Carmelite Priory Church,
Mdina; Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta; Church of the Annunciation, ĦażŻebbuġ; Private Collection

Throughout his career, Stefano Erardi executed at least four different altarpieces of the
Annunciation of the Virgin,401 all of which largely followed the same, established formula. A
further rendition, today within a Private Collection (Figure 8), is heavily based on the other
four works yet its size and format are considerably different, reflecting its intention as a work
produced for the private market. For this reason, the discussion below will only refer to the
four works produced as altarpieces for Mdina, Ħaż-Żebbuġ and Valletta. All four works follow
the standard iconography of the subject in Christian art, derived from the Gospel.402
The earliest of the four, dated to the 1650s, is the one that resides within the Oratory of
the Immaculate Conception.403 It is a largely faithful copy after Orazio Samacchini’s portrayal
of the subject (Pinacoteca di Forlì) (Figure 41),404 probably known through the engraving by
either Agostino Carracci or Domenico Tibaldi (Figure 49). Erardi’s most important rendition,
however, is that produced for the Carmelite Priory Church in Mdina (Plate 13).405 This
composition will essentially serve as the prototype for the two subsequent altarpieces as well
as the aforementioned easel painting of the subject. Although evidently a superior work, in
terms of composition the work in Mdina follows the same formula as the rendition in the
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception. The two works are both laid out in a pyramidal format
as the annunciate angel serves to link the earthly Virgin and the divine, which is represented
by putti, the Holy Dove and, solely in the Mdina work, also by God the Father himself.
Interestingly, the figure of God the Father is actually present in Samacchini’s original work yet
401
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Figure 41: Orazio Samacchini, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Pinacoteca di Forlì. © Pinacoteca di Forlì

is excluded by Erardi in his copy in the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception; it is perhaps
the most significant modification that Erardi implements in this work.
The compositional type delineated above follows the contemporary Italian prototype.
One of the closest works to Erardi’s Mdina depiction is that by Simone Peterzano in the Chiesa
di Santa Maria del Passione in Milan (Plate 14), which (as discussed above) Erardi must have
been familiar with and intentionally imitated as he composed his own work. In addition to the
placement of the principal figures, Erardi’s work also appears indebted to Peterzano’s in its
probable quotation of the figure of the Virgin and especially in its setting, with the scene
situated in a similar, interior setting which opens up to a natural landscape depicted in the
105

background.406 Peterzano’s work appears to have conditioned Erardi’s Mdina rendition, which
in turn impacted all of Erardi’s subsequent renditions of this momentous Biblical episode. All
four altarpieces generally follow the same formula; the submissive Virgin standing to the right
of the composition whereas the archangel Gabriel stands on the left, pointing upwards towards
a glimpse of the heavens. One should note that the Mdina angel bears a significant similarity
to Maratti’s in his own rendition of the Annunciation (Queen’s Private Chapel, Hampton Court
Palace) and it appears probable that the two were looking at the same source. In his subsequent
renditions, Erardi’s angel largely retained the same characteristics.
The version at the Oratory of the Onorati (Plate 49)407 is one of six laterals, considered
as the collaborative work of both Stefano and Alessio Erardi,408 which stand on either side of
Erardi’s earlier Assumption of the Virgin after Rubens (Plate 41). The lateral depicting the
Annunciation is essentially a copy after Stefano’s rendition in Mdina, although the upper
segment is simplified as the figure of God the Father is eliminated. The top half of the painting
is actually adopted entirely from Giovanni Lanfranco’s own telling of the Annunciation
(Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg) (Figure 73), which Erardi also quotes in another version
of the subject in the Church of the Annunciation, Ħaż-Żebbuġ (Figure 42)409 as well as in the
Flight into Egypt (Naxxar Parish Church) (Plate 30).410 Whereas the version in the Oratory of
the Onorati is otherwise largely unchanged from the earlier Mdina work, the rendition executed
for Ħaż-Żebbuġ is somewhat more compositionally independent, though still indebted to
Erardi’s earlier renditions.411 The most notable difference is perhaps the change in the Virgin’s
direction; she is now positioned to face the annunciate angel as opposed to the three other
works. The Annunciation in Ħaż-Żebbuġ, dated to 1697,412 is somewhat weaker than his earlier
portrayals of the subject, particularly when compared to his seminal work in Mdina.
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Figure 42: Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin,
Church of the Annunciation, Ħaż-Żebbuġ. © Joe P. Borg

Dr Stephen Pepper argues that once Guido Reni had ‘arrived at his basic composition
he saw no reason to change it.’413 By comparison, within the oeuvre of Stefano Erardi, a similar
mentality is perhaps best reflected in his several depictions of the Annunciation of the Virgin
discussed above. Seemingly based on Peterzano’s work with Samacchini’s composition also at
the back of his mind, in Mdina Erardi manages to create a satisfactory, successful composition
that he sees no reason to excessively modify in subsequent renditions of the same theme.
Following his earlier success, Erardi would have seen no reason to re-enter a time-consuming
process of conceiving a satisfactory composition for a depiction of the annunciation scene – a
process that he had already gone through, – and instead, much like Reni, rather produced
variations on the same basic composition.414

413

Pepper (1999), 32.
Referred to several times in this dissertation, Pepper (1999) argues that Reni’s oeuvre reflects how the
contemporary perception on repetition and novelty permitted the seventeenth-century artist to replicate
compositions and entire works.
414
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- Erardi’s compositional type for the Assumption of the Virgin
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta; Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
Church, Valletta; Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta

The Virgin’s ascent into heaven with body and soul is not recounted in the Gospels yet has
formed part of Catholic belief and tradition since Christianity’s early days. It was, however,
refuted by the Protestant reformation and was thus, as a reaction, emphasised in the subsequent
Catholic Counter-Reformation.415 The subject’s popularity during the art of the time is a clear
reflection of this and contemporary artists frequently told and re-told the Virgin’s assumption
on their canvases. Within the Maltese context, Stefano Erardi produced at least three version
of the Assumption of the Virgin. His earliest telling of the account is the painting, discussed
supra, within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception (Figure 43), which he probably
produced alongside Filippino Dingli.416 As aforementioned, the work is comprised of
essentially two half-copies; whereas the lower half of the painting is adopted from an unknown
source,417 the upper half of the painting is taken from Hans Speckaert’s conception of the
subject, engraved by Egilius Sadeler (Figure 75).418 Within the opposite oratory annexed to the
same church, Erardi executed another depiction of the same theme (Plate 41) which served as
the oratory’s titular work. It is, in turn, a faithful reproduction of Peter Paul Rubens’s modello
(Picture Gallery, Buckingham Palace) (Figure 46)419 for the eventual altarpiece that decorated
the Antwerp Cathedral, today located at the Kunsthistorisches Musuem in Vienna.420
Meanwhile, as observed by Sciberras, the version depicted for the old parish of Mosta (Plate
19) consists of quotations after Annibale Carracci’s famous rendition (Cerasi Chapel, Santa
Maria del Popolo, Rome).421

For further reading, see Sharon Lynne Heaphy, ‘Counter-Reformation agenda in the paintings of the Virgin
Mary’, unpublished M.A dissertation, Department of Fine Arts, University of Louisville, 2011.
416
As mentioned above, this was proposed by Sciberras. See Sciberras (2009), 95; (2015), 95-96 and Cassar
(2014).
417
As further discussed in Cat. 32, the lower half of the painting is identical to that of a recently-restored
painting of the Coronation of the Virgin in the Sacristy of St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta. Erardi and the
anonymous painter must have been looking at the same source. For further reading on the respective oratories of
the Immaculate Conception and the Onorati and their respective painting cycles, see Cassar (2014).
418
For further reading on Speckaert and Sadeler, see Van der Sman (2005). Refer to Cat. 32 for a discussion on
this work.
419
Sciberras (2015), 159.
420
The Assumption of the Virgin, Royal Collection Trust. Retrieved on 3 rd January 2020 from
https://www.rct.uk/collection/405335/the-assumption-of-the-virgin.
421
Sciberras (2015), 169-170.
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Upon comparison of Erardi’s three versions with the four different sources mentioned
above, one thing is immediately evident. All seven works are pyramidal, dualist composition
that at once create a distinction and a link between the earthly and the divine – between the
apostles who surround the open tomb, baffled at the miracle they just witnessed, and the risen
Virgin, her gaze fixed upwards towards her celestial destination . This dualist composition was
the established prototype for the subject in Italian art, as the sources that Erardi imitates serve
to testify.422 In all seven cases, the Virgin is depicted at the moment of her assumption,
supported by angels and encircled by clouds. Annibale Carracci’s rendition is probably the one
that differs most from the established composition, for the distinction between the Virgin and
the apostles is less pronounced when compared to the compositions by Rubens or Speckaert.
All three of Erardi’s renditions follow suit in creating a clear separation between the earthly
apostles and the divine Virgin. All three compositions enclose the earthly figures within a
horizontal rectangle whilst the upper section is composed according to a circular format,
accentuated through the positioning of the clouds and angels. Furthermore, two foreground
apostles are in the mentioned examples always depicted on either side of the tomb, who direct
the viewer’s gaze to the Virgin as they create diagonal directional lines that connect the lower
and upper segments of the composition, essentially enclosing the main figures within a
pyramidal shape.
A similar pyramidal composition for the theme of the Assumption of the Virgin was
also utilised by Guido Reni, Titian and El Greco among others.423 It is a compositional type
that to some extent harks back to the final work painted by the man considered as the Baroque
Classicist’s fountainhead of inspiration; Raphael’s Transfiguration (Vatican Museums, Rome).
The pyramidal, hierarchical format as well as the affetti of the apostles as they react to the
miracle are notable similarities that might have influenced sixteenth and seventeenth-century
admirers of Raphael, including Stefano Erardi, who would have been certainly aware of the
celebrated Transfiguration.
Upon comparison of the three renditions by Erardi, the earliest is certainly the least
successful version and the coming together of the two separate sources is not as cohesive as in

The evolution of the conventional type for the subject of the Virgin’s assumption is discussed in detail in
Livia Stoenescu, ‘The Visual Narratives of El Greco, Annibale Carracci and Rubens: Altarpieces of the
Assumption of the Virgin Mary in the Early Modern Age’, unpublished Phd dissertation, Department of Art,
Queen’s University, Colorado, 2009.
423
See Stoenescu (2009).
422
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Figure 43: Filippino Dingli
and Stefano Erardi, The
Assumption of the Virgin,
Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta.

his later work. This is probably a direct result of Erardi’s youth and inexperience as well as the
probable intrusion of Dingli’s less talented hand. The painting within the Oratory of the
Onorati424 is, being a copy after Rubens, obviously a very strong composition. That said,
Erardi’s execution in both draughtsmanship and colouring (the latter is, as noted supra,
completely different to Rubens’s original) is truly impressive and the Maltese master manages
to produce a copy of a genuinely high quality. The titular painting for Mosta, meanwhile, is a
work that at once exhibits Erardi’s technical proficiency as well as his ability to cohesively
integrate quotations within a novel composition. Taken from a print by Cornelis Bloemaert
after Ciro Ferri (Plate 20),425 the figure of St Paul kneels alongside the Carraccesque apostles,
who together stand in awe as the Virgin is elevated to the heavens; the Virgin and the
surrounding angels were either designed by Erardi himself or else taken from a third source so
far uncovered.
Despite their varying sources and varying qualities, the three works were conceived, as
aforementioned, according to the conventional prototype. It is clear, however, that the talented
Maltese painter could create a novel work of beauty even whilst pertaining to the established
prototype. Despite their overt indebtedness to a foreign source, Erardi’s paintings of the
Assumption of the Virgin particularly in the Oratory of the Onorati and in Mosta stand as two
of the finest renditions of the subject in the Maltese Seicento.

424
425

Refer to Cat. 3. For a discussion on the work’s context within the Oratory of the Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
Refer to Cat. 23.
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- Erardi’s versions of the Immaculate Conception
St. Roque Church, Valletta; St George Parish Church, Victoria, Gozo; Oratory of the Onorati,
Jesuit Church, Valletta

The theme of the Immaculate Conception was painted by Stefano Erardi on at least three
occasions. Whereas, as discussed above, repeated retellings of the Annunciation of the Virgin
and the Assumption of the Virgin were often heavily based on the earlier rendition, Erardi’s
three versions of the Immaculate Conception are somewhat more varied, though still sharing
several similarities. At the back of his mind, Erardi would have certainly had the titular painting
of the subject executed by Filippino Dingli for the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,426
in which oratory Erardi assisted Dingli in the execution of the six laterals. In this work, as per
the conventional prototype, the Virgin is elevated on clouds and stands on a crescent moon as
her hands are joined in prayer and her vestments billow around her. In Erardi’s own versions
in St Roque Church and in the Oratory of the Onorati, her pose appears to recall Dingli’s earlier
portrayal. In both works as in Dingli’s, the Virgin is surrounded by angels on either side and is
enclosed in a mandorla of golden light.
The composition within the Oratory of the Onorati is the one closest to the work
produced by Dingli; perhaps intentionally so in order to mirror the opposite oratory. In the
Onorati lateral painting (probably produced by both Stefano and Alessio Erardi),427 the Virgin
is completely circled by angels as in Dingli’s titular. Interestingly, no adoring saints are
depicted in either work despite their popularity in typical renditions of the subject. Another
notable similarity between the two works is the inclusion of God the Father watching over from
above, although Erardi elects to also portray Christ and the Holy Dove, thus completing the
Holy Trinity. It seems that Erardi, especially in this work, looked back towards the earlier
titular executed by his former master. That said, it appears that he also derived inspiration from
other masters. Whereas Dingli’s angels are all putti, in Erardi’s case those in the lower half of
the work are youthful, musical angels that seem to recall those within Guido Reni’s Coronation
of the Virgin (National Gallery, London). Although not an exact quotation, it seems that the
lute-playing angel with his back to the viewer is somewhat indebted to Reni’s work. His general

426

For further reading on this painting and Filippino Dingli, see Sciberras (2015), 95-97. Also see Cassar (2014)
for more on the work and cycle within the context of the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception.
427
Sciberras (2009), 230.
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Figure 44: Mattia
Preti, The Immaculate
Conception, Church of
the Immaculate
Conception (Ta'
Sarria), Floriana. ©
Joe P. Borg

position on the bottom right of the canvas is likewise akin to Reni’s. Furthermore, the angel
playing the flute and the angels playing the harp and the violin (or viola in Erardi’s case) seem
to also retain their general place within the composition.
Within the painting executed for the Church of St Roque, also in Valletta, it appears
that Erardi turns this time towards his great local rival, Mattia Preti. Upon comparison of
Erardi’s version in St Roque Church with Preti’s titular painting of the theme for the Sarria
Church in Floriana (Figure 44),428 it seems evident that in the conception of this work Erardi
allowed himself to be influenced by the Calabrese painter. In Sarria, Preti in turn looks back
towards the ex-voto cycle of frescoes that he had executed in Naples for the seven gates of the
city following the outbreak of the devastating plague of 1656. As observable in the sole
surviving fresco at the Porta San Gennaro and in the two surviving bozzetti (both at the Museo
428

For further reading on Preti’s work in Sarria, see Sciberras (2012 i), 62-62, 280-288 and Bisazza (1998).
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di Capodimonte, Naples), Preti’s conception of the Immaculate Conception was heavily based
on the iconography established in Revelations 12:1; ‘And a great sign appeared in heaven: A
woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve
stars’.429 When Preti found himself once again commissioned an ex-voto cycle in the face of
another bout of the bubonic plague, this time in Malta, the Italian master essentially re-visited
his earlier creation, separating the respective figures of the Immaculate Conception and the
votive saints on separate canvases. In his own conception, Erardi would have certainly referred
to Preti’s work as well as to the original literary source in the Book of Revelations.
Erardi’s Immaculate Conception with St Paul (St George Parish Church, Victoria)
(Figure 45), dated to the 1690s,430 is a more unique take on the theme of the Immaculate
Conception. In contrast with the two other depictions discussed above, in this painting the
Virgin is rendered seated rather than standing and is not, notably, the most prominent figure in
the picture space. The rendition of the Virgin is here less extravagant, with its seated pose as
well as the lack of billowing drapery and the reduced number of angels, none of which are
playing an instrument. That said, the Virgin otherwise corresponds to the conventional
iconography as she is crowned with twelve stars whilst her feet rests on a half-crescent moon.
Whereas in the painting for the Church of St Roque the emphasis is placed on the Virgin rather
than on the adoring plague saints, in this case the emphasis appears to be placed on the kneeling
St Paul, who looks in admiration at the Immaculate Conception. Whereas, possibly a result of
the influence of Preti and Reni, the two aforementioned paintings in Valletta are more elaborate
and dynamic, the work in Gozo is significantly less complex.
The three paintings of the Immaculate Conception offers an insight into the
seventeenth-century practice of replicating and re-using a subject’s conventional prototype
composition, or at least its prototype motif. Even in works which somewhat deviate from the
typical composition, as in the Immaculate Conception with St Paul, certain elements key to the
iconographical understanding of the theme would be retained. This was especially true for this
particular theme since the source material came directly from the Biblical text. The prototype
figure of the Immaculate Conception that Erardi knew of and reinforced would continue to be
influential long after the Maltese master’s final brushstroke.

James Clifton, ‘Mattia Preti's Frescoes for the City Gates of Naples’, The Art Bulletin, lxxvi, 3 (1994), 486489.
430
Sciberras (2015), 171.
429
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Figure 45: Stefano Erardi, The Immaculate Conception with St Paul, St George Parish Church, Victoria.
© Joe P. Borg
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Chapter 4:
Catalogue Entries

4.1 Full Copies in Stefano Erardi’s Known Oeuvre
The act of copying the work of an earlier master was a common practice within the Seicento,
practiced for various reasons, including the assimilation of the artist’s style, the demands of the
contemporary market as well as the replacement of the original, among others. As discussed
supra,431 the modernist perception of the artist and artistic originality has resulted in a
perception of the act of copying which does not necessarily reflect the general perception
within Erardi’s lifetime. As eloquently termed by Erwin Panofsky, within the Seicento such
copies could have been viewed as simply ‘a repetition of intention’.432
From Stefano Erardi’s known oeuvre, at least seventeen full copies have survived after
twelve different masters – most of which belong to the Baroque Classicist style. Domenichino
is the artist whose work Erardi copied the most, producing three faithful copies after the
Rapture of St Paul (Plate 37), Judith with the Head of Holofernes (Plate 35) and, perhaps most
notably, the Last Communion of St Jerome (all three copies are today preserved within private
collections).433 Erardi also produced two copies after the work of both Federico Barocci and
Federico Zuccaro. However, due to the contemporary presence of the esteemed originals on
the island, Erardi’s copies after Guido Reni’s Christ Embracing the Cross (MUŻA, Valletta)
(Figure 11) and Alessandro Turchi’s Flight into Egypt (Manchester Art Gallery) (Figure 12)
are, as aforementioned, perhaps the two most important faithful copies from the seventeen
recorded.434 The ability to stand in front of the original paintings meant that the works were
ideal for a better appreciation and assimilation of the masters’ respective manner.
In the seventeenth century, copies were produced by the greatest contemporary artists
and by regional artists alike, for both educational and profitable purposes.435 Erardi’s seventeen
copies discussed hereafter therefore reflect the artistic norms of the time. Furthermore, these
copies allow for a better understanding of the Maltese master’s process of assimilation, selfeducation and the masters which he most identified with.

431

The issue of the painted copy and its perception in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as opposed to
today is discussed in Chapter 1, particularly in Chapter 1.3. For further reading, refer to Feigenbaum (1992),
Pepper (1999) and Spear (2002).
432
See Panofsky (1930) and Loh (2007), 7.
433
The paintings of Judith with the Head of Holofernes and the Last Communion of St Jerome are discussed in
Sciberras (2015), 160. Also refer to Cats. 12, 11 respectively for a discussion on each work.
434
The copies themselves are both located at the Collegiate Church of St Lawrence, Birgu. See Cats. 1, 2.
435
This has been discussed above, particularly in Chapters 1.3, 2.1 and 2.4.
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1. Christ Embracing the Cross
oil on canvas, c. 225 x 160 cm
St Lawrence Collegiate Church, Birgu
Note: after Guido Reni

Erardi’s reproduction of Guido Reni’s Christ Embracing the Cross (MUŻA, Valletta) (Figure
11) is one of several that exist after the celebrated original, which testifies to the popularity and
fame that the work enjoyed even in the seventeenth century.436 The copy in St Lawrence’s
Collegiate Church in Birgu has long been recognised as the work of Stefano Erardi. In the
Descrizione Storica delle Chiese di Malta e Gozo, published in 1866, Achille Ferres mentions
the work as ‘La tela che rappresenta il [Santissimo] Salvatore, nella cappella di S. Francesco,
è copias dall' originale di Guido Reni, eseguita da S. Erardi.’

437

As mentioned above, the

importance of this painted copy lies in the fact that Erardi was looking not at a reproductive
print but rather at Reni’s original in itself. Despite Reni’s work being at the time located within
the Grand Master’s Palace in Valletta, it appears that artists were granted access to view and
copy the celebrated picture. The work’s fame, combined with Erardi’s own Classicist
predisposition and his willingness to educate himself through imitating and copying the work
of previous masters meant that it was perhaps inevitable that Erardi would produce a copy after
Reni’s masterpiece.
The original painting of Christ Embracing the Cross is one of the most important
artworks in Malta’s illustrious artistic legacy; it was probably the most popular painting present
on the island in between the respective residencies of Caravaggio and Mattia Preti.438 Mattia
Preti was likewise an admirer of Reni’s painting, which in the 1660s he described as a ‘most
436

This is discussed in Sciberras (2015), 71 as well as in Buhagiar (2009), 91. Buhagiar argues that the
influence of Reni’s art on the Maltese artistic scene is also evinced by several contemporary works painted in
his style.
437
Achille Ferres, Descrizione Storica delle Chiese di Malta e Gozo, Malta, 1866, 270.
438
Sciberras (2009), 79.
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beautiful Christ holding the cross in the nude belonging to the first manner of Guido Reni, very
beautiful.’439 Dated to the early 1620s, it is unfortunate that nothing is known of the context
behind the commission for Reni’s masterpiece, although its size may suggest that it was
originally intended as an altarpiece;440 it is unclear whether the work was commissioned
specifically for Malta or whether it arrived at a slightly later date.441 Its attribution to Guido
Reni was confirmed in 1971 by Dr Denis Mahon and Prof. Stephen Pepper.442
The painting’s composition is a simple one, with the risen Christ the sole figure in front
of a natural landscape. Whereas some of Erardi’s other copies are freer, in this work Erardi
accurately reproduces Reni’s impressive painting in both colour-scheme and composition;
Erardi takes no liberties and simply replicates the original conception. The faithfulness to the
original further substantiates the argument that this work presented Erardi with the opportunity
to stand before Reni’s actual work, rather than simply a reproduction, and absorb the lessons
that the Bolognese master had to offer.
As noted supra, Reni’s original is in itself an example of artistic imitation; the pose of
the figure of Christ clearly recalls Michelangelo’s Cristo Risorto in Santa Maria Sopra
Minerva, Rome.443 It is not improbable that Erardi was knowledgeable of Michelangelo’s work
through an individual print444 or through one of his libri, which would mean that he would
therefore have been able to appreciate Reni’s appropriation, in turn reinforcing his own
tendency to quote and imitate the work of his predecessors.

439

Sciberras (2015), 71-73.
Sciberras (2015), 71-73.
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Sciberras (2015), 71.
442
Buhagiar (1987), 85; mentioned in The Times of Malta, 2 June 1971.
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The sculpture was engraved by Nicolas Beatrizet (in the period 1540-1566) and Jacob Matham (around 1600)
among others. See British Museum Collection Online. Retrieved on 10th April 2020 from
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2. The Flight into Egypt
oil on canvas, c. 350 x 190 cm
St Lawrence Collegiate Church, Birgu
Note: after Alessandro Turchi

Within the same church as Erardi’s aforementioned copy after Reni, the Maltese painter’s copy
after Alessandro Turchi likewise stands as a testament to his openness to a method of selfeducation through faithful reproduction of the work of former masters. It is likewise notable
for being a copy that Erardi would have executed based on the original painting rather than a
print. The historical context behind the production of the copy is unknown, although it appears
to have arrived at the St Lawrence Collegiate Church in Birgu in the mid-nineteenth century.445
Similarly to the copy after Christ Embracing the Cross, the copy after Turchi today in Birgu
has long been attributed to Stefano Erardi. Both Ferres (1866) and Giuseppe Calleja (1881)446
identify the work as belonging to the hand of Erardi, although Ferres mistakenly describes it
as a copy after the work of Domenichino; ‘Il quadro, rappresentante la Fuga della sacra
famiglia in Egitto, è copia di S. Erardi, da presso l' originale del Domenichino…’.447 Several
other copies after Turchi’s work exist, testifying to the work’s popularity.
Turchi’s original painting (Figure 12) stood at the time as a side altarpiece in the Our
Lady of Porto Salvo Church in Valletta. Its location meant that it was easily accessible for local
artists, including Erardi, who must have been impressed by the work’s quality.448 The work
was eventually sold, probably to an English gentleman who might or might not be ‘Mr.
Sidebottom’; a label on the reverse of the painting identifies him as a former owner. 449 The
Mario Buhagiar, ‘The Artistic Heritage’, Birgu: A Maltese Maritime History, Lino Bugeja et al (eds.), Malta,
1993.
446
Giuseppe Calleja, ‘Breve Cenno sugli Oggetti di Belle Arti esistenti nella Chiesi di Malta’, L’Ordine, xiii,
630 (1861), 4. See Scicluna, 32.
447
Ferres, 269.
448
This work is discussed in Sciberras (2015), 73-75 and Buhagiar (2009), 91.
449
Scicluna, 31.
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work today forms part of the collection of the Manchester Art Gallery. It is interesting to note
that in itself, Turchi’s work was a replication of his own earlier work which once adorned the
demolished church of San Romualdo in Rome; it is today located at the Museo del Prado in
Madrid.450 At the time, it was one of Turchi’s most popular works in Rome, lauded by
contemporaries such as his biographer Giovanni Battista Passeri.451
The Rest on the Flight into Egypt depicts the Holy Family on their road to Egypt along
with two youthful figures, a young man in conversation with St Joseph and a young woman,
who pulls the donkey that carries the Virgin and her child. As in the Christ Embracing the
Cross after Reni, Erardi’s copy after Turchi is extremely faithful to the original, perhaps
reflecting Erardi’s self-educational intentions; or possibly the wishes of the patron to have the
original replicated. Whereas several other copies are more liberal in their faithfulness to the
original and appear to be an attempt to absorb the particular master’s compositional language,
the copies after Reni and Turchi appear almost as an educational exercise by which Erardi
attempted to assimilate the style of the two great Classicist masters. Erardi must have taken
advantage of the ability to stand before the two works in situ as opposed to his consultation of
several other works presumably via prints, which despite their undoubted benefits do not allow
for the appreciation of the artist’s brushwork or colouring. The educational benefits of copying
works by preceding masters is reflected in Erardi’s typical typology for the sweet face of the
Virgin throughout his oeuvre, which seem to recall Turchi’s own rendition of the Virgin’s face
in the Flight into Egypt.452 Sciberras argues that this work ‘defines… the stylistic parameters
of Stefano Erardi.’453
In addition to the compositional faithfulness, Erardi’s colour-scheme likewise closely
follows the original, although it is generally darker and the shadows somewhat more
emphasised. Erardi’s linear qualities persist even when accurately replicating another artist’s
work, which further evinces how even an extremely faithful copy can be, in its own way,
unique. The dark, chiaroscuro shadows amidst an otherwise vibrant, Classicist colour-scheme
is one of Erardi’s most recognisable qualities.

For further reading on Turchi’s original work, see Gabriele Finaldi, ‘Works by Alessandro Turchi for Spain
and an Unexpected Velázquez Connection’, The Burlington Magazine, cxlix, 1256 (2007).
451
Finaldi, 756. Finaldi argues that the several variants and copies of the work testify to the composition’s
contemporary popularity. Apart from the aforementioned work today at Manchester Art Gallery, Finaldi also
refers to other variants/copies in a Private Collection in Bologna, in San Pietro Apostolo, Sassoferrato and also
mentions the copy here being discussed in the Collegiate Church of St Lawrence in Birgu, Malta.
452
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3. The Assumption of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 370 x 240 cm
1663-1680
Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: after Peter Paul Rubens

The Assumption of the Virgin (Plate 41) after Peter Paul Rubens’s painting (Picture Gallery,
Buckingham Palace) (Figure 46) is perhaps Erardi’s best-known copy.454 It stands as the titular
of the Oratory of the Onorati, which was erected during the time of Grand Master Nicholas
Cotoner (1663-1680), as evinced by sculptural renditions of his coat-of-arms along the
oratory’s decorative program.455 Erardi’s titular, therefore, could be tentatively dated to the
same time frame.456 As in the Flight from Troy (Plate 39), Erardi’s colour-scheme points
towards Erardi’s consultation of the original work via a reproductive print,457 probably by
Flemish engraver Schelte Adams Bolswert (Plate 42). This is further substantiated by the
inverted manner of both Erardi’s composition and Bolswert’s engraving when compared to the
original painting. Although the details of the commission are not known, it does not seem
unlikely that the Jesuit patrons would have been cognizant of Rubens’s work through
Bolswert’s print and from the onset intended for their oratory’s titular its re-translation into
paint.
The work depicts the Virgin being raised to the heavens on clouds and putti as the
apostles, through a variety of gestures and affetti, react to the miracle. Interestingly, the
composition engraved by Bolswert and here painted by Erardi does not reproduce Rubens’s

454

For a discussion on the work and its context within the Oratory of the Onorati, see Cassar (2014). For a
discussion on Rubens’s own perception and practice of imitation, discussed in Chapter 1, see Muller (1982).
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This is substantiated by Ferres (p. 194), who likewise mentions that the oratory was built during the rule of
Grand Master Cotoner. Whereas Ferres recognises the titular painting as the work of Stefano Erardi, the lateral
paintings are described as the work of Alessio – an enduring belief that was revised by Sciberras (2009).
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Figure 46: Peter Paul Rubens, The Assumption of the Virgin, Picture Gallery, Buckingham Palace, London.
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final version of the subject but rather one of two surviving, relatively small modelli; the other
modello is located at the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg.458 These two works were painted
probably around 1611-12 in an attempt to impress the nuns of the Antwerp Cathedral and as a
result earn the commission for the cathedral’s high altar. Either due to personal preference or
perhaps due to the wishes of the patrons, the eventual altarpiece was a combination of the upper
half of the Royal Collection modello with the lower half of the Hermitage modello to form the
work which would later be relocated to the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, where it
resides today.459
In contrast to Rubens’s softer manner and palette, Erardi’s work is significantly darker
and more linear. The upper half is particularly different, with the blue-and-white scheme
replaced by the Virgin’s vibrant red and blue vestments in front of an ochre-yellowish
background. Although probably a circumstantial result of the use of a print rather than an
intended alteration, such a difference substantiates the argument that even in faithfully copying
an artwork, an artist is capable of re-interpreting the work; repeating the intention in his own
singular language.
Compositionally, there are very few changes in Erardi’s copy when compared to the
original. Perhaps the most noticeable is the scene being cropped, almost certainly in order to
fit the spatial requirements of its place within the oratory. The only two observable changes to
the figures within the scene are the transposition of the putto holding the palm-leaf to the right
side of the composition and the addition of an apostle behind St Peter. The latter must have
been added in order to keep the number of apostles at eleven, since the left-most apostle in
Rubens’s original was cropped out of the scene. Interestingly, the raised arms of one of the
apostles are removed, probably not to over-complicate an already crowded area.

For an intriguing discussion on the Hermitage painting’s innovative iconography and Rubens’s source of
inspiration, see David Freedberg, ‘A Source for Rubens's Modello of the Assumption and Coronation of the
Virgin: A Case Study in the Response to Images’, The Burlington Magazine, cxx, 904, (1978).
459
The Assumption of the Virgin, Royal Collection Trust. Retrieved on 3 rd January 2020 from
https://www.rct.uk/collection/405335/the-assumption-of-the-virgin.
458
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4. The Presentation of Christ in the Temple
oil on canvas, 280 x 200 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: after Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro

The Presentation of Christ in the Temple (or the Circumcision of Christ) (Plate 43) is
chronologically the penultimate work from the series of six lateral paintings within the Oratory
of the Immaculate Conception, annexed to the Jesuit Church in Valletta. The cycle of works
within this oratory were first associated with Filippino Dingli by Sciberras,460 who later
suggested Erardi’s involvement in the execution of the laterals. Like the Presentation of the
Virgin in the Temple and the Nativity of the Virgin,461 this work appears to be derived from
Cornelis Cort’s engravings after the designs of Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro. It appears that
these designs were probably never executed as paintings but were rather drawings specifically
produced to be engraved by Cort; it is unclear whether the three compositions were originally
conceived by Federico himself or rather his brother Taddeo.462 This was not uncommon in the
Renaissance and Baroque eras; Raphael similarly conceived of several drawings with the
intention to have them printed by Marcantonio Raimondi.463 Among other artists, Raphael and
Zuccaro perceived in the medium of the print a means to disseminate their style and their
novelty to an audience far wider than any painting could reach.
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Sciberras (2009), 95. The titular painting as well as the laterals within the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception were first given their due historical importance by Sciberras. See also Sciberras (2015), 95-96 and
Cassar (2014).
461
For the Presentation of the Virgin and the Nativity of the Virgin, refer to Cats. 5 and 31 respectively.
462
Various authorities disagree on their attribution to either brother. Since Federico also intended to use Cort’s
engravings to popularise the work of his late brother, it is possible that the original composition was actually
Taddeo’s.
463
Wilkinson, 237. The Massacre of the Innocents, which Erardi quotes in his own rendition of the subject (see
Cat. 18), appears to be one such example.
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Figure 47: The interior of the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta.

Erardi’s source for the three aforementioned laterals must have therefore been Cornelis
Cort’s prints.464 It is not improbable that Dingli or Erardi had acquired a collection of
engravings by the renowned Dutch engraver. Cort also reproduced works such as the Wedding
of Cana after Lorenzo Sabatini (Figure 56),465 which Stefano Erardi also replicated for the
Oratory of Charity, St Paul’s Shipwreck Church, Valletta.
Of the three works derived from Zuccaro, Erardi’s Presentation of Christ in the Temple
is the most faithful to the original composition; it is virtually identical to Cort’s engraving
(Plate 44). The only two noticeable modifications within the composition are the elimination
of a third, largely hidden, kneeling female figure and the simplification of the architectural
background at the uppermost part of the painting, as well as the elimination of the chandelier.
Other than that, Erardi’s copy essentially reproduces Zuccaro’s design in a somewhat restrained
palette dominated by earthly hues, not dissimilar from Turchi’s colour-scheme in works such
as his Annunciation of the Virgin and Visitation (both at the Museo del Prado, Madrid).

464

For a discussion on Cornelis Cort and his working relationship with Federico Zuccaro, see Van der Sman
(2005) and Bury (2001), 114-115, 147-148.
465
See Bury (2001), 23. Refer to Cat. 15.
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The six lateral paintings within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, which stand
on either side of Filippino Dingli’s titular of the Immaculate Conception, recount six important
episodes from the life of the Virgin. As discussed above, the lateral paintings were probably
executed collaboratively between Dingli and two probable assistants – Stefano Erardi and an
anonymous, lesser artist.466 The cycle should thus be dated to the early to mid-1650s; certainly
earlier than works such as the Martyrs of Nagasaki and Pope St Sylvester (Figure 19), which
are dated respectively to 1657 and 1661.467 Even within the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception, Erardi quickly outshone his master Dingli, and it appears that the quality of the
six laterals somewhat corresponds to the varying degrees of Erardi’s accomplished brush as
opposed to his weaker collaborators.468
Whereas three of the laterals are heavily indebted to the design of Federico or Taddeo
Zuccaro, the other three – the Annunciation, the Visitation (Plate 45) and the Assumption of the
Virgin (Figure 43) – look back towards Orazio Samacchini (Figure 41, Figure 49), Federico
Barocci (Plate 46) and Hans Speckaert (Figure 75) respectively.469 The fact that all six laterals
within the cycle are derivative perhaps reflects Erardi’s self-education through assimilation of
the compositions of the masters whilst simultaneously guaranteeing the quality of the executed
work. The possibility that Dingli, as his master, played a role in the consultation of the works
of earlier masters should not be excluded.
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This was first suggested by Sciberras. See Cassar, 138.
Sciberras (2015), 159; for the Martyrs of Nagasaki, see Scicluna, 69 and refer to Cat. 27.
468
The following order is suggested in Cassar (2014), 138; the first work to be executed by Dingli was probably
the titular painting of the Immaculate Conception, followed by the lateral paintings of the Presentation of the
Virgin, the Nativity of the Virgin and the Assumption of the Virgin, all three with the assistance of Stefano
Erardi. Erardi probably took over the project for the remaining three laterals of the Presentation of Christ, the
Visitation of Christ and the Annunciation of the Virgin as reflected (especially in the latter) in their higher
quality.
469
Refer to Cats. 6, 7 and 32 respectively.
467
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5. The Presentation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 280 x 200 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: after Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro

In the conception of the Presentation of the Virgin, the second episode within the cycle after
the Nativity of the Virgin,470 Dingli and Erardi appear to once again look towards Cornelis
Cort’s print after Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro’s design (Figure 48).471 According to the
conventional prototype, the youthful Virgin, accompanied by her mother, ascends the stairs to
the temple and is greeted by the priest whilst other figures look on. Although not an exact copy
of Zuccaro’s design, the composition is virtually replicated with the figures themselves being
modified or replaced, while others were added or removed.
Perhaps the most notable reduction is the male figure that in the original clings to the
column next to the three protagonist figures, which Erardi chooses to completely eliminate.
Due to the scene being cropped along the column, the additional two figures which originally
stood behind it are likewise removed. Three figures, with the third barely hinted, are instead
added behind the figure of St Anne. The foreground figure, meanwhile, is transformed from a
bearded man to a breastfeeding woman, which seems to somewhat recall a figure from another
painting by Zuccaro himself, specifically the Virgin and Child with St Anne in the Church of
St Francis of Assisi in Turin.
From the three central figures, the figure of St Anne is the one that is modified the most,
with Erardi adjusting the direction of her gaze as well as adding her outreached hand.
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Refer to Cassar (2014) for a discussion on the work and its context within the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception. As mentioned in Cat. 4, it was Sciberras who first suggested Erardi’s involvement in the execution
of the lateral paintings within the aforementioned oratory. See Sciberras (2009), 95.
471
As discussed in Cat. 4, it appears that Zuccaro’s composition of the Presentation of the Virgin was not
executed as a painting but was rather from the onset intended to be disseminated via Cort’s engravings. For a
discussion on Cort and Zuccaro’s working relationship, see Van der Sman (2005) and Bury (2001), 114-115,
147-148.
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Figure 48: Cornelis Cort, after Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro, The Presentation of the
Virgin. © Rijksmuseum

Furthermore, her slightly lower position in Erardi’s work somewhat emphasizes the pyramidal
structure of the composition. The Virgin herself appears in Erardi’s work to be portrayed at a
younger age than in Zuccaro’s version; certainly the most notable modification to the figure of
the Virgin. Additionally, her gaze looks straight ahead rather than up towards the priest, while
the originally bare feet are in Erardi’s composition clad in sandals. The figure of the priest,
meanwhile, appears unchanged, apart from the slight modifications to his hands and his
vestibule. As for the four figures behind him, the only one that is directly adopted from Zuccaro
is the one closest to the column. The other three retain their position but are otherwise
completely reinvented. Other observable changes include the enlargement of the doorway, in
which Erardi’s figures fit more comfortably, and the addition of the tree as well as the
architectural feature at the background.
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6. The Annunciation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 270 x 200 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: after Orazio Samacchini

The third episode within the cycle is a copy of Orazio Samacchini’s Annunciation of the Virgin
today in the Pinacoteca di Forlì (Figure 41), a work which was engraved by Agostino Carracci
and Domenico Tibaldi (Figure 49) among others. Upon comparison of Erardi’s copy with
Samacchini’s original work and the reproductive prints by Carracci and Tibaldi, it would
appear that Erardi was looking not at the original painting but rather referred to the composition
via either print. Both Agostino and Tibaldi implemented in their reproduction certain minor
modifications that are repeated by Erardi, such as the angle of the Virgin’s pose and hand, the
removal of the casket next to her feet and the enlarged lectern. Samacchini’s composition
reflects the established prototype for the subject matter as the annunciate angel and the
submissive Virgin are, through the use of affetti, painted in the act of delivering or receiving
the news as the Holy Dove flies into the composition.472
This painting emerges as arguably the strongest work from the cycle within the Oratory
of the Immaculate Conception, probably because it is the work in which the presence of the
hand of either Dingli or a lesser third artist is least present as opposed to that of Stefano Erardi.
It appears probable that Erardi executed this painting predominantly on his own473 – certainly
with respect to the central figures. If Dingli was indeed his foremost master, this painting thus
evinces how even at a young age Erardi quickly surpassed him. As aforementioned, this is
further substantiated by works such as the Martyrs of Nagasaki and Pope St Sylvester (Figure

For a discussion on the established prototype on the subject and how this affected Erardi’s future renditions
of the theme, see Chapter 3.2. For further reading see Robb (1936).
473
This was first suggested by Sciberras; see Cassar, 138-140. As mentioned in Cat. 4, it was Sciberras who first
suggested Erardi’s involvement in the execution of the lateral paintings within the aforementioned oratory. See
Sciberras (2009), 95.
472
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19), respectively dated to 1657 and 1661.474 The central area of the work is replicated from the
print without any major modifications, however Erardi (perhaps following Dingli’s orders)
simplifies the upper section of the composition. The figure of God the Father is eliminated,
whilst the poses of the putti are significantly less complex. Otherwise, the composition is only
slightly altered from the engravings by Carracci or Tibaldi. The Holy Dove is retained, albeit
moved further towards the top-left area of the picture. The space between the Virgin and the
archangel Gabriel is also increased. Other changes include the removal of the chair in the
central background and the simplification of the bed behind the Virgin. The two protagonist
figures are, meanwhile, accurately replicated, although the figure of the angel is no longer
barefoot and is elevated on a cloud. Both the faces of the angel and especially the Virgin are
rendered in a sweeter manner typical of Erardi’s style.
As discussed earlier, subsequent renditions of the Annunciation scene within Erardi’s
career are all composed in the same manner as his first within the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception; the annunciate angel on the left-hand side, the submissive Virgin on the right
whilst angels and the Holy Spirit or God the Father look on from above. Although such a
compositional prototype was typical of the time, Samacchini’s work probably further
reinforced this pattern within Erardi’s own practice.475 Interestingly, although the figure of God
is eliminated in the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, in Erardi’s more famous and more
successful Mdina version (Plate 13) the figure of God is included;476 perhaps a conscious or
unconscious result of his earlier imitation of Samacchini’s composition.
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Sciberras (2015), 159; for the Martyrs of Nagasaki, see Scicluna, 69 and refer to Cat. 27.
Refer to Chapter 3.2.
476
See Cat. 21.
475
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Figure 49: Domenico Tibaldi, after Orazio Samacchini, The Annunciation of the Virgin. © Rijksmuseum
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7. The Visitation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 270 x 200 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: after Federico Barocci

The Visitation of the Virgin (Plate 45), the fourth episode in the oratory’s narrative, is a
successful composition that replicates Federico Barocci’s interpretation of the subject within
the Chapel of the Visitation, Chiesa Nuova, Rome (Figure 50).477 It depicts the moment that
Elizabeth meets her sister Mary at the door as the two rejoice at the miracles of their respective
pregnancies. A weary St Joseph enters the scene from the left as he pulls a donkey behind him,
whilst Joachim and an additional female figure look on. Joseph, Joachim and the female figure
essentially frame the central protagonists. Compositionally, Erardi’s copy478 is essentially a
replica of Barocci’s earlier work, with few, largely insignificant changes; the removal of the
lowest stair, the removal of the two birds from the foreground female figure’s basket, the
sweeter landscape background and the reduction in size of the mule’s head. Colour-wise,
however, the difference is considerable, which as discussed above points towards Erardi’s use
of a reproductive print, probably either Gysbert van Veen’s (Plate 46) or Philippe Thomassin’s
(respectively dated to 1588 and 1594). This possibility is further substantiated by the fact that
Erardi’s work face the same direction as van Veen’s and Thomassin’s print, which in turn face
the same direction as Barocci’s original painting.
When Barocci’s painting was unveiled at the Chiesa Nuova in 1586, it left such a mark
that locals supposedly queued to stand before the work for three days.479 The composition was

For a discussion on Barocci’s original and its contemporary fame and reveration, see Ian Verstegen,
‘Federico Barocci, Federico Borromeo, and the Oratorian Orbit’, Renaissance Quarterly, lvi, 1 (2003), 56-87.
Also see Andrea Emiliani (ed.), Federico Barocci, Edizioni Alfa, Bologna, 1975. For a discussion on Erardi’s
copy and the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, see Cassar (2014).
478
As mentioned in Cat. 4, it was Sciberras who first suggested Erardi’s involvement in the execution of the
lateral paintings within the aforementioned oratory. See Sciberras (2009), 95.
479
Verstegen, 62.
477
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Figure 50: Federico
Barocci, The Visitation
of the Virgin, Chiesa
Nuova, Rome.

shortly after disseminated internationally through the prints of Thomassin and Van Veen. The
work’s fame was further enhanced by the reports of Giovanni Baglione and Giovanni Pietro
Bellori, who recounted how Filippo Neri fell in love with the work and ‘would stay in the
chapel of the Visitation where he pleasurably and willingly contemplated the image of
Barocci’. Some reports even claimed that Filippo Neri experienced visions and was witnessed
in a state of ecstasy in front of Barocci’s masterpiece.480 It is not improbable that Erardi, Dingli
or their Jesuit patrons were familiar with this story, which might have possibly influenced their
decision to turn towards this specific work for their painting in the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception.
Notably, a half-length Visitation within the sacristy of St John’s Co-Cathedral that is
likewise indebted to Barocci has been also attributed to Stefano Erardi.481 It is essentially also
a copy after the same painting by Barocci, although in this case the composition is cropped to
only include the half-length figures of the Virgin Mary and her sister Elizabeth.482
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Verstegen, 65.
Scicluna, 34.
482
As discussed in Chapter 3, half-length works enjoyed significant popularity at the time, particularly within
the private market. Within the local context, Preti and Erardi both executed a large number of half-length works,
certainly influenced by cognition of the works of Guercino and Reni among others.
481
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8. The Flight from Troy
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Private Collection
Note: after Federico Barocci

Stefano Erardi’s Flight from Troy (Plate 39) is a gallery picture that was first identified by
Sciberras in 2008, during which year it was subsequently sold by auction and restored. 483 It is
a copy after Federico Barocci’s rendition of the subject today within the Galleria Borghese
(Figure 51), which is actually itself a replica of an earlier version (now lost) which was painted
for the emperor of Prague a decade earlier.484 Its size and secular subject, derived from
Classical mythology, suggest that it was from the onset intended for the private market. The
composition depicts Aeneas escaping from Troy,485 carrying his father on his back as his son
accompanied by his son Anchises and his wife Creusa, behind whom a doorway opens up to
the fighting which they are leaving behind. As observed by Sciberras, the significantly variant
colour-scheme utilised by Erardi in comparison to the Galleria Borghese painting suggests
cognition of the work through a reproductive print, possibly the version executed by Agostino
Carracci (Plate 40).486 It is probable that, apart from the aforementioned works after Reni and
Turchi, most of Erardi’s copies were produced either through consultation of reproductive
prints or through an earlier copy.
Apart from the difference in colour-scheme and Erardi’s increased emphasis on
linearity and chiaroscuro, the work is virtually identical to Barocci’s original. Perhaps the only
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Sciberras (2009), 431.
Paolo Moreno and Chiara Stefano, The Borghese Gallery, Touring Club Italiano, Milan, 2000, 386.
485
According to the Louvre website, the motif of Aeneas carrying his father was inspired by engravings by
Giorgio Ghisi and Giovanni Jacopo Caraglio, who in turn looked towards Raphael’s Fire in the Borgo (Vatican
Stanze, Rome). Retrieved on 13th March 2020 from https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/aeneas-carryinghis-father-burning-troy.
486
Sciberras (2015), 160.
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Figure 51: Federico Barocci, The Flight from Troy, Galleria Borghese, Rome. © Galleria Borghese

other notable difference is the facial rendition of the woman and the child, which in Erardi’s
copy are somewhat sweeter; the sweet facial type was a typical trait of Erardi’s language.
Additionally, minor changes appear to be implemented in the bottom-right corner, with the
exact angle, size and position of the objects being slightly modified in Erardi’s work.
Federico Barocci was imitated by Erardi on at least two other occasions; producing a
faithful copy of the Visitation (Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta)
(Plate 45) and quoting the central protagonist figures in the painting of the Madonna d’Itria
(St. Agatha Museum, Rabat).487 This suggests that compositionally and stylistically the works
of Barocci appealed to Erardi not only on an individual level but also as consisting of a manner
that would likewise appeal to his patrons.
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Refer to Cat. 7 and Cat. 28 respectively.
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9. The Adoration of the Magi
oil on canvas, c. 390 x 260 cm
c. 1709
Naxxar Parish Church
Note: after Carlo Maratti

The Adoration of the Magi (Plate 33) after Carlo Maratti is one of two lateral paintings executed
by Stefano Erardi for the Naxxar Parish Church, in what was the Maltese master’s final largescale commission.488 After Cocco Palmieri’s pastoral visit to the church on May 12th, 1709, the
two works are described as ‘de recenter confecta’, which suggests the dating of the works to
circa 1709.489 In the Adoration of the Magi, the artist revisits the theme of the painting that he
had executed for the Order’s conventual church over forty years earlier (Plate 6). Interestingly,
in 1866 Ferres refers to Erardi’s two Naxxar paintings as faithful copies after Giulio Romano;
‘I due laterali al medesimo sono due copie fedeli, eseguite da Stefano Erardi, da presso gli
originali di Giulio Romano rappresentano la Fuga in Egitto e l'Adorazione dei Magi.’490 This
has since been disproved. Whereas the Adoration of the Magi is a copy after Maratti’s print of
the subject, the Flight into Egypt (Plate 30) consists of quotations after Giovanni Lanfranco
and Mattia Preti.491
Although not without its compositional similarities to the painting of the Adoration of
the Magi in the Church of San Marco Evangelista al Campidoglio in Rome, the print that Erardi
must have owned is another variation of the theme, probably the version engraved by Maratti
himself (Plate 34).492 This composition does not appear to have ever been executed as a
painting, although a close variation of it, the Adoration of the Magi (in Garland), is located at
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Sciberras (2009), 229.
AAF VP Cocco Palmieri (1708-1710), Volume XXVIII, f. 225v; Scicluna, 36.
490
Ferres, 336.
491
Refer to Cat. 30.
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Erardi’s indebtedness to Maratti’s print was first brought to my attention by Andrea Depasquale.
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Figure 53: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi (detail),
Naxxar Parish Church. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 52: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi
(detail), Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral,
Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg. Maratti’s print might have been brought to Stefano
Erardi by his son Alessio, who in his Roman stay gravitated to Maratti’s circle and presumably
acquired prints by or after the master to add to the collection that he and his father were
amassing in Malta. This was perhaps inevitable since Maratti was not only then the leading
painter in Rome493 but also painted in a style that Alessio, influenced by his father, was
naturally predisposed to.
Erardi’s reproduction is largely faithful to Maratti’s original composition, with very
few modifications to the six principal figures from Maratti’s scene. Perhaps the most significant
of these changes is the pose of the infant Christ, who is basically re-appropriated from his own
earlier rendition in Valletta.494 As in the earlier work, the foremost wise man is portrayed in
the act of tenderly holding the foot of the child Christ rather than, as in Maratti’s original,
presenting his gift. Erardi’s earlier, more famous and more successful version would have
certainly been at the back of his mind, as somewhat evinced by these changes.

493
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See Wittkower (1958), II, 145-147.
Refer to Cat. 20.
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10. Carlo Borromeo Administering to the Plague Stricken
oil on canvas, N/A cm495
Private Collection
Note: after Pierre Mignard

Stefano Erardi’s depiction of Carlo Borromeo Administering to the Plague Stricken (located
within a private collection) (Figure 54), is a copy after Pierre Mignard’s original composition,
of which several versions exist; the probable original is that which resides at the Musée de
Narbonne, whereas the version in the Musée de Beaux-Arts, Caen was probably the artist’s
bozzetto. Erardi’s copy, first attributed by Sciberras,496 was probably intended as a companion
work to another copy after Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome,497 with both works
dealing with the subject of the Eucharist. Their format and relatively small size indicate that
they were almost certainly produced specifically for the private market. Interestingly, the two
works somewhat mirror each other also in composition, and it is quite possible that Mignard
was himself looking at Domenichino or even at Domenichino’s own source, Agostino
Carracci’s earlier rendition of the theme.
In his composition, Mignard places Carlo Borromeo at the centre of the picture space
as he administers the Eucharist to a number of plague-ridden faithful. A number of followers
look on from behind him, whilst two putti hover above. Erardi’s copy is largely very faithful
to the original, with the sole major modification being the elimination of the background scene.
It remains unclear whether Erardi was looking at the widely disseminated print by Francois de
Poilly (Figure 55) or rather at a painted copy; the original in Narbonne and de Poilly’s
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The dimensions of works preserved in private collections were not measured due to the Coronavirus outbreak
and the subsequent distancing measures. Such works are thus recorded as N/A cm.
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Sciberras’s attribution of this work to Erardi was first presented at auction by Obelisk Auctions in 2010. For
further reading on the work see Christian Attard, ‘Carlo’s Passion: The Iconography and Cult of San Carlo
Borromeo in Malta’, Treasures of Malta, mi (2011).
497
Sciberras (2015), 160.
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Figure 54: Stefano Erardi, after Pierre Mignard, Carlo
Borromeo Administering to the Plague Stricken, Private
Collection. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 55: François de Poilly, after Pierre Mignard, Carlo
Borromeo Administering to the Plague Stricken.
© Wellcome Collection

engraving both face the same direction as Erardi’s copy, although it is somewhat curious that
Mignard’s bozzetto in Caen faces the opposite direction. Whereas it would seem probable that
Erardi must have consulted de Poilly’s engraving, the similarity of the colour-scheme as well
as the presence of several copies after the work may indicate that Erardi was in fact looking at
a copy. The palette of a particular version attributed to Emilio Taruffi at the Galleria Nazionale
di Pilotta (whose provenance is unknown) matches Erardi’s almost perfectly, in turn not far
removed from Mignard’s original palette despite some notable differences. Although this could
be coincidental, it would not have been improbable for Erardi to come across, and perhaps even
acquire, a copy after Mignard’s work.498

As discussed supra, Alessio Erardi’s inventory drawn up at his death in 1727 lists a large number of quadri,
some of which are listed as copies after artists such as Domenichino, Raphael or Preti among others. The vast
majority of these quadri, however, simply list the size and subject matter of the work without a reference to the
author of either the painting or the original composition. See Debono.
498
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11. The Last Communion of St Jerome
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Private Collection
Note: after Domenichino

A copy of Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome499 (Figure 5) is, as aforementioned,
recorded in Alessio Erardi’s inventory of 1727 – ‘La communion di San Girolamo, con diverse
figure, copia del Domenichino, dell’altezza palmi tre e mezzo, e larghezza due e mezzo, con
cornice di tartuca e profile d’oro’.500 Whether that copy refers to the one produced by Erardi
or to another copy which he or his son had purchased cannot, unfortunately, be established.
That said, the colour-scheme of Erardi’s recently published copy501 is significantly similar to
that of the original which could suggest that Erardi was in this case not looking at a reproductive
print (such as the one by Françoise Perrier502 or Giovanni Cesare Testa) (Plate 16) but rather at
a copy of the work – one which was itself laterally inverted. The painting executed by Erardi
is largely faithful to Domenichino’s original, with minor changes. In his copy, Erardi chooses
to eliminate the two minute male figures originally depicted in the background whereas the
addition of the drapery serves to further frame the central composition.
Domenichino is one of the artists that Erardi imitated the most, drawing inspiration
from four works by the Bolognese master on at least five occasions. The Last Communion of
St Jerome is imitated in at least two separate paintings; in addition to the copy today within a
private collection, Erardi also quotes the work in his Annunciation of the Virgin (Carmelite

Repeatedly referenced throughout the dissertation, for an elaborate discussion on Domenichino’s Last
Communion of St Jerome and its surrounding controversy, see Cropper (2005).
500
Debono, 16.
501
Sciberras (2015), 160.
502
Perrier had produced an etching after the work on the order of his master Lanfranco, who sought to publicise
Domenichino’s reliance on Agostino Carracci’s earlier work. See Cropper (2005).
499
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Priory Church, Mdina) (Plate 13).503 Perhaps significantly, Domenichino’s work was, as
elaborately discussed above, widely associated with the very practice of imitation in art and
had been ‘singled out for such high praise by Domenichino’s supporters precisely because it
had been attacked by critics’.504 In 1817, Louis-Joseph Jay writes that Domenichino happened
to walk in on the younger artist Poussin producing a copy of his masterpiece, which had been
supposedly placed in an attic following its criticism, prompting the Frenchman to ask for
permission to kiss the hand of the genius behind the work.505 Despite the probable fantastical
element of such an anecdote, it serves to show the esteem to which Domenichino and his Last
Communion of St Jerome were held by supporters of the Bolognese master.
Perhaps Erardi, probably aware of the controversy that had surrounded Domenichino,
allowed himself to be influenced by Poussin, Bellori and other supporters of the Last
Communion of St Jerome which he, too, came to admire and subsequently imitate on multiple
occasions. By extension, one could suggest that Erardi’s multiple references to the work were
intended as a statement on the practices of imitation which he himself employed on the very
example of Domenichino, among others. Despite his attachment to his rival Lanfranco (the
artist that Erardi imitates on most occasions),506 Erardi was evidently also enamoured with
Domenichino and his painting of the Last Communion of St Jerome. Erardi might just be
another supporter who rose to defend the practice of the Bolognese master in the wake of
Lanfranco’s accusation, albeit at a later date and via his brush rather than his pen.

Refer to Cat. 21. For Erardi’s other works in which he copies/quotes Domenichino, see Cats. 12, 13 and 22.
Erardi thus directly refers to Domenichino in at least five works, imitating four separate paintings by the
Bolognese painter. It is probable, however, that Erardi referenced Domenichino in other works in which that
reference remains as yet uncovered.
504
Cropper, 4.
505
Cropper, 16. Interestingly, in 1853 Eugène Delacroix recounted the same anecdote in an essay he wrote on
Poussin.
506
Erardi quotes Lanfranco on at least seven occasions (see Cats. 29, 30, 37, 38, 41, 42, 43), alluding to four
different compositions by the Italian master. In addition, Erardi also imitates Lanfranco’s the Pentecost (see Cat.
24), which he takes as his prototype in his own conception of the subject.
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12. Judith with the Head of Holofernes
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Private Collection
Note: after Domenichino

Erardi’s Judith with the Head of Holofernes (Private Collection) (Plate 35) is a copy, attributed
by Sciberras,507 after Domenichino’s rendition of the subject in the church of San Silvestro del
Quirinale in Rome (Plate 36).508 The general composition is retained, yet some modifications
were necessary in order to fit the requirements of a rectangular canvas rather than a circular
fresco. The colour-scheme is also different, with Erardi preferring to deploy earthly, unvibrant
colours in front of a dark background. It is probable that Erardi was consulting the composition
through a reproductive print, possibly the one by Gérard Audran, and thus had no knowledge
of Domenichino’s original palette. Interestingly, a ‘Judith and Holofernes, another copy by
Stefano Erardi’ is mentioned in the last will of Count Saverio Marchese. It is referred to as one
of twenty-six works that entered the Marchese collection from the side of his wife Anna Maria,
which also includes a ‘St. Jerome holding the Cross, a copy by Stefano Erardi’.509
The figures at the foreground are replicated without major alterations, although Erardi
increased the space between the figures in order to better fill the canvas. The other figures are
meanwhile simplified into a less dynamic background; the bearded man no longer raises his
arms, whereas the child held in the air is completely eliminated. The simplified background
and the increased space results in a painting that is calmer than Domenichino’s work; as calm
as a scene which directly follows a beheading could be. The calmer aura is further reinforced
by a lesser variety of colours when compared to the frescoed original.
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The attribution was made and confirmed when the work was restored by ReCoop.
Sciberras (2015), 160.
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John Azzopardi, ‘Count Saverio Marchese (1757-1833): His Picture Gallery and his Bequest to the Cathedral
Museum’, Proceedings of History Week, 1982, 36-43.
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13. The Rapture of St Paul
oil on canvas, 123 cm x 93 cm
Private Collection
Note: after Domenichino

Another copy which Erardi produced after Domenichino is that which replicates the Bolognese
master’s Rapture of St Paul, an oil-on-copper painting which today forms part of the Louvre’s
vast collection (Plate 38).510 Erardi’s reproduction after the Bolognese master (Plate 37) was
identified only recently and attributed by Sciberras; it was restored in 2017 before being sold
by auction in February 2018.511 It is today preserved within a private collection. Erardi’s copy
is virtually identical to the original, albeit laterally inverted, which could suggest cognition of
the composition via a reproductive print. Although the colour-scheme largely corresponds to
the original work, the vestments of St Paul are traditionally always green and red which,
therefore, allows for little deviation in a composition that is otherwise mostly occupied by the
sky.
In his seminal Le Vite De Pittori, Scultori et Architetti Moderni, Bellori mentions
among the most notable works of art within Agucchi’s household a ‘Rapimento di San Paolo
con le braccia aperte solleuato al cielo da gli Angelo col volto in ammirazione’ which
Domenichino had executed for the earlier critic.512 The work’s size (50 x 38cm) and format are
typical of gallery pictures intended from the onset for a private collection. Erardi’s copy,
measuring at 123 by 93 centimetres, is somewhat larger, although it is still a size typical of
works produced for the private market. Such copies further testify to the contemporary market
for copies after earlier works by the masters.

The work’s indebtedness to Domenichino was first brought to my attention by Andrea Depasquale.
Obelisk. Sale by Auction (February 2018).
512
Bellori, 294.
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14. The Rapture of St Paul
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Private Collection
Note: after Nicolas Poussin

Stefano Erardi produced another variant of the subject of the Rapture of St Paul – another easel
painting that is likewise preserved in a private collection. It was also identified and attributed
to the artist by Sciberras.513 Although compositionally similar to the copy after Domenichino,
this work is in turn a copy after Nicolas Poussin’s rendition of the subject today in the John
and Mable Ringling Museum of Art in Sarasota, Florida. The copy’s inverted direction and
somewhat differing colour-scheme when compared to the original points towards the use of a
reproductive print, possibly Michiel Natalis’s engraving, which is dated to around 1650.514
It would seem that Erardi produced this work at a later date than his copy after
Domenichino, to which he seems to look back to. Although, admittedly, it seems probable that
Poussin himself had derived inspiration from Domenichino, the elimination of the background
landscape and the palette chosen by Erardi further emphasise and enhance the similarity of the
two works.
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This was communicated to me directly by Sciberras during one of our tutorials.
British Museum Collection Online. Retrieved on 17 th July 2020 from
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_U-7-53.
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15. The Wedding at Cana
oil on canvas, c. 270 x 190 cm
c. 1662-63
Oratory of Charity,
St. Paul’s Shipwreck Church, Valletta
Note: after Lorenzo Sabatini

Stefano Erardi’s portrayal of the Wedding at Cana is a faithful copy after an earlier composition
by the Bolognese artist Lorenzo Sabatini, which was engraved by Cornelis Cort.515 Sabatini’s
original is, unfortunately, lost, and is only known through Cort’s print (Figure 56); the original
painting probably served as a pendant painting to the Last Supper (San Girolamo alla Certosa,
Bologna), arguably Sabatini’s most important early work.516 It is probable that it was in fact
through Cort’s print that Stefano Erardi came to be acquainted with Sabatini’s composition. In
the AAF VP Balaguer de Camarasa manuscript of 1662-63, there is mention of an ‘Icona de
super elegantes pictora denotante novistimano’517 in the Oratory of Charity within St Paul’s
Shipwreck Church, Valletta. The work’s description corresponds to Erardi’s Wedding at Cana,
which is still in situ to this day. Erardi’s work can thus be dated to around 1662-63.518
Sabatini’s composition appears to depict the moment that immediately preceded
Christ’s first public miracle at the wedding of Cana. Seated at the very centre of the
composition, the work appears to portray the Virgin Mary imploring her son to somehow come
to the aid of the newlywed couple;
When the wine ran out, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” And Jesus said
to her, “Woman, what does this have to do with me? My hour has not yet come.” His mother
said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” (John 2: 3-5)
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See Bury (2001), 23.
Matilde Amaturo, ‘Sabatini, Lorenzo’, Oxford Art Online, Oxford University Press. Retrieved on 15th
December 2019 from http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T074827.
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AAF VP Balaguer de Camarasa (1662-63), Volume XVIII, f. 390v.
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Scicluna, 30.
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Figure 56: Cornelis Cort, after Lorenzo Sabatini, The Wedding at Cana. © British Museum

The other figures are at the moment unsuspecting of the miracle they are about to
witness. The guests are busy conversing whilst the servants are depicted carrying foods and
jars. At the extreme foreground, a servant holding a jar is depicted next to a female figure which
points towards the centre of the composition. This figure possibly represents the Virgin Mary
ordering the servant to obey her Son, which would make the composition a synoptic narrative.
Erardi’s translation of the work into paint largely replicates Sabatini’s composition, with the
only observable difference being the elimination of the two male background figures at the topright of the composition.
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16. Virgin of Graces with the Young St John the Baptist
oil on canvas, c. 170 x 103 cm
Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat
Note: after Pacecco de Rosa

Another copy attributed to Stefano Erardi by Sciberras519 is the painting of the Virgin of Graces
with the Young St John the Baptist (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum), a work which effectively
replicates the original by Pacecco de Rosa (Private Collection).520 Erardi’s copy very accurately
reproduces Pacecco de Rosa’s work in both composition and colour-scheme, albeit laterally
inverted. Perhaps the most notable difference is the elimination of the red flag with its white
cross typically associated with the iconography of the Baptist.
The similarity of the colour scheme suggests that Erardi was not looking at a
reproductive print but rather at a probable copy of the work, possibly already laterally inverted.
It is interesting to note, however, that even in such an exercise of accurate replication, Erardi’s
tendency for a harsh linearity, particularly in his shadows and chiaroscuro, is still apparent.
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Sciberras (2015), 160.
Another copy of the same painting exists at the Żabbar Parish Museum which is sometimes also attributed to
Stefano Erardi (see Scicluna). For further reading on Pacecco de Rosa, see Vincenzo Pacelli, Giovan Francesco
De Rosa detto Pacecco De Rosa, Paparo, Italy, 2008.
520
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17. The Virgin of Divine Love
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Private Collection
Note: after Raphael and workshop

A recently restored painting in a local private collection has been attributed to Stefano Erardi
by Sciberras.521 The work is recognised as a copy after the Virgin of Divine Love (Museo di
Capodimonte, Naples) attributed to Raphael and workshop.522 The work was reproduced as a
print by several printmakers, among them Giullaume Vallet (1632 - ca.1704). As opposed to
some of the other contemporary prints after the work, Vallet’s superior reflection of the original
work’s tender quality as well as its corresponding direction makes it a likely source for Erardi’s
cognition of this composition. That said, the possibility that Erardi was himself looking at a
painted copy is not to be discarded. The palette adopted by the Maltese master generally
corresponds to the original, however the established iconography of the depicted saints and
their dress admittedly leaves little room for difference in colour.
Erardi’s copy effectively replicates the original work without any major alterations. The
inclusion of the loincloth over the Christ Child’s genitals, perhaps the only notable
modification, is already included in Vallet’s engraving. Erardi’s sweet facial renditions of St
Anne and the two infants reflects the portrayals in both Vallet’s reproduction and, in turn, the
original work. The face of the Virgin, however, appears to have been repainted at a later date
since it does not reflect the sweet facial type that is so typical of Erardi’s portrayals of the
Virgin. This necessitates further research.
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This was communicated to me by Sciberras during one of our tutorials.
Previously held to be entirely the work of Raphael’s workshop, recent restoration has confirmed the direct
involvement of Raphael’s hand, albeit with assistance. Infrared reflectography has revealed modifications
during the process of the work’s conception. Interestingly, the revealed design corresponds exactly to
Raimondi’s engraving of the Virgin of the Palm, which he must have reproduced after a lost drawing by
Raphael. See ‘L’Italia chiamò – Capodimonte oggi racconta… la Madonna del Divino Amore di Raffaello’,
Museo Capodimonte, 26 March 2020. Retrieved on 2 June 2020 from www.museocapodimonte.beniculturali.it.
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4.2 Instances of Quotation in Stefano Erardi’s Known Oeuvre
Sir Joshua Reynolds, who throughout his lifetime faced criticism for his practice of
quoting past masters, defended himself by pointing towards Raphael as the ultimate witness to
such a practice. He distinguished between artists who stole from ‘mere poverty’ and those
artists who, like Raphael, were creative in their imitation. According to him, the latter ‘surely
need not be ashamed of the friendly intercourse which ought to exist among Artists, of
receiving from the dead and giving to the living.’523 Reynolds lived, worked and quoted at a
time when the romantic understanding of originality started to gradually cloud the
contemporaries’ judgement of artists for whom artistic intertextuality was an essential element
in their own, singular language. As a result, the reputation of artists such as the Carracci
suffered greatly.524
By comparison, Stefano Erardi came to be seen by several art historians as being a
technically gifted draughtsman and colourist with a mediocre imagination. Placed within a
wider, international context, however, Sciberras challenged such a mentality, arguing that
Erardi’s practice of quotation was not simply a time-saving and creative way of finding readymade parts, figures and poses but also an intellectual discourse between the artist and the
knowledgeable members of the audience.525 Over time and as a result of a changed perception,
the quotations that Erardi had intended to be recognised by his contemporary cognoscenti were
hidden and their appreciation thus hindered. As already stated supra, it is the primary aim of
this dissertation to not only seek to uncover quotations within Erardi’s work but also place it
within its contemporary context, in which the intentional allusion to a former work or master
was perceived as ‘a double pleasure’ for artist and onlooker alike.526
Instances of quotation have been noted in over twenty-five works by Stefano Erardi.
These quotations, and others which remain unobserved, build an image of a Maltese artist
following in the manner of artists such as Raphael, the Carracci and Domenichino – both in the
motifs and artists he chose to quote and in the practice of quotation in itself. Each quotation
and its significance within the work itself and within Erardi’s oeuvre is discussed below.
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Wittkower (1965), 154.
For a discussion on quotation as an imitative practice within the international context, refer to Chapter 1.2.
For further reading, see Loh (2004), Cropper (2005) and Wittkower (1965).
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Sciberras (2015), 159.
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For a discussion on the practice of quotation within Erardi’s practice refer to Chapter 2, especially Chapter
2.3. Also see Sciberras (2015), to which the mentioned chapter is intellectually indebted to.
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18. The Massacre of the Innocents
oil on canvas, 250 x 526 cm
1667-68
Chapel of Germany,
St. John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta
Note: including quotations after Raphael and Marcantonio Raimondi

The lunette depicting the Massacre of the Innocents (Plate 1) is arguably the best-known
instance of Erardi’s imitation of former masters, often roped into arguments of Erardi’s limited
inventiveness as opposed to his greater qualities of colour and draughtsmanship. The Massacre
of the Innocents might be one of the most obvious of Erardi’s derivations – its indebtedness to
Raimondi’s print (Plate 2)527 was after all recorded in the Uomini Illustri di Malta,528 – yet the
other two works within the Chapel of Germany likewise consist of quotations after a renowned
master. Through this commission, Erardi presented himself as a follower of those artists which
the affluent and knowledgeable onlookers could, presumably, observe as being intentionally
referenced in his work.
In what was arguably the most prestigious commission of his career, Stefano Erardi
was assigned to execute these three works by the langue of Germany for their chapel within
the Order’s conventual church. Whereas it was previously held that these works were executed
between 1675 and 1685, Sciberras’s discovery of the notarial agreement signed on the 5th of
April 1667 for 500 scudi thus places these three works precisely at a time when Mattia Preti
was actively working in some of the other chapels within the same church.529 The coat-of-arms
present on each of the three paintings reveal the German knight Fra Giovanni Ernesto Conte
della Torre as the patron or donor of the cycle.530 As discussed supra, this commission was

For further reading on Raimondi’s print, see Robert H. Getscher, ‘The Massacre of the Innocents, an Early
Work Engraved by Marcantonio’, Artibus et Historiae, xx, 39 (1999). Also see Wilkinson (1982).
528
NLM Libr. MS. 1123, f. 61r.
529
Sciberras (2012ii), 63. Erardi was obliged to complete the cycle within one year, thus the works can securely
be dated to 1667-68. This date thus also places the commission in the immediate aftermath of the finalisation (or
near-finalisation) of the chapel’s sculptural decoration, which had been enabled by the spoils of Fra Christian
Von Osterhausen, the prior of Dacia. For further reading, see Sciberras (2012ii), 58.
530
Sciberras (2012ii), 63.
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Figure 58: Raphael, The Expulsion of Heliodorus from the
Temple (detail), Stanza d'Eliodoro, Vatican Stanze. © Musei
Vaticani

Figure 57: Stefano Erardi, The Massacre of the Innocents
(detail), Chapel of Germany, St John's Co-Cathedral,
Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

an excellent opportunity for the local artist to impress not just his audience but also a very
powerful patron. The German langue’s decision to commission the embellishment of their
chapel to a Maltese painter rather than Preti, the more obvious choice, elevated Erardi’s social
and artistic standing, becoming the Calabrese painter’s only significant local rival.531
In this lunette, Erardi dismembers Marcantonio Raimondi’s print after Raphael’s
design532 and re-constructs it to form a novel composition, despite the appropriation of at least
four distinct figure-groups. The figure-group at the top-right of the composition retains its
general position, as does the foreground male figure; the latter does not only retain a place of
prominence within the composition but is actually placed at the very centre of the work.
Likewise, the kneeling, mourning mother is taken from its secondary position and moved
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Sciberras (2015), 164.
Raphael often provided Marcantonio Raimondi with designs with the specific intention of being engraved.
Refer to Wilkinson (1982).
532
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towards the central foreground, whereas the figure-group at the far left of the lunette is in
Raimondi’s print originally in a more central position. In conversation with the central male
figure is a kneeling female figure in a contrapposto position (Figure 57), adopted as
aforementioned from Raphael’s Expulsion of Heliodorus (Stanza di Eliodoro, Vatican) (Figure
58, Plate 3) and not, as previously thought, from Raphael’s Transfiguration. It is a figure that
Erardi might have consulted through ‘Un altro libro per traverso, con la stampa delle sette
chiese di Roma, e le figure di Rafele d'Urbino, impresse nella loggia del Vaticano’, which is
recorded in his son Alessio’s inventory of 1727.533
Through his allusions to Raphael’s fresco and to Marcantonio Raimondi’s print after
Raphael’s conception, the Massacre of the Innocents is thus, effectively, Erardi’s ode to
Raphael’s genius. Following in the manner and ideology of the seventeenth-century Classicists,
Erardi was inevitably drawn towards the artist considered by the Classicists as the fountainhead
of their inspiration. Interestingly, it appears that in the conception of the design, Raphael
himself looked at, and quoted, an earlier master; some of the figures appear to have been
directly inspired from Nicola Pisano’s own Massacre of the Innocents for the pulpit of
Sant’Andrea in Pistoia.534 Erardi’s lunette therefore stands as a testament not only to his own
practice of imitation, but also to the practice of imitation within the Classicist tradition.
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Debono, 28.
Angelamaria Aceto, ‘Raphael in Three Drawings around 1499 (and a New Source for The Massacre of the
Innocents)’, Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz, lx, 2 (2018), 319.
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19. The Adoration of the Shepherds
oil on canvas, 250 x 526 cm
1667-68
Chapel of Germany,
St. John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta
Note: including a quotation by Annibale
Carracci

Directly opposite the Massacre of the Innocents (Plate 1) is a depiction of the Adoration of the
Shepherds (Plate 4),535 a lunette that has likewise been described by several authors536 as
appearing to be a derivative work, despite its sources being then unknown. Their observations
have proved to be correct, and it has since become clear that Stefano Erardi was in fact looking
at Annibale Carracci’s own depiction of the same subject which today resides at the Musée des
Beaux Arts in Orléans (Figure 59). It is a work that enjoyed great fame during the seventeenth
century, as testified by the numerous contemporary prints after the work, such as Pietro Santi
Bartoli’s (Plate 5).537 Thus, directly opposite Erardi’s tribute to Raphael, one finds his tribute
to the man considered by several contemporaries as Raphael’s re-incarnation.
The foreground figure of the kneeling shepherd (Figure 13) is the most obvious
derivation, yet the poses of St Joseph, the infant Christ and especially that of the Virgin Mary,
as well as the general composition, also appear to be reliant on Carracci’s conception.
Interestingly, upon comparison, one could be led to suggest that Erardi was looking at two
different reproductions of Carracci’s work – one facing the original direction and one inverted.
Whereas the figures of the kneeling shepherd and that of St Joseph are laterally inverted from
the original conception, the figures of the Virgin and the infant Christ are not.

For a discussion on the work’s background, context and significance as part of the cycle within the Chapel of
Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta, refer back to the previous catalogue entry (Cat. 18) for the
Massacre of the Innocents as well as to Chapter 2.3. For further reading, see Sciberras (2012 ii) and Sciberras
(2015).
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Among others, Scicluna (1997) correctly observed that the Adoration of the Shepherds was derivative.
However, her claim that the work must have been entirely copied because of the ‘presence of very elaborate
intricasies… which, apparently, were way beyond Erardi’s capabilities’ (p. 96) is disproved.
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British Museum Collection online. Retrieved on 2nd April 2020 from
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3271750
&page=2&partId=1&peoA=129967-2-23&people=129967
535

153

Figure 59: Annibale Carracci, The Adoration of the Shepherds, Musée des Beaux Arts, Orléans. © Wikimedia

It is not improbable that Erardi owned two different prints after the work and
intelligently combined the two to form a composition at once derivative and original. It could
also be the case that Erardi inverted some of the figures via the use of the cartone.
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20. The Adoration of the Magi
oil on canvas, 330 x 220 cm
1667-68
Chapel of Germany,
St. John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta
Note: including quotations after Domenichino, Nicolas Poussin
(attributed to)

Certainly one of the most extraordinary works within Stefano Erardi’s oeuvre, the Adoration
of the Magi (Plate 6) is one of the most remarkable paintings of the Maltese seventeenth
century. Its importance lies not only in its undisputed quality but also, as aforementioned, in
its context amidst Preti’s work within the most important church on the island.538 Several art
historians have praised the work for its technical qualities and its charming nature. Some have
used it to contrast Erardi’s better qualities as opposed to his imaginative limitations, according
to them manifest in his derivative lunettes. However, although certainly the strongest work of
the three, it has since been observed that the Adoration of the Magi also consists of at least two
different quotations. Two of the magi are evidently adopted from Francesco Brizio’s print
(Plate 7) after Lodovico Carracci’s own painting of the Adoration of the Magi (destroyed).539
The repoussoir figure of the kneeling boy (Figure 60), meanwhile, is quoted from a midseventeenth century print depicting the Presentation of Christ in the Temple attributed to Pietro
del Pò after a design by Nicolas Poussin (Plate 8, Figure 61).540 The same figure will be later
re-used by Erardi in his Presentation of the Virgin within the Oratory of the Onorati (Plate
50).541 Although the figure of St Joseph bears a significant similarity to that in Guido Reni’s
For a discussion on the work’s background, context and significance as part of the cycle within the Chapel of
Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta, refer back to the catalogue entry (Cat. 18) for the Massacre of the
Innocents as well as to Chapter 2.3. For further reading, see Sciberras (2012ii) and Sciberras (2015).
539
British Museum Collection online. Retrieved on 20 February 2020 from
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1468334
&partId=1&searchText=Maratti&page=1. Also see Roberta Cristofori, Agostino Annibale e Ludovico Carracci:
Le stampe della Biblioteca Palatina di Parma, Editrice Compositori, Bologna, 2005, pp. 337-339.
540
Some art historians disagree, with some attributing both the etching and its design to Charles Mellin. See The
British Museum Collection Online. Retrieved on 2 February 2020 from
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1432632
&partId=1&searchText=poussin&page=1.
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Nativity (a work which Erardi imitates in his own rendition of the subject in St Nicholas
Church, Valletta),542 it is not an exact quotation and it remains a possibility that Erardi was
actually looking at a separate work.
Interestingly, Lodovico Carracci’s creation was previously erroneously attributed to his
brother Annibale, as evinced and reinforced by false lettering ‘Anibal Caratius inventor et
fecit’, which was added to some versions of the print, such as the one found in the British
Museum. The original composition by Lodovico was a fresco which once decorated the Gessi
Chapel within the Church of San Bortolomeo di Reno in Bologna, better known as the Santa
Maria della Poggia. It was, unfortunately, destroyed in the Second World War.543
The adopted figures are rather accurately reproduced with only minor modifications.
The repoussoir figure quoted from Pietro del Pò’s print is largely unchanged, with insignificant
differences to the drapery and the face. The only notable change is the crown that the figure
presents in his hands, which is absent in Pietro del Pò’s print. The kneeling magi derived from
Lodovico Carracci’s composition is likewise mostly unmodified; the only notable alteration,
apart from the sweeter facial type, is the fact that the magi holds and tenderly kisses the infant
Christ’s foot, rather than his arm. The standing magi, pointing towards the Virgin and child, is
interestingly pushed further back within the picture space, being placed directly behind the
kneeling magi rather than at the foreground. Apart from the headwear, the only significant
difference is the magi’s left hand, which Erardi places on the figure’s breast. The background,
although not replicated, appears to have been inspired from the same composition.
The uncovering of quotations after Lodovico Carracci and Poussin within the Adoration
of the Magi does not change the fact that it is one of the most successful artworks of the Maltese
Baroque and an important work in the history of Maltese art. Therefore, this new information
does not invite a revisiting of the work’s interpretation but rather, as repeatedly asserted
throughout the dissertation, a revisiting of the understanding of the practices of quotation and
imitation within the theoretical and artistic context of the Seicento. Amidst the extravagance of
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Refer to Cat. 25.
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Figure 60: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi
(detail), Chapel of Germany, St John's Co-Cathedral,
Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 61: Pietro del Pò, after Nicolas Poussin (attributed),
The Presentation of Christ in the Temple (detail).
© Rijksmuseum

Preti’s paintings and of the cathedral’s interior itself, the Adoration of the Magi and the Chapel
of Germany stand as a beacon for a more Classicist Baroque and a beacon for artistic imitation.
Through this prestigious commission and the resultant cycle, Erardi proudly asserts himself as
a follower of Raphael, the Carracci and Nicolas Poussin.
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21. The Annunciation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 316 cm x 266 cm
1677
Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina
Note: including quotations after Simone Peterzano, Raphael
(via Marcantonio Raimondi), Domenichino

The titular painting of the Annunciation of the Virgin (Plate 13) for the Carmelite Priory Church
in Mdina is one of the highest points of Stefano Erardi’s career. A document in the Carmelite
convent’s archives records the payment for the painting’s execution to Erardi on Christmas Eve
of 1677, thus securely documenting the work’s date and authorship:
‘Il Quadro Titolare Paga fatta Venerdi Vigi(g)la del Ssmo. Natale 24 Dicembre 1677/ Dati al
Sigr. Mro. Stefano Ghirardi Pittore fattura del quadro titolare Maggiore nella nostra nuova
Chiesa/ onze quaranta.’544
It is a work in which Stefano Erardi, as in the Shipwreck of St Paul (Plate 9) executed just a
year later,545 combines multiple sources to excellent effect. As in the aforementioned work in
Rabat, Erardi starts off with a prototype work before integrating within it a number of additional
quotations.
In the Annunciation of the Virgin in Mdina, Erardi takes Simone Peterzano’s rendition
of the subject in the Museo Dicoesano di Milano (Plate 14)546 as his starting point. Although
largely following the conventional arrangement of the subject,547 there is however an
undeniable attachment to Peterzano’s painting. Although Peterzano’s composition was itself
heavily dependent on the earlier rendition executed by his master Titian (a work which was

Scicluna, 114; ACCN Secondo Libro dell’Esito della Fabbrica dal 1673 sino al 1697, f. 39v.
Refer to Cat. 22.
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For further reading on Peterzano’s work, see Enrico Maria dal Pozzolo, ‘Il primo Peterzano’, Venezia
Cinquecento: studi di storia dell’arte e della cultura, Bulzoni, xmiii, 1 (2012).
547
For a discussion on the compositional type of the subject within Erardi’s oeuvre, refer to Chapter 3.2. Refer
to Cats. 6, 37, 38 for three other renditions of the subject by Erardi.
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popularised by Jacopo Caraglio’s print),548 it would appear upon comparison that Erardi was
looking specifically at Peterzano. Whereas the position of the Virgin and annunciate angel
correspond to both Titian and Peterzano, their poses, the position of the Holy Dove and the
inclusion of God the Father all point towards Erardi’s cognition of Peterzano’s work. Perhaps
most notably, the physical setting in which Erardi places the scene corresponds exactly with
Peterzano’s; the two principal figures are placed in an interior setting which is demarked by a
row of balustrades and which opens up to a landscape scene in the background. In addition to
the composition, Erardi’s work is also indebted to Peterzano’s in the quotation of the figure of
the Virgin Mary which, although not entirely unchanged, bears a significant similarity to
Peterzano’s figure.
Within the same picture space, Erardi alludes to at least two additional works of art.
The figure of God the Father is adopted from Marcantonio Raimondo’s engraving after
Raphael’s design of God the Father Appearing to Noah and his Family After the Flood (Plate
15). When rotated accordingly, Erardi’s rendition of God the Father bears a striking similarity
to that in Raphael’s conception, albeit not without some modifications. The outreached hand
as well as the surrounding angels and drapery are noticeable changes. The drapery, as well as
the general placement of the figure, brings to mind Domenichino’s Expulsion of Adam and Eve
(today located at the Museum of Grenoble in France). It is not improbable that Erardi was
aware of Domenichino’s aforementioned composition – possibly through a reproductive print;
when inverted, the figure of God somewhat parallels that within Erardi’s Mdina work. In that
case, it would mean that Erardi derives inspiration from two different sources within the same
figure; Raphael and Domenichino, the latter in turn looking at Michelangelo’s Creation of
Adam within the Sistine Chapel fresco cycle.
Domenichino is certainly referenced in the nearby putti, which are adopted directly
from the Last Communion of St Jerome (Pinacoteca Vaticana, Rome) (Figure 5).549 The two
putti are rendered almost identically to Domenichino’s original. The major difference is
perhaps the fact that the uppermost putto is depicted by Erardi as holding the drapery which
surrounds God the Father. The inverted nature of the putti could suggest cognition of the

Del Pozzolo, 121. Curiously, Titian’s rejected 1537 Annunciation for the Convento di Santa Maria degli
Angeli in Murano would become a prototype of the subject after its popularisation through Caraglio’s print;
artists such as El Greco and Scipione Pulzone likewise re-appropriated Titian’s conception.
549
For a discussion on Domenichino’s work, its surrounding controversy and subsequently its significance
within the history of artistic imitation has been discussed earlier, especially in Chapter 1.2. For further reading,
see Loh (2004) and especially Cropper (2005).
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Figure 62: Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin
(detail), Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 63: Cesare Testa, after Domenichino, The Last
Communion of St Jerome (detail). © British Museum

composition via print (possibly by Perrier or Cesare Testa) (Plate 16) or else via an already
inverted copy. As already mentioned, the recorded presence of a copy after the work in the
work in Alessio Erardi’s inventory in 1727550 might suggest the latter, although it is a
possibility that the work recorded in the inventory actually refers to the copy produced by
Erardi himself.551
Uncovering the source of the figure of the Archangel Gabriel has proved more
challenging. Several works consist of a similarly composed angel, perhaps none closer than
Carlo Maratti’s own rendition of the same Biblical subject in the Queen’s Private Chapel,
Hampton Court Palace. Although the general pose of Erardi’s angel appears to largely
correspond to Maratti’s, it is probable that both Erardi and Maratti were looking at a common,
earlier source. One of several likely possible sources is Domenichino’s annunciate angel
executed as a fresco in the Cappella dei Santi Fondatori, Abbazia di Santa Maria, Grottaferrata,
to which Maratti’s and Erardi’s angel bears significant similarity.
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Debono, 16.
Refer to Cat. 11.
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22. The Shipwreck of St Paul
oil on canvas, c. 510 x 440 cm
1678 (signed and dated)
St. Paul’s Parish Church, Rabat
Note: including quotations after Melchiorre Cafa`,
Domenichino, Killian F.; looking at Matteo Perez
d’Aleccio

The monumental Shipwreck of St Paul (Plate 9), signed and dated ‘Stefanus Herardi Melitensis
pingebat 1678’, is one of the great masterpieces that comprises Malta’s illustrious artistic
heritage. The titular painting is a highly successful work of art that is essentially built upon a
coming together of various sources by Matteo Perez d’Aleccio, Melchiorre Cafa`,
Domenichino and Killian F. It was commissioned by the enlightened female patron Cosmana
Navarra, who was also responsible for the commission of several other notable works of art
within the same church, including several objets d’art as well as paintings by Mattia Preti and
Michelangelo Marullo. Commissioning for the same church works by Preti, Marullo and Erardi
might have been an intentional act of creating a paragone between three distinct artistic
languages.552 Described as ‘magnificent’, Erardi’s painting is first mentioned in Cocco
Palmieri’s pastoral visitation report of 1685-87.553 In the following century, the report of the
then-Bishop of Malta Bartholomeo Rull specifically identifies both artist and patron.554
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Sciberras (2015), 131.
AAF VP Cocco Palmieri (1685-1687), Volume XXIII, f. 35r; Scicluna, 97.
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AAF VP Bartholomeo Rull (1758), Volume XXXVI, f.346r; Scicluna, 97. In his report, Rull describes the
work as an ‘Icon principalis rapresentans Divum Paulum a Naufragio predicantem depicta manu Stephani
Erardi pietate D. Gusmanae Navarra anno 1679’. It is unclear why there is a one-year discrepancy between the
year included in Erardi’s signature and the year mentioned in Rull’s report. Scicluna argues that the probability
is that Erardi completed and signed the work in 1678 before the work’s transportation to the Church of St Paul
the following year, which would explain why the work is not mentioned in the report of Bishop Molina, who
visited the church on the 26th December 1678.
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In all probability, Matteo Perez d’Aleccio’s earlier rendition of the momentous moment
was consciously taken by Erardi as his prototype.555 Quotations after at least three other artists
were subsequently integrated within the same composition. Notably, the figure of the
protagonist saint is evidently indebted to Melchiorre Cafa`’s sculpture in the St Paul’s
Shipwreck Church in Valletta (Plate 10).556 As observed by Sciberras, the prominent allusion
to Cafa`’s work is significant for it appears to be Erardi’s means of paying tribute to the Maltese
sculptor-genius who had died tragically in 1667.557
The figure-group at the bottom left of the work are, in turn, adopted from
Domenichino’s Flagellation of St Andrew (Sant’Andrea delle Valle, Rome); in such an
important commission, Erardi once again asserts himself as a follower of Domenichino.
Although the composition was etched by Cornelis Bloemaert, Robert van Audenaerde (Plate
12) and Pier Francesco Mola, Erardi probably knew of the work through a copy since Alessio
Erardi’s inventory in 1727 records ‘II martirio di Sant' Andrea Apostolo con diverse piccole
figure, copia del Domenichino, della larghezza palmi sei scarsi, senza cornice’.558 The three
figures are reproduced by Erardi essentially without modifications; the only notable difference
is the female figure behind, whose face is turned in order to be seen in a three-quarters pose
rather than in profile.
The repoussoir figure is meanwhile taken from the lunette likewise depicting the
Shipwreck of St Paul within the Chapel of France in St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta, (Plate
11) executed by a member of the Killian family.559 Although it is clearly indebted to the lunette
of the same subject, which Erardi would have surely seen, the figure is not unchanged. The
major difference, however, is the figure’s face, which has been suggested as being actually
Erardi’s self-portrait.560 Whereas it is was not uncommon for artists to depict themselves as the
repoussoir figure amidst a religious or historical scene, especially in important commissions,
such assertions are to be taken with caution since no other known portrait of Erardi exists and
thus comparison of the artist’s likeness is impossible.
Otherwise the composition itself is, as aforementioned, indebted to Perez d’Aleccio’s
earlier work, as observed by several art historians.561 The general composition is retained, with
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Buhagiar (1987), 115.
For further reading on Melchiorre Cafa`, see Sciberras (2006).
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Figure 65: Stefano Erardi, The Shipwreck of St Paul (detail),
St Paul Parish Church, Rabat. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 64: Killian F., The Shipwreck of St Paul (detail),
Chapel of France, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg

the protagonist saint surrounded by soldiers, fellow travellers and locals, all of which stand in
front of a sea-scape background where the shipwrecked vessel can still be seen. Perhaps the
most notable compositional difference is the shifting of the figure of St Paul to the centre of
the picture space through the addition of more figures to the left and in the foreground.
The commission to execute the titular for the St Paul’s Parish Church in Rabat, which
would later be further embellished with Mattia Preti’s Stoning of St Stephen, is remarkable for
it further evinces Erardi’s success in competing with Preti for patronage. Cosmana Navarra,
the enlightened patron, might have turned to the Maltese painter after seeing earlier works such
as the Annunciation at the Carmelite Priory Church in nearby Mdina (Plate 13)562 as well as
the works within the Order’s conventual church, which elevated Erardi’s status and prestige.
Once again, Erardi did not disappoint, producing one of the most successful works of the
Maltese Seicento. Like the aforementioned Annunciation as well as his works within the
Chapel of Germany, the Shipwreck of St Paul serves to testify to the potential success of a
composition that skilfully integrates several quotations within a singular picture space.

562

Refer to Cat. 21 for a discussion on this work.
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23. The Assumption of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 415 cm x 240 cm
c. 1679
Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta
Note: including quotations after Annibale Carracci, Ciro Ferri

The Assumption of the Virgin (Plate 19) originally stood as the main altarpiece of the old Mosta
church, for which it was commissioned probably around 1679 – the year it was donated to the
church by Don Giacomo Chetcuti.563 It must have been an important commission for Erardi,
one in which he once again reasserts his belonging to the tradition of Carracci and the Classist
style through his explicit quotations after Annibale Carracci’s celebrated rendition of the
subject (Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome) (Figure 67)564 and Ciro Ferri’s Last
Supper. Erardi probably knew these works through reproductive prints, such as those by
Guillaume Chasteau (dated to 1673) (Plate 18) and Cornelis Bloemaert (Plate 20)
respectively.565 Previously associated with the lesser Pasquale Buhagiar, this accomplished
work was only attributed to Stefano Erardi in 2009 by Sciberras. 566 In addition to the work’s
style, the attribution is substantiated by the fact that, as aforementioned, the work consists of
quotations after at least two different works. These do not solely point to Erardi due to his
established tendency to integrate within his work various quotations but also because
Carracci’s work is also quoted by Erardi in the Descent of the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish
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Micallef (p. 54) mentions AAM VP Michael G. Molina (1678-1680), Volume XXII, f. 525r-526v.
Sciberras (2015), 169-170.
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British Museum Collection online. Retrieved on 23 rd February 2020 from
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3271929
&partId=1&searchText=assumption+carracci&page=1.
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Figure 66: Cornelis Bloemaert, after Ciro Ferri, The Last Supper. © Metropolitan Museum of Art

Church) (Plate 17) (Figure 67, Figure 68).567 Upon comparison, the left hand of the figure of
St Peter (which is quoted in both works) is twice modified by Erardi; raised in the Mosta work
and placed against the saint’s chest in Cospicua.
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Erardi’s Assumption of the Virgin was the standout piece from a decorative cycle that
was dominated by Stefano Erardi, who had also executed for the same church paintings of the
Plague Saints (Figure 31) and the Virgin of Consolation, among other works.568 Removed from
their original context and placed instead in the new church, all three aforementioned paintings
suffered from modifications to accommodate their novel setting.569 The Assumption of the
Virgin, today approximately 415 centimetres in height, appears to have originally had a
rectangular format before the addition of the semi-circular top probably by Salvatore Barbara
in 1864, before being placed in the new church.570 In 1975, it was unfortunately blemished with
a crown.571
Whereas in the Descent of the Holy Spirit several other figures are adopted from
Carracci’s masterpiece, in the Mosta titular it appears that only one other figure was directly
inspired from Carracci’s work. The figure originally directly behind St Paul, with arms raised
in awe at the miracle of the assumption, retains its general position yet is somewhat modified
and pushed further into the background by Erardi. Whereas Erardi’s figure of St Paul himself
bears some similarity to another figure within Carracci’s work as well as to one of the saints in
Peter Paul Rubens’s version of the subject (after which Erardi produced a copy), it appears that
the figure of St Paul in the Mosta work is adopted from an engraving of the Last Supper by
Cornelis Bloemaert after Ciro Ferri’s design (Plate 20, Figure 66), which Erardi must have
consulted.572 The general pose, especially the placement of the hands and left foot, is
considerably similar.
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These works are discussed supra in Chapter 3.
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24. The Descent of the Holy Spirit
oil on canvas, c. 320 x 200 cm
Cospicua Parish Church
Note: including quotations after Annibale Carracci; looking at
Giovanni Lanfranco

Much like the aforementioned Assumption of the Virgin in Mosta (Plate 19),573 the Descent of
the Holy Spirit (or the Pentecost) (Plate 17) was likewise attributed to Erardi only in 2009 by
Sciberras; an attribution that was later confirmed during the work’s restoration. 574 As discussed
above, in both works the figure of St Peter (Figure 67) is adopted from Annibale Carracci’s
Assumption of the Virgin within Santa Maria del Popolo, which Erardi was probably cognizant
of through Chasteau’s print (Plate 18). In Cospicua, however, several other figures are
appropriated from Carracci’s masterpiece (Figure 68). The figure of St Paul is retained, though
modified, as are the two saints directly behind him. The saint directly behind St Peter, seen in
profile, is likewise included.
The work’s general composition pertains to the typical typology for the subject matter
as evinced by the renditions of Giorgio Vasari (Chiesa di Santa Croce, Florence) and Federico
Zuccaro’s within the Retable Major de San Lorenzo (El Escorial, Madrid). It appears likely,
however, that Erardi was actually looking specifically at Giovanni Lanfranco’s portrayal in the
Pinacoteca Civica Palazzo Dei Priori in Fermo (Figure 22).575 Although this similarity could
be coincidental, it is worth remembering that both Zuccaro and Lanfranco were among Erardi’s
primary sources of inspiration, imitating both on numerous occasions. Upon comparison, it
seems probable that the Descent of the Holy Cross is based on Lanfranco’s conception.
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Refer to the previous catalogue entry (Cat. 23) for the Assumption of the Virgin in Mosta.
Sciberras (2009), 224-228.
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This work’s compositional indebtedness to Lanfranco’s work is discussed supra in Chapter 3.1.
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(above)
Figure 67:
(left) Stefano Erardi, The Assumption of
the Virgin (detail), Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta
(centre) Stefano Erardi, The Descent of
the Holy Spirit (detail), Cospicua Parish
Church
(right) Annibale Carracci, The
Assimption of the Virgin (detail), Cerasi
Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome

(below)
Figure 68:
(left) Stefano Erardi, The Descent
of the Holy Spirit (detail),
Cospicua Parish Church
(right) Annibale Carracci, The
Assimption of the Virgin (detail),
Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del
Popolo, Rome
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25. The Nativity of Christ
oil on canvas, c. 250 x 140 cm
St Nicholas Church, Valletta
Note: including quotations after Guido Reni, Titian
(attributed)

Erardi’s painting of the Nativity of Christ (Plate 21) within St Nicholas Church (also known as
All Souls’ Church) in Valletta is referred to by Ferres as a ‘pittura dell’Erardi, copiata
dall’originale de Guido Reni’.576 Although the work is not an exact copy, Ferres was correct
in linking Erardi’s painting to Reni, whose rendition of the Adoration of the Shepherds
(Pushkin Museum, Moscow) is not only quoted in Erardi’s work but is essentially taken as the
prototype. The work, of which at least seven copies exist, was mentioned by Cesare Malvasia
as ‘la famosa Presepe che si trova in Francia in forma ottagonale’.577 The composition was
popularised through François de Poilly’s well-disseminated engraving (Plate 22), though which
Erardi must have known the work. Erardi also integrates within the composition a quotation of
the figure of St Joseph after an engraving of the Holy Family by Cornelis Bloemaert (Figure
69), sometimes attributed as after Titian.578 This work is thus another instance in which Erardi
manages to coherently combine quotations from multiple sources.
Upon comparison of the two paintings by Erardi and Reni, the figures and elements
within the scene generally retain their original composition. The figure of the Virgin Mother
is, clearly, quoted without modifications. The figure of the kneeling shepherd also bears some
similarity to the one in Reni’s work, although it is admittedly a figure that is often found in
other renditions of the subject, as evinced by Bronzino’s own Adoration of the Shepherds
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Ferres, 197.
Pushkin Museum. Retrieved on 17 December 2019 from
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Figure 69: Cornelis Bloemaert, after Titian (attributed), The Holy Family. © Centraal Museum, Utrecht
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Figure 70: Stefano Erardi, The Nativity of Christ (detail), St Nicholas Church, Valletta.
© PrevArti

(Szépmûvészeti Múzeum, Budapest). Meanwhile, the child Christ is turned in order to face the
onlooker in a more frontal manner as he gazes towards the adoring shepherds. Interestingly,
the figure of the child appears to be appropriated from Annibale Carracci’s Adoration of the
Shepherds (Musée des Beaux Arts, Orléans) (Figure 59), a work that Erardi had quoted in his
aforementioned lunette of the same subject in St John’s Co-Cathedral (Plate 4), which would
have certainly been at the back of his mind as he painted his Nativity.579
Compositionally, there are two major differences between Erardi’s painting and Reni’s
prototype. Firstly, the format is modified to the more conventional rectangular shape, while the
background is also significantly altered. Furthermore, although the other shepherds stand in
their original position, the figures themselves are changed, whilst an angel is added. The second
major difference is the figure of St Joseph. Whereas in Reni’s work he stands next to the Virgin
and Child, in Erardi’s work he is placed in the middle-ground behind the Virgin. The adoring
Joseph is replaced by a weary and a pensive figure, as aforementioned adopted from an
engraving by Bloemaert (possibly after Titian). Through such works, Erardi emerges as an
artist capable of selecting and combining different elements from different artists into a novel
and a successful composition.
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Refer to Cat. 20.
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26. Pope St Sylvester
oil on canvas, c. 300 x 200 cm
1661
Church of St Sylvester, Mosta
Note: including a quotation after Mattia Preti

Dated to 1661,580 this early work (Figure 19) was commissioned by Fra Silvestro Fiteni, a
Knight of the Order, as the titular painting for the small church dedicated to St Sylvester in
Mosta. As discussed supra, the painting’s clear indebtedness to Mattia Preti’s St Firminus
(Chapel of Aragon, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Figure 18)581 was probably determined
by the patron upon the work’s commission. Had Erardi intended to hide his inspiration it would
have been incredibly foolish to imitate a work that was not only present locally but a work that
was located within the Order’s conventual church – thus a work that Fra Fiteni would have
certainly been cognizant of. It is far more likely that Fiteni approached Erardi with the intention
of having a similar painting to Preti’s St Firminus reproduced and re-appropriated for St
Sylvester. The painting of St Firminus somewhat parallels the composition of Preti’s own St
Francis Xavier within the same chapel, to which it acts as a companion,582 however it bears a
closer similarity to Preti’s St James583 also within St John’s Co-Cathedral, specifically in the
Chapel of Castille, Leon and Portugal. This further illustrates how the production of a work
evidently indebted to an earlier composition was not unusual for the contemporary painter,
even one as successful and inventive as Mattia Preti.
In his work, Erardi essentially replicates the figure of the saint – the pose and even the
face of the saint are practically unchanged. The only minor modifications are the removal of
the mitre, the differently coloured stole, chasuble and shoes and the different crosier, reflecting
St Sylvester’s status as pope. Otherwise, the general composition of the two works is also
580
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similar. The main notable difference from Preti’s work is the addition of the lower putti and
the inclusion of the two youthful angels. Interestingly, the face of the figure of Pope St Sylvester
appears to have been re-appropriated by Erardi in his rendition of St Philip Neri; one of four
laterals which originally accompanied the Virgin of Consolation (Parish Church of the
Assumption, Mosta), today unfortunately removed from their original context and placed
within the church’s sacristy.584
Then still a budding artist, this commission was in all probability the first instance in
Erardi’s career in which he was commissioned by a member of the Order; a first opportunity
to impress a powerful potential patron. Throughout his life, Erardi was considerably successful
in competing with Preti for the Order’s patronage; the apex of which was doubtlessly the
commission to produce a titular and two lunettes for the Chapel of Germany in 1667.585 Erardi’s
rivalling of the Italian master is all the more impressive when one considers that whereas Preti
was himself a knight of the Order, Erardi was simply a Maltese subject. However, he was a
talented subject, and one that was not only cheaper than Preti586 but also painted in a different
style. Although this stylistic difference is already reflected in Pope St Sylvester, especially in
the rendition of the angels and the lighter palette, in his later work in the Chapel of Germany
his markedly different Classicist language would come to the fore.

For further reading on the work of the Virgin of Consolation, its laterals – including the representation of St
Philip Neri, – and its context within the old parish church of Mosta, see Micallef (2016).
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27. The Martyrs of Nagasaki
oil on canvas, c. 300 x 200 cm
1657
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: including a quotation after Guido Cagnacci

The Martyrs of Nagasaki587 must have been one of Erardi’s earliest independent public
commission, having been documented to 1657.588 Some art historians, including John Gash,589
disagree and propose instead a later date on account of the work’s quality and maturity. If the
work does indeed belong to 1657, it is probable that the commission for this work was a direct
result of the Jesuit community having been impressed with his the talented assistant working
alongside Filippino Dingli with the laterals of the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, 590
annexed to the same Jesuit Church. Having already surpassed his master even within the cycle
of the Jesuit oratory, with this work Erardi (aged twenty-seven) effectively announced himself
as an independent artist with newfound maturity. In this work, Erardi quotes Guido Cagnacci’s
half-length rendition of the subject in the Chiesa del Suffragio in Rimini.591
Through commissioning this painting, the Jesuit community sought to pay tribute to the
twenty-six Catholics that had died as martyrs in Nagasaki in 1597, having been attached to
crosses and subsequently murdered by spears. As in several renditions of this particular event
and especially relevant for a Jesuit church, the three Japanese Jesuits who had perished on that
day are depicted to represent the twenty-six; the central figure usually representing the
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celebrated St Paul Miki. Portraying three martyrs also provided a compositional solution as
well as a means to allude to the crucifixion of Jesus, himself crucified in a group of three, for
whom the twenty-six had lost their life.
The general placement of the figures and their poses are virtually replicated from Guido
Cagnacci’s work in Rimini, although the leftmost figure is altered in order to look hopefully to
the skies (as do the other two martyrs) rather than stare dejectedly downwards as in Cagnacci’s
original. The figures below likewise appear derivative and were probably appropriated from
another source, as yet unobserved. This is especially likely when one considers that the
Assumption of the Virgin in the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception (Figure 43),592 a work
that was executed by Erardi and Dingli earlier in the same decade, is comprised of two halfcopies after Hans Speckaert and an anonymous painter. Whereas later compositions integrated
multiple sources through more creative solutions, the combination of two half-copies must have
presented to Erardi an easier method of combining multiple sources in the early stages of his
career.
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Refer to Cat. 32.

175

28. Madonna d’Itria
oil on canvas, c. 190 x 140 cm
before 1658
St. Agatha Museum, Rabat
Note: including a quotation after Federico Barocci

In the Madonna d’Itria (today located at St Agatha’s Museum, Rabat), Stefano Erardi once
again reasserts, through an explicit quotation, his admiration and affiliation to Federico
Barocci’s manner – an artist that, as aforementioned, he imitates on at least two other
occasions.593 The work formerly adorned the Church of Our Lady of Itria, Mġarr, better known
locally as the Binġemma Chapel. The church was built during the 1690s by Stanislao Xara as
an improvement upon the earlier church built by his uncle Giovanni Maria Xara at the turn of
the century; to this day the coat-of-arms of the Xara family adorns the bottom right corner of
Erardi’s work. Whereas in the Uomini Illustri di Malta the work is dated to 1681594 (probably
due to the permission obtained from Bishop Molina in December 1680), it is suggested by
Scicluna595 that the work was actually executed significantly earlier in Erardi’s career (pre1658) and was probably transferred to the Binġemma Chapel from the earlier church built by
Giovanni Maria Xara.
The figures of the Virgin and Child are clearly appropriated from a print which adopted
the motif of the Virgin and Child from Barocci’s altarpiece of the Virgin and Child with Saints
Francis and John the Baptist (now considered lost).596 The motif was first executed as an
etching by Barocci himself (Figure 71), before it was copied several times by various

Refer to Cat. 7 and Cat. 8 for a discussion on Erardi’s two copies after Federico Barocci.
NLM Libr. Ms. 1123, f.61r.
595
Scicluna, 54.
596
Cristofori, 133-137. The altarpiece was originally executed for the Capuchin Church in Fossombrone, before
eventually making its way to the Pinacoteca di Brera in 1806. A drawing at the British Museum provides an idea
of the lost work’s composition. See British Museum Collection online,
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=1456188
&partId=1&searchText=barocci+virgin+&page=1
593
594

176

Figure 71: Federico Barocci, The Virgin and Child on Clouds. © Rijksmuseum
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printmakers, including Agostino Carracci and Johan Sadeler I.597 Erardi must have come across
at least one of these prints, subsequently inserting the motif within his own composition. The
two figures are largely unaltered from Barocci’s conception, with the sole significant change
being the transposition of the cloud in order to cover the Virgin’s leg. It seems that Erardi also
adopted Barocci’s compositional device of using the clouds to encircle the Virgin and Child.
Whereas the two putti were eliminated, Erardi integrates the quotation within a larger
composition which, below the Virgin and Child includes eight saints, including St Rosalie and
St Paul. Notably, the face of the latter figure is replicated by Erardi on at least one more
occasion, specifically the face of the unidentified Saint with Open Book (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Valletta).598 Furthermore, the figures of the kneeling saints directly behind and
opposite St Paul appear to be replicated by Erardi in the Immaculate Conception with Saints
Roque and Angelo (St Roque Church, Valletta)599 as the respective figures of St Roque and St
Angelo. The latter is particularly close to the figure within the Madonna d’Itria composition,
with the colour of the clothing – certainly in order to correspond to the iconography of the
different saints – perhaps the most significant change. The other figure is partially hidden by
St Paul in the Madonna d’Itria, however the pose, face and especially the left hand seem to
correspond to the figure in the scene of the Immaculate Conception. Whether these repeated
figures were Erardi’s own invention or else imitated from another artist on necessitates further
research.

597

For further reading on the various prints after this composition see Cristofori, 133-137.
Scicluna, 48.
599
This work is discussed earlier in Chapter 3.2.
598
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29. The Coronation of the Virgin with Saints
oil on canvas, 67 cm x 49 cm
Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat
Note: including quotations after Giovanni Lanfranco, Filippo
Paladini

This relatively small work at the Wignacourt Collegiate Museum (Plate 27) is a bozzetto,
presumably for an altarpiece that was either never executed or was lost.600 It is a composition
that largely follows the established prototype for the subject of the Coronation of the Virgin,
with the main scene occurring in the upper section of the composition whilst a number of
adoring saints occupy the lower, earthly segment. Whereas the protagonist figure-group above
is quoted from Giovanni Lanfranco, – probably via Carlo Cesio’s reproductive print (Figure
72, Plate 28), – the figure of St John the Baptist appears to have been adopted, albeit not
unchanged, from Filippo Paladini’s Enthroned Virgin with Saints (Archbishop’s Palace,
Valletta) (Figure 91, Plate 29).601
The figures below typically react to the main scene with adoration, awe and prayer,
whilst the figure of St John the Baptist acts as a repoussoir figure as he makes eye contact with
the onlooker and points to the Virgin and to the Holy Trinity. The figure is almost identical to
the one in Erardi’s own Virgin and Child with St John the Baptist and St Anthony the Abbott in
Birkirkara Collegiate Museum602; the two clearly share the same source, probably Paladini.
The upper section of the composition appears to have been in turn adopted from
Lanfranco’s Coronation of the Virgin in the Presence of St Augustine and St Jerome (Chapel
of the Buongiovanni family, Chiesa di Sant’Agostino, Rome),603 which Erardi probably came
600

Buhagiar (1987), 111; Sciberras (2009), 208.
See Scicluna, 187-188. For further reading on Paladini, see Sciberras (2009), 65-68.
602
Refer to the Cat. 43.
603
For further reading on Lanfranco’s work in the Buongiovanni Chapel, see Ilaria Toesco, ‘Note sul Lanfranco
nella Cappella Buongiovanni in Sant’Agostino di Roma’, Bolettino d’Arte, iv, 4 (1959).
601
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Figure 72: Carlo Cesio, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Coronation of the Virgin with Saints (detail). © British Museum

to know through Cesio’s print. The two saints are also depicted, albeit in reverse, in Lanfranco’s
version of the subject in the Louvre.604 The modifications implemented by Erardi to the figures
are minimal. While the figure of the Virgin is turned to frontally face the viewer, the figures of
Christ and God the Father appear largely unchanged apart from the fact that they appear to be
viewed from a higher vantage point. Interestingly, Erardi chooses to add in God’s hand the orb
of the world. Perhaps the most notable novelty, however, is the inclusion of the Holy Dove,
which is not present in Lanfranco’s original painting.

604

Toesco, 342-343.
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30. The Flight into Egypt
oil on canvas, c. 390 x 260 cm
c. 1709
Naxxar Parish Church
Note: including quotations after Mattia Preti, Giovanni
Lanfranco

The Flight into Egypt (Plate 30) and the Adoration of the Magi (Plate 33)605 after Carlo Maratti
are the two lateral paintings that stand on either side of Giuseppe d’Arena’s titular painting
celebrating the Nativity of the Virgin. The two paintings are, as noted supra, the Maltese
master’s final large-scale works and are dated to the early eighteenth century, probably around
1709.606 Although both works had been labelled by Ferres as copies after Giulio Romano,607 in
the Flight into Egypt Erardi once again combines multiple sources within one composition,
albeit not as successfully as in some of his earlier masterpieces. Whereas the figure of the angel
is in fact the annunciate angel from Giovanni Lanfranco’s rendition of the Annunciation in the
Hermitage Museum (Figure 73),608 the figure of St Joseph is replicated from Mattia Preti’s
Penitent St Peter (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat) (Plate 31).609 Erardi possibly knew
of Lanfranco’s composition through Cornelis Bloemaert’s engraving; it would appear likely
that throughout his life Erardi accumulated a collection of prints by the Dutch printmaker. The
scene is otherwise crowded and complex. It involves several other elements and figures, some
of which are probably likewise quoted from another source that is yet to be uncovered.

605

Refer to Cat. 9.
AAF VP Cocco Palmieri (1708-1710), Volume XXVIII, f. 225v; Scicluna, 36. In the report, following
Palmieri’s visit to the parish church of Naxxar on the 12 th of May, 1709, the two laterals by Erardi as described
as ‘de recenter confecta’, which suggests the date 1709 or perhaps 1708.
607
Ferres, 336.
608
For further reading on Lanfranco’s The Annunciation, see Eric Schleier, ‘Lanfranco's 'Notte' for the
Marchese Sannesi and Some Early Drawings’, The Burlington Magazine, civ, 711 (1962), especially 252-255.
609
For further reading on this work, see Sciberras (2012 i), particularly p. 289.
606
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Figure 73: Giovanni Lanfranco, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg. © WGA
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The angel, who points toward the Holy Dove and, by extension, the undepicted God
the Father, is quoted from Lanfranco’s work with minor modifications; specifically, slight
changes to the billowing drapery and the removal of the lily flower associated with the
iconography of the annunciation scene. Meanwhile, the figure of St Joseph is virtually identical
to Preti’s Penitent St Peter,610 even in its drapery’s folds, lighting and colour. The sole
noticeable difference is the saint’s hands which, rather than intertwined in prayer, react to the
apparition and message of the angel. Through alluding to Mattia Preti, Erardi effectively pays
tribute to the master whom he had at once rivalled and admired for the larger part of his career.
By the time of the execution of the Naxxar laterals, Preti had been dead for ten years. Although
on one hand one might argue that Erardi was unfortunate that Preti’s death came too late for
him to take advantage and dominate the local artistic scene, on the other hand the constant
rivalry with Preti doubtlessly pushed Erardi to reach a level that he would have otherwise not
attained.
Lanfranco’s painting of the Annunciation had already been quoted by Erardi in his own
rendition of the same subject in the Church of the Annunciation, Ħaż-Żebbuġ (Figure 42).611
Whereas Cornelis Bloemaert’s engraving after the work (Plate 32) would have certainly been
accessible to Erardi, one should note that in the 1909 catalogue of paintings in the Hermitage
Museum, Andreĭ Somoff (or Somov) claims that Lanfranco’s work had originally resided in a
church in Malta.612 If future research proves Somoff’s statement to be true, it would mean that
Erardi would have probably viewed the work in situ.

An exact copy of this work, probably executed by Preti’s bottega, is preserved in a private collection.
Refer to Cat. 38.
612
Schleier, 252.
610
611
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31. The Nativity of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 270 x 190 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: including quotations by Federico or Taddeo Zuccaro

The Nativity of the Virgin is the first episode in the painting cycle that decorates the Oratory of
the Immaculate Conception; a cycle that, as mentioned supra, was executed by a young Erardi
and Filippino Dingli, his probable master during the 1650s.613 As in the Presentation of Christ
in the Temple (Plate 43) and the Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple, Dingli and Erardi
once again look towards a print by Cornelis Cort after Federico Zuccaro for inspiration (Figure
74).614 As aforementioned, it appears likely that these compositions were drawings made by
Zuccaro with the intention to have them engraved by Cort and subsequently published.615
Researchers at the British Museum describe Cort’s print as ‘after a drawing attributed to
Federico Zuccaro in the collection of the duke of Devonshire at Chatsworth, after a lost
composition by Taddeo Zuccaro.’616 Whereas the aforementioned laterals are copies after the
respective compositions by Zuccaro, the Nativity of the Virgin is essentially a half-copy in
which the foreground figures are adopted whereas the background is significantly altered. The
work follows the standard iconography of the subject; the mother is shown resting in her bed
while mid-wives wash the newborn Virgin in a basin.
Within the foreground figure group, the only major modification is the elimination of
the central standing female figure. The other figures essentially retain their position, although
there are some minor differences to their poses, which include the clothing and pose of the
See Sciberras (2009), 95 and (2015), 95-96; it was Sciberras who first recognised Erardi’s involvement
within the cycle, as mentioned above in Cat. 4. For a discussion on the work, cycle and their context within the
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception see Cassar (2014).
614
Refer to Cat. 4 and Cat. 5 respectively.
615
For a discussion on Cort and his working relationship with Zuccaro, see Van der Sman (2005) and Bury
(2001), 114-115, 147-148.
616
British Museum Collection online. Retrieved on 2 November 2019 from
https://research.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3029128
&partId=1&searchText=zuccaro&page=1.
613
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Figure 74: Cornelis
Cort, after Federico or
Taddeo Zuccaro, The
Nativity of the Virgin.
© Rijksmuseum

figure to the left of the composition as well as the addition of the furniture and pot in front of
her. The background, however, is completely modified, either belonging to another, as yet
unknown source or else invented by Erardi himself. The reclining St Anne in her bed is not
depicted in side-view, as in Zuccaro’s work, but is rather pushed further back within the picture
space and is viewed frontally. A further mid-wife, or servant, tends to the mother’s needs. To
the right of the painting, Erardi elects to open the interior room to a landscape scene, framed
by a red curtain and a row of balusters.
Cassar had previously observed the similarity between Erardi’s composition and
Alessandro di Vincenzo Fei’s rendition of the subject today in the Museo Regionale in
Messina,617 a work that is essentially a copy after Zuccaro’s aforementioned design. Rather
than Erardi having derived inspiration from the Florentine Vincenzo Fei, it is probable that
both artists were actually looking at the same source; Vincenzo Fei’s contemporary, Federico
Zuccaro.
Cassar, 144. Fei’s Nativity of the Virgin is one of five surviving works from an original series of twelve
paintings portraying the Life of the Virgin. For further reading on these works and Fei’s period in Messina, see
Francesca Campagna Cicala, ‘Presenze Fiorentine a Messina nella seconda meta` del Cinquecento’, Quaderni
dell’ Istituto dell’ Arte Medievale e Moderna Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia Università di Messina, 9-10 (19851986).
617
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32. The Assumption of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 270 cm x 200 cm
1650s
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church,
Valletta
Note: including quotations after Hans Speckaert and an
unknown artist

The Assumption of the Virgin (Figure 43), the sixth and final scene within the Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception,618 is probably the earliest instance in Erardi’s career in which he
combines multiple sources within one composition. Whereas in later works his integration of
various sources becomes more creative, this composition is essentially comprised of a
combination of two half-copies; the upper and the lower halves of the painting are both adopted
from a separate source. The upper part is quoted directly from a print by Egilius Sadeler after
Hans Speckaert’s design (Figure 75). Speckaert’s work enjoyed a tremendous popularity in
Italy in the sixteenth century, even after his death in 1577, as evinced by Sadeler’s engraving
of six compositions of the Life of the Virgin, including the Assumption of the Virgin quoted by
Erardi.619 The Virgin and the three surrounding angels are accurately reproduced, however the
surrounding putti are reduced and modified. Meanwhile, the figures surrounding the tomb are
identical to those in a recently restored painting620 within the sacristy of St John’s Co-Cathedral
depicting the Coronation of the Virgin (Figure 76). It is probable that both Erardi and the
unspecified artist derived inspiration from the same source, which is as yet unknown.
The most prominent figure from the lower part is that of the figure of a probable St
Peter, who turns to face the kneeling bearded figure at the bottom right of the canvas whilst
pointing to the miraculous ascension of the Virgin above. These two figures, as well as the
figure directly behind St Peter – probably St Paul, – who likewise points to the Virgin, are

618

For further reading on the work, cycle and their context within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception,
see Cassar (2014). It was Sciberras (2009, p. 95) who first recognised Erardi’s involvement within the cycle.
619
For further reading on Speckaert, Sadeler and the context in which they worked, see Van der Sman (2005).
620
The restored work was unveiled in 2018.
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Figure 75: Egilius Sadeler, after Hans Speckaert, The Assumption of the Virgin.
© Rijksmuseum

largely unchanged when comparing Erardi’s work with that within the sacristy of St John’s CoCathedral. Some of the other figures, however, have been modified or else added or removed.
The figure, largely hidden, at the far right of the painting is depicted by the unknown artist as
bearded and in profile, whereas Erardi’s more proficient rendition presents a beardless face
shown in a three-quarters pose. A further bearded figure behind the probable St Paul in the
work in St John’s is not to be found in Erardi’s rendition. There are several other figures which
are either removed or simplified in Erardi’s work, perhaps with the intention of simplifying an
already crowded area. This would make sense since, in front of Erardi’s work, the viewer is
placed at a lower vantage point, as evinced by comparison of the angle at which the tomb is
depicted. To the left of the tomb, the standing figure holding the book is similar in both works,
although in the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception he looks downwards towards the
187

Figure 76: Anonymous, The Coronation of the Virgin, Sacristy, St John's CoCathedral, Valletta. © DOI - Clifton Fenech

kneeling figure below rather than towards a third, standing figure which is in Erardi’s work not
included. In the St John’s piece, two bishops stand behind them, one looking directly at the
viewer whilst the other points upwards. In Erardi’s composition, they are replaced by a further
apostle or disciple who turns away from the onlooker to look at a hinted figure next to him, as
his arm is raised upwards. An additional bearded figure behind the two bishops is eliminated
in Erardi’s piece. A further difference between the two works is the four apostles behind the
tomb. The two figures to the right are largely unchanged, although the facial type in Erardi’s
rendition is significantly sweeter. The two figures to the left, however, are simplified in the
work within the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, in which they simply stand and look
whereas in the other work their arms are respectively outstretched or raised in awe.
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33. Santa Venera
oil on canvas, c. 265 x 190 cm
1650s
Old Parish Church of Santa Venera, Santa Venera
Note: including a quotation after Paolo Veronese (workshop
of)

The painting of the titular saint within the parish church of Santa Venera (Figure 77) has been
previously attributed to both Filippino Dingli and Stefano Erardi. Sciberras argues that the
probability is that it is in fact a work that was collaboratively produced by Dingli and his pupil
Erardi.621 This would place the work within the same general period as that of the laterals within
the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, which have been extensively discussed above.622
Although not as explicit as some of Erardi’s other quotations, the figure of the protagonist saint
appears to be indebted to a painting of St Lucy and a Donor (National Gallery of Art,
Washington DC) (Figure 78) attributed to the workshop of Paolo Veronese, possibly
Veronese’s son Gabriele Caliari.623
Although the figure is not unchanged, there are several similarities between the two
figures, such as, notably, the arms and hands, although the saint’s left hand has been slightly
moved. Otherwise, the general pose of the figure seems to have been retained. Even the face
and expression of St Venera appears to be significantly similar to Veronese’s rendition of St
Lucy, albeit turned to face the opposite direction.

621

Sciberras (2015), 96-97.
Refer to Chapter 2 and to Cat. 4. For further reading on the works in the Oratory of the Immaculate
Conception and its context, see Cassar (2014).
623
For further reading on this work, see ‘Saint Lucy and a Donor’, National Gallery of Art. Retrieved on 17 th
November from https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.46147.html
622
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Figure 77: Filippino Dingli with Stefano Erardi, Santa Venera,
Old Parish Church of Santa Venera.

Figure 78: Paolo Veronese (bottega, attributed to
Gabriele Caliari), St Lucy and a Donor, National Gallery
of Art, Washington DC.
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34. The Nativity of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 326 x 230 cm
c. 1690
Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church. Valletta
Note: including a quotation after Andrea Sacchi

The laterals within the Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta, produced collaboratively
between Stefano Erardi and his son and assistant Alessio,624 have been described by Sciberras
as works in which ‘the artist makes frequent quotations from the great masters and re-adapts
figures and gestures for his compositions’.625 This derivative aura is apparent in the Nativity of
the Virgin (Figure 79), in which Erardi inserts a quotation after Andrea Sacchi (possibly known
through Cesare Fantetti’s print). It is a subject that Erardi had already depicted as a young artist
in the opposite Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, a work that Erardi would have certainly
returned to as he composed the work for the Oratory of the Onorati. Compositionally, the same
format is retained; the kneeling figure holding the newborn Virgin appears to be similar to the
one in his earlier work, albeit flipped horizontally. That said, the composition of both renditions
largely followed the conventional prototype of the subject, as evinced upon comparison of
Erardi’s work with Annibale Carracci’s own Nativity of the Virgin, which Erardi might have
been familiar with.
The scene happening in the middle-ground has been observed by Sciberras as being
indebted to Sacchi’s Death of St Anne (Church of San Carlo ai Catinari, Rome).626 Although
not an exact quotation, the similarity is undeniable. The hovering putti, holding a drapery

624

Sciberras (2009), 230. Whereas previously the cycle of lateral paintings within the Oratory of the Onorati
were considered as Alessio Erardi’s first major work, Sciberras’s review of this attribution concludes that the
works should be considered as the collaborative work of Stefano Erardi with the assistance of his son Alessio.
For further reading on these works and their context within the Oratory of the Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
625
Sciberras (2009), 230.
626
This was communicated to me by Sciberras during one of our tutorials. For further reading on Sacchi, this
work and their significance, see Ann Sutherland Harris, Seventeenth-century Art and Architecture, London,
Laurence King Publishing Ltd., 2005.
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Figure 79: Stefano and Alessio Erardi, The Nativity of the Virgin, Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Figure 80: Cesare
Fantetti, after Andrea
Sacchi, The Death of St
Anne. © British
Museum.

above the dying mother, certainly recall Sacchi’s work. The figures of St Anne and her husband
are also reminiscent of Sacchi’s rendition, although their face is turned in order to look at each
other. The approaching figure, as well as the doorway in the background, likewise appear to be
inspired, rather than directly quoted, from Andrea Sacchi. It is unclear whether Erardi was
cognizant of Sacchi’s work via a reproductive print, such as the one by Fantetti executed in
1675 (Figure 80),627 or else via a painted copy. Although the colour of the vestments of St
Anne, St Joachim and the drapery above seem to correspond, it is possible that this was simply
a coincidence. Interestingly, Sacchi’s work itself imitates an earlier work; its composition is
indebted to Caravaggio’s notorious Death of the Virgin (today at the Musée du Louvre,
Paris).628

627
628

Like Erardi’s copy, Fantetti’s engraving faces the same direction as Sacchi’s original painting.
Sutherland Harris, 123.
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35. The Visitation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 326 x 230 cm
c. 1690
Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: including a quotation after Guido Reni

Another instance of quotation within the Oratory of the Onorati is found within the narrative
of the Visitation of the Virgin (Plate 47), executed by Stefano Erardi with the aid of his son and
assisant Alessio.629 The three figures occupying the lower right corner of the picture space are
clearly derived from Guido Reni’s St Andrew Being Led to his Martyrdom; a fresco within the
Oratorio di Sant’Andrea at San Gregorio Magno in Rome (Plate 48).630 It is interesting to note
that Erardi’s colour-scheme somewhat corresponds with Reni’s original fresco. Although this,
along with the fact that the figures are not laterally inverted, could suggest that Erardi was
looking at a copy of the work rather than a reproductive print (such as the engraving by Carlo
Cesio), it could also be coincidental.
The three figures are essentially re-appropriated by Erardi in the same position and
serve the same function of passive spectators to the main scene. The foremost female figure is
rendered in her original pose, whereas the child’s legs are slightly altered. The further female
figure behind them is transformed from an elderly hooded figure to a youthful woman.

629

Sciberras (2009), 230. For further reading on the work, cycle and their context within the Oratory of the
Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
630
For further reading on Guido Reni’s St Andrew Being Led to his Martyrdom and its context within San
Gregorio Magno, see Stephen Pepper, ‘Guido Reni's Roman Account Book-II: The Commissions’, The
Burlington Magazine, cxiii, 820 (1971).
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36. The Presentation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 330 x 230 cm
c. 1690
Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: including a quotation after Nicolas Poussin (attributed)

In the Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple within the Oratory of the Onorati (Plate 50),
Erardi revisits the theme which he had already produced in the opposite Oratory of the
Immaculate Conception.631 Whereas his earlier work translated into paint (with minor
modifications) Cornelis Cort’s print after Federico Zuccaro’s design (Figure 48), the lateral
painting at the Oratory of the Onorati appears to be a novel composition in which Erardi
integrates a quotation after an earlier work. The appropriated motif is the kneeling repoussoir
figure that was lifted from Pietro del Pò’s print of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple
(Plate 8), probably after Nicolas Poussin’s design. It is a motif that Erardi had already quoted,
albeit facing the opposite direction, earlier in his career in his magnificent Adoration of the
Magi (Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta) (Plate 6).632
As aforementioned, this work forms part of the cycle of lateral paintings within the
Oratory of the Onorati that had been Stefano executed with the assistance of his son Alessio;633
the titular painting had been executed at an earlier date by Stefano himself.634

631

Refer to Cat. 5. For further reading on both works and their context within the respective Oratories of the
Immaculate Conception and the Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
632
Refer to Cat. 20.
633
Sciberras (2009), 230.
634
Refer to Cat. 3.
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37. The Annunciation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, 327 x 229 cm
c. 1690
Oratory of the Onorati,
Jesuit Church, Valletta
Note: including quotations after Giovanni Lanfranco, Simone
Peterzano

The Annunciation of the Virgin (Plate 49) within the cycle of the Oratory of the Onorati
(discussed extensively above)635 is, as aforementioned, very heavily indebted to Erardi’s own,
earlier depiction in the Carmelite Priory Church in Mdina (Plate 13), in turn built upon Simone
Peterzano’s rendition (Museo Diocesano, Milan) (Plate 14), which Erardi quotes in both
works.636 Although the general composition is repeated from the work in Mdina, the upper part
of the composition is replaced with a simplified alternative as the quotations after Raphael and
Domenichino are thus eliminated. The entire section (Figure 82) is actually a quotation in itself,
adopted from Giovanni Lanfranco’s own rendition of the Annunciation of the Virgin
(Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg) (Figure 73, Figure 81). It remains unclear whether Erardi’s
cognition of Lanfranco’s composition was dependant on the dissemination of a reproductive
print.
As mentioned above, it has been claimed by Somoff that Lanfranco’s original
composition of the Annunciation had resided in a Maltese church, which could suggest Erardi’s
appreciation of the work in situ rather than through a print, such as Cornelis Bloemaert’s.637
Whereas Somoff’s assertion necessitates further research, it is clear that Lanfranco’s work left
a significant impression on Stefano Erardi; the work is quoted by Erardi in at least three
separate paintings, making this one of the two works that he imitated the most – the other being
the Virgin of the Rosary (Chiesa del Rosario, Afragola) (Figure 86), also by Lanfranco.638 In
635

Refer to Chapter 2 and to the previous catalogue entries discussing the other works within the oratory, Cats.
3, 34, 35, 36. For further reading on the work, cycle and the Oratory of the Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
636
Refer to Cat. 21.
637
Schleier, 252. Somoff makes this claim in the 1909 catalogue of the paintings within the Hermitage Museum.
638
Whereas sources such as Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome and Pietro del Pò’s print of The
Presentation of Christ in the Temple (after Nicolas Poussin, attributed) were imitated by Erardi (either quoted or
copied) on two occasions (see Cats. 11, 21, 20, 36), current research has only observed Lanfranco’s
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Figure 81: Giovanni Lanfranco, The Annunciation of the Virgin (detail), Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg. © WGA

Figure 82: Stefano and Alessio Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin (detail), Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church,
Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

addition to the work in the Oratory of the Onorati, Erardi also incorporates quotations from the
same composition in the Flight into Egypt (Naxxar Parish Church) (Plate 30) as well as in
another version of the Annunciation in Ħaż-Żebbuġ (Figure 42).639 In the latter, Erardi had
quoted two putti from Lanfranco’s scene, which are included once again in the Jesuit oratory
in Valletta.640

Annunciation and Virgin of the Rosary as being the only two compositions that Erardi is known to have imitated
on at least three occasions. As further research continues to uncover Erardi’s references and sources, it is
important to note that such statements reflect the state of research at the moment of writing.
639
Refer to Cat. 29 and Cat. 38.
640
As discussed in Cat. 38, these two putti are repeated by Lanfranco himself in his rendition of the Pentecost.

197

38. The Annunciation of the Virgin
oil on canvas, c. 360 x 230 cm
1697
Church of the Annunciation, Ħaż-Żebbuġ
Note: including a quotation after Giovanni Lanfranco

In Ħaż-Żebbuġ, Stefano Erardi returns to the theme of the Annunciation of the Virgin, (Figure
42) a subject he had explored on several occasions, most notably in Mdina (Plate 13).641 Dated
to 1697,642 it is perhaps the lesser of Erardi’s renditions of the theme. Although the earlier
Mdina work was certainly at the back of the artist’s mind, the composition in Ħaż-Żebbuġ is
somewhat more independent than, for example, the work in the Oratory of the Onorati, which
essentially replicates (with few modifications) the composition in Mdina.643 In his conception
of the version in Ħaż-Żebbuġ, Erardi looks once again towards Giovanni Lanfranco,
specifically towards his portrayal of the same subject (Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg)
(Figure 73, Figure 81);644 as discussed above, it is unclear whether Erardi knew of the
composition through Cornelis Bloemaert’s engraving (Plate 32) or through Lanfranco’s
original painting.645
As aforementioned, the same composition was also quoted by Erardi in two other
works; the Flight into Egypt (Naxxar Parish Church) (Plate 30) and the Annunciation of the
Virgin (Oratory of the Onorati, Valletta) (Plate 49).646 Whereas in Naxxar, Erardi quotes the
annunciate angel, in Ħaż-Żebbuġ Erardi quotes the motif of the putti hovering above the angel,
as well as the bed behind the Virgin; the way the lighting falls on the bed is also accurately
For a discussion on the evolution of the subject within Erardi’s several renditions and their comparison to the
international type, see Chapter 3.2. Also refer to Cat. 6 and Cat. 21.
642
Sciberras (2009), 218.
643
For further reading on this work and its context within the Oratory of the Onorati, see Cassar (2014).
644
For further reading on this work, see Schleier (1962), especially 252-255.
645
Schleier, 252; In 1909, Somoff writes that the work resided originally in a Maltese church.
646
Refer to Cat. 29.
641
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Figure 83: Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin (detail),
Church of the Annunciation, Ħaż-Żebbuġ. © Joe P. Borg

reproduced. Perhaps the sole modification to the modified parts is the gaze of the uppermost
putto, who looks straight ahead rather than at the putto below him. Interestingly, the two putti
were replicated by Lanfranco himself in his own painting of the Pentecost (Pinacoteca Civica
Palazzo Dei Priori, Fermo) (Figure 22),647 which Erardi must have been cognizant of since his
own Descent of the Holy Spirit (Cospicua Parish Church) (Plate 17) is compositionally heavily
indebted to it.648
It is interesting to note that when comparing Erardi’s quotations after Lanfranco’s
Annunciation in Naxxar and Ħaż-Żebbuġ, the two instances of quotation do not face the same
direction. Whereas in Ħaż-Żebbuġ, the lifted motifs are laterally inverted when compared to
Lanfranco’s original painting, the re-appropriated angel in Naxxar faces the same direction.
This could suggest a number of various possibilities. It could suggest that Erardi referred in
both instances to the same source (either the actual painting, a reproductive print or else a
painted copy) and in one case or the other inverted the quoted part via the use of cartone. It
could also suggest that Erardi looked at two different sources, perhaps at the original work
when conceiving the work in Naxxar and at a reproductive print after the same work, or else
after Lanfranco’s Pentecost, when designing his work for Ħaż-Żebbuġ.

647
648

Schleier, 252. Lanfranco was prone to repeat motifs from his own work throughout his career.
Refer to Chapter 3.1. Also refer to Cat. 24.
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39. The Virgin of the Rosary
oil on canvas, 369 x 231 cm
1702
Parish Church, Lija
Note: including a quotation after Carlo Maratti

As discussed supra, the Virgin of the Rosary (Plate 51) is a very important work that, executed
at the dawn of the eighteenth century in 1702, marked a break from the art of the previous
century, the latter half of which had been locally so dominated by Mattia Preti and his
manner.649 On his return to the island, Alessio Erardi brought with him the contemporary trends
of the Roman artistic scene, one which was being dominated by Carlo Maratti,650 to whose
circle and Classicist style Alessio was drawn to during his five-year stay in the papal city. This
affiliation was immediately asserted through this work, which consists of an explicit quotation
of Maratti’s Virgin and Child with Saints Carlo Borromeo and Ignatius (Santa Maria in
Vallicella, Rome) (Figure 14, Figure 15); even though Alessio would have certainly been
familiar with the original painting, the possibility that the composition was consulted through
a reproductive print is not to be excluded.651 The Virgin of the Rosary was thus essentially the
work which updated Malta’s artistic language. Although it was Alessio’s first major
commission following his return to his homeland, it has been argued by Sciberras that the work
was probably a collaboration between Alessio and his father Stefano. The painting’s quality
significantly exceeds the general standard of Alessio’s output, which points towards the
intervention of the more talented father.652
The unmistakeable quotation after Maratti certainly served an additional function
beyond the purely aesthetic. Following Alessio’s arrival from Rome, such a quotation certainly
served to flaunt the Erardis’ affiliation to the contemporary Italian master, which Stefano will
649

Sciberras (2009), 231.
See Wittkower (1958), II, 145-147.
651
Sciberras (2009), 231-232.
652
Sciberras (2009), 232.
650
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later imitate in the Adoration of the Magi (Plate 33) lateral painting in the Naxxar Parish
Church. Similarly to how Stefano had exhibited himself as an admirer of the Carracci, Poussin
and Raphael in St John’s earlier in his career, in Lija Alessio and Stefano essentially depict
themselves as admirers of Carlo Maratti. It is interesting to note that, as already discussed, the
figures quoted from Maratti’s work are laterally inverted,653 which suggests the use of a
reproductive print (possibly by Robert van Audenaerde) (Plate 52) even though Alessio must
have certainly seen the work in person. Whereas this further points towards the reproductive
print’s quasi-photographic ability, it could also have been intentionally produced in an inverted
manner in order for the quotation to be more easily observable to the Maltese cognoscenti, who
would have probably been familiar with the painting through prints.
The central figures of the Virgin and Child, quoted in a manner typical of Stefano, are
appropriated with minor modifications, namely to the Virgin’s draperies. The two angels on
either side of the Virgin and Child are likewise adopted by Alessio; although their general pose
and position is retained, they are not exactly replicated. Otherwise, the general composition
follows Maratti’s pattern with putti below and above and two saints (one kneeling, one
standing) in adoration on either side of the foreground. The major compositional difference in
Alessio Erardi’s work is doubtlessly the inclusion of the small scenes representing the
mysteries of the rosary, certainly in order to better reflect the iconography of the Virgin of the
Rosary. The Christ child is, in fact, depicted in the act of handing the rosary to the male saint,
probably St Dominic. Regarding the two works’ colour-scheme, it appears that Alessio
somewhat departed from the Marattesque and implemented a darker palette. The harsh, linear
shadows are typical of the stylistic language of his father Stefano; not only a probable
collaborator in Lija but also his first master.

653

See Azzopardi (2018), 52-53.
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40. The Virgin of the Rosary
oil on canvas, c. 275 x 190 cm
Sanctuary of the Virgin, Mellieħa
Note: including a quotation after Pacecco de Rosa (circle of)

In the depiction of the recently-restored Virgin of the Rosary which decorates the Sanctuary of
the Virgin in Mellieħa654 (Figure 26), Erardi looks towards and derives inspiration from a
painting of the Virgin and Child in Glory with Saints Ignatius of Loyola and Xavier attributed
to the circle of Pacecco de Rosa (Figure 28) – an artist that Erardi imitates on at least one more
occasion in his Virgin of Graces (Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat).655 The painting was
sold at Christie’s on 9th July 2010, where it was purchased by an anonymous buyer.656 It is
possible that the painting that was sold at Christie’s is itself a copy of an original work; it is
difficult to establish whether Erardi was cognizant of the original, the copy or a print after
either, although one should note that the figures and composition in Erardi’s work are laterally
inverted when compared to the Christie’s painting.
One can establish, however, that a comparison of Erardi’s Virgin of the Rosary follows
his typical method of imitation and quotation. The general composition and, in particular, the
figure of the kneeling male saint (Figure 85) are evidently indebted to the conception attributed
to the circle of Pacecco de Rosa. The poses of the Virgin and Child are somewhat similar, yet
the figure-group appears to be more akin to the Virgin of Porto Salvo (Oratorian church of
Porto Salvo, Senglea) (Figure 25), which is attributed as the collaborative work of Erardi and
Filippino Dingli. The male saint below, meanwhile, is virtually unchanged apart from his

For further reading on the context f the works and the sanctuary itself see Charlene Vella, ‘The Sanctuary of
the Virgin of Mellieħa: the art historical context to a Marian Shrine’, unpublished B.A dissertation, Department
of Art and Art History, University of Malta, 2006.
655
Refer to Cat. 15. For further reading on Pacecco de Rosa, see Pacelli (2008).
656
The work, auctioned in London, fetched £7,500.
654
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Figure 84: Pacecco de Rosa (circle of), The
Virgin and Child with Saints Philip Neri
and Ignatius of Loyola, (detail), Private
Collection (sold at Christie's). © Christie’s

Figure 85: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of the
Rosary, (detail), Sanctuary of the Virgin,
Mellieħa. © Atelier del Restauro

vestments. Moreover, clouds and putti similarly encircle the Virgin and Child. The increased
number of putti, the landscape background evident below and the softer brush combine to make
Erardi’s painting somewhat sweeter.
Certainly the most notable change from the work sold at Christie’s is the replacement
of St Ignatius of Loyola with St Catherine of Siena, identifiable through her vestments and,
particularly, the crown of thorns. The male saint, meanwhile, is probably St Dominic, of whom
St Catherine had a vision before joining the Dominican order. In St Catherine’s vision, the
Virgin hands the rosary to St Dominic; Erardi’s painting thus becomes essentially a rendition
of the vision of Catherine of Siena.
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41. The Virgin of the Rosary
oil on canvas, N/A cm
Francisan Conventuals, Valletta
Note: including a quotation after Giovanni Lanfranco

The Virgin of the Rosary is a theme that Erardi painted on numerous occasions, generally
following the established prototype for the sacra conversazione, as discussed supra.657 Erardi’s
version executed for the Franciscan Conventuals (Plate 25)658 once again lifts the figure of the
Virgin and Child from Giovanni Lanfranco’s Virgin of the Rosary with Saints Dominic and
Gennaro (Chiesa del Rosario, Afragola) (Figure 86),659 which he also quotes in two further
compositions.660 The composition was reproduced in an etching by printmaker Francesco
Palmiero (Plate 26), which might have been the avenue through which Erardi knew the work.
The popularity of Lanfranco’s composition in Malta is further evinced by the quotation of the
same motif by Enrico Regnaud in his Virgin of Consolation (St Philip’s Parish Church, ĦażŻebbuġ) (Figure 87).
When compared to Erardi’s work in Qormi (Figure 88), that in Valletta actually
reproduces the figure-group of the Virgin and Child more accurately; whereas in Qormi, the
Virgin’s vestments are somewhat modified, in Valletta they are reproduced a verbatim. The
putto to the right of the Virgin might be somewhat inspired, albeit modified, by the putto
originally (and also in Qormi) to her left.

Refer to Chapter 3.1 for a discussion on the sacra conversazione type within Erardi’s oeuvre. Also refer to
previous catalogue entries for other paintings by Erardi for the theme of the Virgin of the Rosary in Mellieħa
and Lija (the latter being primarily the work of Alessio but probably executed with the assistance of his father
Stefano).
658
Published in Sciberras (2015). The work had been identified and attributed by Joe P. Borg; the attribution
was confirmed by Sciberras.
659
For further reading on this work see John Nicholas Napoli, The Ethics of Ornament in Early Modern Naples:
Fashioning the Certosa di San Martino, Ashgate, United Kingdom, 2015.
660
Refer to Cats. 42 and 43.
657
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Figure 86: Giovanni Lanfranco, Virgin of the Rosary with Saints Dominic and Gennaro, Chiesa del Rosario, Afragola.
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42. The Virgin and Child with Saints Lawrence and Nicholas
oil on canvas, c. 260 x 165 cm
St George Parish Church, Qormi
Note: including a quotation after Giovanni Lanfranco

Erardi’s Virgin and Child with Saints Lawrence and Nicholas in Qormi (Figure 88)661 is a work
which reflects the conventional sacra conversazione painting that was so common in
ecclesiastical painting in the Seicento.662 In his conception of this particular painting, Erardi
must have been looking at Giovanni Lanfranco, specifically the Italian master’s Virgin of the
Rosary with Saints Dominic and Gennaro in the Chiesa del Rosario in Afragola, close to Naples
(possibly via the etching by Francesco Palmiero) (Figure 86, Plate 26).663 Whereas the general
format of the work follows Lanfranco’s image, though not without changes, the primary
similarity between the works is the quotation of the figures of the Virgin and Child. The two
figures are essentially replicated without any alterations, except for some changes to the
Virgin’s drapery, especially around her head, and the elimination of the rosary to correspond
to the changed iconography. Interestingly, the Virgin and Child are also replicated in Erardi’s
own Virgin of the Rosary (Franciscan Conventuals, Valletta) (Plate 25).664 In the work in
Qormi, the figure of the praying putto directly to the left of the Virgin appears to have been
likewise adopted from Lanfranco’s scene, albeit pushed somewhat further backwards and is
thus depicted smaller in size.
Although corresponding in terms of their position, the saints below appear to have been
either inspired from a different source or else invented by Erardi himself. The saint holding the

661

This painting is mentioned as the work of Erardi in Ferres, 359.
For a discussion on the sacra conversazione type within Erardi’s oeuvre, see Chapter 3.1.
663
For further reading on this work, see John Nicholas Napoli (2015).
664
Refer to Cat. 41. As aforementioned in Chapter 3.1, the motif is also adopted by Enrico Regnaud in his
Consolation of the Virgin (St Philip’s Parish Church, Ħaż-Żebbuġ). For further reading on Regnaud, see
Sciberras (2009).
662
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Figure 88: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of Graces, St George
Parish Church, Qormi. © Joe P. Borg

Figure 87: Enrico Regnaud, The Virgin of Consolation, St
Philip’s Parish Church, Ħaż-Żebbuġ. © Joe P. Borg

crosier depicted to the right of the composition appears to recall the figure of St Petronius in
the painting by Lanfranco’s rival Domenichino, the Virgin and Child with Saints John the
Evangelist and Petronius (Galleria Nazionale d'Arte Antica, Rome). If Erardi was in this work
intentionally quoting Domenichino, the meaning of the work would go beyond being simply a
depiction of the Virgin of Graces for it would essentially become a comment on the controversy
of Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome (Figure 5) (which Erardi imitated at least
twice) and Lanfranco’s accusal of the work as ‘theft’.665

Referenced repeatedly during this dissertation, Cropper’s seminal publication The Domenichino Affair (2005)
specifically focuses on Domenichino’s Last Communion of St Jerome and the controversy that surrounded it
following the accusation by his rival Lanfranco.
665
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43. The Virgin and Child with St Rose of Lima
oil on canvas, 132 x 88 cm
Gozo Cathedral Museum
Note: including a quotation after Giovanni Lanfranco

Erardi’s painting of the Virgin and Child with St Rose of Lima is an accomplished work by the
artist which today resides at the Gozo Cathedral Museum.666 It is a painting which once again
reflects the conventional sacra conversazione type,667 with St Rose of Lima kneeling in front
of the Virgin and the child Christ. A seated putto at the foreground gazes directly at the viewer
as he points to the kneeling saint behind him, effectively acting as a repoussoir figure. The
uppermost part of the painting is meanwhile framed by a curtain, held by an angel, whilst more
putti hover on clouds on either side of the Virgin; the angel and putto on the left of the described
upper section are lifted directly from Giovanni Lanfranco’s aformentioned Virgin of the Rosary
with Saints Dominic and Gennaro (Chiesa del Rosario, Afragola) (Figure 86, Plate 26), from
which Erardi also adopts the compositional framing device of the curtain. Erardi was probably
familiar with the composition through Francesco Palmiero’s etching (Plate 26).
Lanfranco’s work in Afragola was, as mentioned above, quoted by Erardi on at least
two separate occasions, in which he appropriated the figure-group of the Virgin and Child in
Valletta and Qormi.668 Although not entirely unchanged, the two angels in the Virgin and Child
wih St Rose of Lima are clearly derived from Lanfranco’s conception, whereas the placement
of the putti to the right of the Virgin seem to likewise correspond to those in Lanfranco’s piece.
Meanwhile, the figure-group of the Virgin and Child in the painting now at Gozo appear
to bear some similarity to Raphael’s Virgin of the Fish (Museo del Prado, Madrid) (Figure 89),

Scicluna (p. 188) argues that the work’s quality and finish suggest its execution during Erardi’s maturity.
Refer to Chapter 3.1 for a discussion on the sacra conversaione type within Erardi’s oeuvre.
668
Refer to Cats. 41, 42.
666
667
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Figure 89: Marco da Ravenna, after Raphael, The Virgin of the Fish. © British Museum

which was engraved by Marcantonio Raimondi. The Virgin’s face and the placement of her
hand, as well as the infant Christ’s raised arm, seem to point towards Raphael’s work. That
said, such poses were extremely common in contemporary religious art and it is possible that
such a similarity was unconscious or indirect rather than an intentional quotation.
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44. The Virgin and Child with St Anne
oil on canvas, c. 195 x 130 cm
Sacristy, Żurrieq Parish Church
Note: including a quotation after Pietro da Cortona

In the Virgin and Child with St Anne painting in Żurrieq (Plate 23),669 Stefano Erardi looks
towards Pietro da Cortona’s version of the Virgin and Child with St Martina (Figure 90) which
today forms part of the Louvre’s collection of seventeenth-century paintings. Pietro da Cortona
himself produced several variations of the same composition, yet it is evident upon comparison
that Erardi was looking at the principal composition today at the Louvre, probably through
Françoise Spierre’s engraving (Plate 24).670 The three figures depicted in Cortona’s work are
quoted by Erardi with few changes to their respective poses. The two most observable
modifications are the differently placed legs of St Anne compared to St Martina and the
changes to the symbolical objects that the infant Christ hands to the saint, certainly in order to
conform to the iconography of the Virgin’s mother. Furthermore, the figure of St Anne is
noticeably older than the corresponding figure of St Martina.
When compared to Cortona’s original, Erardi’s colour-scheme further suggests Erardi’s
cognition of the composition through Spierre’s reproductive print. As typical throughout
Erardi’s oeuvre, the Virgin is clothed instead in bright red and a darker blue, whereas the figure
of St Anne is depicted in the iconographically standard colours of blue and gold. The general
composition, as well as the figures themselves, is rendered in a darker palette. The harsher

A ‘Festum diva Anna cuius Icona pendet in dicto pilastre’ is recorded in the parish church (though in a
different location) in Bishop Cocco Palmieri’s pastoral visitation; AAF VP Cocco Palmieri (1685-1687),
Volume XXIII. See Scicluna, 116-118.
670
For further reading on this work and other versions of the same subject by Pietro da Cortona, see Jörg Martin
Merz, ‘"Saint Martina Refuses to Adore the Idols:" Pietro da Cortona's Painting at Princeton in Context’, Record
of the Art Museum, Princeton University, 62 (2003).
669
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Figure 90: Pietro da Cortona, The Virgin and Child with St Martina, Musée du Louvre, Paris. © Musée du Louvre

shadows, a recognisable element in Erardi’s singular language, is once again observable in this
painting, particularly in the chiaroscuro effect on the respective faces of the Virgin and her
child.
Whereas Pietro da Cortona’s figures stand alone in front of a natural landscape, Erardi
elects to frame the trio with additional figures in an interior setting; a praying angel, putti and
a probable St Joseph look onwards as the Christ child interacts with his maternal grandmother.
Although these figures could have been derived by Erardi from an additional source, this has
not so far been either proved or disproved.
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45. The Virgin and Child with St John the Baptist
and St Anthony the Abbott
oil on canvas, 116 x 115 cm
Birkirkara Collegiate Museum
Note: including a quotation after Filippo Paladini

The painting depicting the Virgin and Child with St John the Baptist and St Anthony the Abbott
(Birkirkara Collegiate Museum) follows the conventional, pyramidal format that is typically
used in renditions of the Virgin and Child with saints.671 Though the figures of the Virgin and
Child as well as that of Anthony the Abbott appear derivative, it is only the figure of the Baptist
that has at the time of writing been observed as being a probable quotation. The figure of St
John the Baptist, probably adopted from Filippo Paladini, was replicated by Erardi in his own
Coronation of the Virgin with Saints bozzetto at the Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat
(Plate 27).672
It has been observed that the figure of the Baptist bears a significant similarity to the
repoussoir figures in both Giudo Reni’s Coronation of the Virgin with Four Saints (1607/08,
Pinacoteca Nazionale, Bologna) (Figure 33) and Filippo Paladini’s Enthroned Virgin with
Saints (1589, Archbishop’s Palace, Valletta) (Figure 91, Plate 29).673 Whereas Erardi’s oeuvre
betrays his admiration for Guido Reni, in this case it appears more probable that Erardi’s
primary inspiration was, instead, Paladini’s earlier picture.674 Upon comparison of Erardi’s
duplicate rendition with Reni’s and Paladini’s, it appears that Erardi’s Baptist follows more
closely Paladini’s portrayal of the saint rather than Guido Reni’s. The staff, with the cross at

For a discussion on such compositions and on the conventional sacra conversazione type within Erardi’s
oeuvre, see Chapter 3.1.
672
Refer to Cat. 28.
673
For further reading on Paladini, see Sciberras (2009).
674
As observed by Scicluna, 187.
671
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Figure 91: Filippo Paladini, Enthroned Virgin with Saints
(detail), Archbishop’s Palace, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

the end, further indicates that Erardi was in fact looking at Paladini. Interestingly, in the
Birkirkara painting, Erardi elects to depict the Baptist as a beardless figure, contrary to both
Paladini’s and Reni’s renditions.
Although the figure’s legs and drapery has been modified, it appears that through the
works today at the Wignacourt Collegiate Museum and in Birkirkara Collegiate Museum,
Erardi was effectively paying tribute to the Florentine painter who had been brought to Malta
by Grand Master de Verdalle in the late sixteenth century. Although Paladini’s painting then
resided in the Grand Master’s private chapel within the Grand Master’s Palace in Valletta (it
was only transferred to its present location in the early nineteenth century), access to the work
might have been granted to artists, including Erardi; Guido Reni’s celebrated Christ Embracing
the Cross (Figure 11) was, after all, similarly located within the Grand Master’s private palace.
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Conclusion

In the centuries that followed the Seicento, the appreciation of artists whose practice and
approach embraced the principles of imitation was gradually tainted as a direct consequence of
the gradual distortion of the general perception of imitation and its role within the creation of
an original work of art.675 Within the context of Maltese art history, Stefano Erardi was perhaps
the greatest victim of the post-romantic understanding of artistic imitation as he came to be
perceived as an artist who, though skilled in colouring and draughtsmanship, was limited in his
imagination.676 It was Sciberras who, following years of research, started the process of the
Maltese master’s re-evaluation by suggesting that the quotations might have been, after all, not
a shortcut to a final composition but rather an intellectual discourse between the artist and the
knowledgeable onlooker, an intentional allusion to the great masters of the past.677 This study
has delved deeper into this argument and spread the research into the entirety of Erardi’s
oeuvre, deeply rooting that hypothesis into argumentation whilst adding new data which further
reinforced this claim. This study’s most crucial contribution is that it effectively proves
Sciberras’s hypothesis.
The uncovering of new data and its subsequent analysis has shown how Erardi was in
fact truly engaged with the concept of the ‘double pleasure’ as he revelled in integrating thinly
veiled quotations which the affluent delighted at unravelling.678 As the veil of time fell to the
side to reveal within the Adoration of the Magi (Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral,
Valletta) (Plate 6) quotations – first published in this study – after Lodovico Carracci’s own
rendition of the subject (Plate 7) and Nicolas Poussin’s (attributed) Presentation of Christ in
the Temple (Plate 8),679 it becomes explicitly clear that, as repeatedly argued, Erardi had no
intention of hiding his sources but rather intended to parade them. Even within arguably his
singular most important work, Erardi elected to integrate motifs from celebrated sources that
would have been certainly recognisable to the contemporary cognoscenti, especially within the
walls of the island’s most important church – in full view of the members of the Order, the
local noblemen and in direct competition with Mattia Preti.680 Similarly, the motifs after

675

For further reading on the post-romantic changed perception of originality and imitation see especially
Wittkower (1965), Loh (2004; 2007) and Cropper (2005).
676
Art historians such as Prof. Mario Buhagiar, Dominic Cutajar, Bernadine Scicluna and Chev. Vincenzo
Bonello, among others, often referred to Erardi as the talented local artist marred by his tendency for derivation
and copying.
677
Sciberras (2015), 164.
678
Refer to Chapter 1.2 for a discussion on the concept of the ‘double pleasure’. For further reading, see
especially Loh (2004) and Cropper (2005).
679
Refer to Cat. 20.
680
Sciberras’s discovery of the notarial agreement definitively dates the work to 1667-68, thus contemporary to
Preti’s work in some of the other chapels within St John’s Co-Cathedral. See Sciberras (2012ii), 63.
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Raphael and Annibale Carracci integrated within the two lunettes on either side of the titular
painting would have likewise been definitely known to Erardi’s audience. This is testified by
an excerpt from the Uomini Illustrissimi di Malta which proves that even in the eighteenth
century, Erardi’s appropriation of Raphael’s figures in the Massacre of the Innocents (Plate 1)
was already common knowledge.681
In a similar fashion, prestigious commissions such as the titular paintings for the
respective churches of the Carmelite Priory Church in Mdina (Plate 13), the Parish Church of
St Paul, Rabat (Plate 9) and the Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta (Plate 19)682 are all
constructed upon quotations after well-known works. Erardi would have certainly not expected
quotations after masters as renowned as Raphael, Annibale Carracci, Domenichino, Melchiorre
Cafa`, Ciro Ferri and Simone Peterzano to remain undetected in such works. Through the
dissemination of reproductive prints, the compositions of such renowned masters would have
been certainly familiar to the affluent contemporaries. It was, as discussed throughout the
dissertation, probably through such prints that Erardi familiarised himself with the style and
compositions of foreign art.683 A major contribution of this study is that it has constructed a
portfolio of prints that Stefano Erardi must have owned since the respective compositions are
quoted or directly copied in his work. The table in Chapter 2.2 delineates these prints and the
works in which they are imitated. This study has thus served to bring together into a singular
argument those quotations which were already well established with a considerable number of
others which were previously either unknown or unpublished. Such quotations serve to portray
a clearer image of Stefano Erardi’s modus operandi and serve as further proof that Erardi’s
intentions were intellectual rather than plagiaristic.
Whereas works which consist of quotations from celebrated sources betray a patron that
must have certainly been aware of the integrated motifs, others betray a patron that must have
actively demanded the imitation of an earlier composition. Within Erardi’s oeuvre, this is
evident in his depiction of Pope St Sylvester (Church of St Sylvester, Mosta) (Figure 19),684
which is clearly indebted to Mattia Preti’s St Firminus (Chapel of Aragon, St John’s CoCathedral, Valletta) (Figure 18), a work that his patron, Fra Silvestro Fiteni – a Knight of the

NLM Libr. MS. 1123, f. 61r. Erardi’s lunette of the Massacre of the Innocents is referred to as ‘li copiata
dalla famosa stampa di Marcantonio Raimondi dopo Rafaello detta della Felcetta’.
682
Refer to Cats. 21, 22, 23.
683
Erardi’s reliance on prints has been discussed by several authors, including Buhagiar, Scicluna (see
especially p. 28-40) and, most notably Sciberras.
684
Refer to Cat. 26.
681
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Order – would have certainly been aware of. It must have been the case that it was Fra Fiteni
who from the onset sought out a talented painter to create a work much in the manner of Preti’s
painting in St John’s for his own, small church in Mosta – certainly at a cheaper price than he
would have incurred had he commissioned Preti himself.685 Such instances evince an artistic
context and patronage patterns that are foreign to the realm of the post-romantic world, in which
the artist often paints for self-expression rather than for a patron, for profit.686 Even the greatest
of seventeenth-century artists were more than willing to direct their artistic genius towards the
maximisation of profit through the repetition of parts or entire compositions of either their own
work or that of earlier masters. As referenced continuously above, Guido Reni would devise
the perfect composition which he subsequently replicated, with variations where necessary, as
many times as was needed.687 Meanwhile, Annibale Carracci produced copies after the works
of his great predecessors even in his maturity, simply because there was a market for it.688 By
comparison, Stefano Erardi likewise replicated his own work, as especially evident in his
versions of the Annunciation of the Virgin, as well as famous compositions by foreign masters
for both public and private commissions.689 Whereas a painted copy is perhaps often perceived
by the modern viewer as lacking in authenticity and originality, it was to the contemporary
simply a repetition of intention, much like a musical cover that does not intend to deceive the
audience in mistaking the piece for an original but rather repeats the intention, with varying
degrees of faithfulness, of the original creation and its author.690
Whereas the quantification of artistic inventiveness remains a problematic task,
labelling Stefano Erardi as unimaginative and uninventive on account of practices which mirror
those employed by artists such as Guido Reni, Annibale Carracci and Nicolas Poussin is a label
that certainly necessitates revision. By roping in arguments from a wide variety of secondary
sources, the first chapter of this study serves to demonstrate that Erardi’s practices were
actually in line with the artistic norm of the Seicento. The reality is that, for a seventeenthcentury artist standing in front of an empty canvas, the primary objective was not inventiveness
but rather profit and an improved social standing. Within the context of Malta, Mattia Preti,
not only a Knight of the Order but an artist who had previously established himself in Italy,
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could certainly afford to be more individualistic than his local contemporaries. By comparison,
Stefano Erardi, a native painter, would have been more attentive to the tastes and wishes of his
patrons, in turn certainly playing a role in his supposedly less inventive output. Nonetheless,
works such as the Incredulity of St Thomas (MUŻA, Valletta) (Figure 20) evince that even so,
Preti would still imitate the work of others if it suited the needs of himself or his patrons.691
Imitation was, after all, ingrained in the art of the Seicento. In actual fact, imitation has
been ever-present from antiquity to the post-modern day in the practice of the artists and the
debates of the theorists, as well as in the perception of the onlooker.692 Wittkower argues that
the post-romantic expectation that a work of art should be completely autonomous is
‘irrational’ for in order to produce an artwork that is completely devoid of either nature or one’s
predecessors, the artist’s mind would need to be a tabula rasa.693 In literature and music as in
the visual arts, imitation has been an essential element that has moulded the arts to their current
form. Imitation is, after all, ‘an embedded practice that can be traced in one form or another
throughout the history of Western art’.694 Yet, whereas artistic imitation had been widely
encouraged in the age of Da Vinci and later Caravaggio and the Carracci, subsequent centuries
oversaw a gradual scepticism towards imitation. Those artists who practices it more openly
than others – such as the Carracci and, by comparison, Stefano Erardi – came to be viewed in
a negative light. What had in earlier years been considered as the sole road towards greatness
came to be perceived as the road of the servile artist incapable of imagination, an artist limited
by one’s retinal vision of the physical world and its various renditions by earlier masters,
incapable of novel creations.695
The tainted perception of the art of the Carracci and their followers necessitated a
revision that was undertaken by a number a number of twentieth-century art historians,
foremost among them Sir Denis Mahon, who in his writings challenged the post-romantic
perception of imitation’s place (or lack of) within the field of artistic originality. The figure of
Stefano Erardi is currently undergoing a comparable process of re-evaluation. In his writings,
Sciberras acknowledged and challenged a similar misunderstanding of the art and artistic
practices of the Maltese master, which this dissertation builds on. Erardi’s re-appreciation
should pave the way for further research into the artist as well as the artist’s bottega, of which
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little is unfortunately known. Through connoisseurship and drawing international parallels,
substantiated by archival research, the bottega’s members, their oeuvre and the extent to which
they were involved in the master’s production, or re-production, of his works are all concerns
that necessitate further study. A similar process of re-evaluation should, in future research, be
also extended to other artists (as well as their own assistants) who have been similarly
depreciated on account of misconceptions which distort the understanding of the artist and the
context within which one worked.
Through argumentation and through previously unpublished data, this study has served
to prove the hypothesis that in his derivations, Stefano Erardi was, in actual fact, ‘making clear
intellectual references to the old masters’.696 The uncovering of quotations even within his
singular most important canvas – previously held as the physical and concrete juxtaposition of
the artist’s technical sublimity to his limited imagination, evident in his lunettes – should not
further condemn Erardi to being incapable of originality but rather invites a revision of the
modernist understanding of the concept of originality. Appropriating Elizabeth Cropper’s
question on the controversy that surrounded Domenichino in the 1620s to the more general
critique of artistic imitation that, especially in the post-romantic centuries, led to the
depreciation of a large number of artists, one is led to ask;
Within the context of a humanist tradition of painting founded on the literary and rhetorical
principles of creative imitation, whereby a work of art stirs that ‘silent searching of the mind’
that provokes intellectual delight by summoning forth memories of its predecessors, how did
it become possible, or opportune, to accuse an artist of theft?697
This study has sought to resolve this question and apply its answer to the figure of Stefano
Erardi, having been condemned as a plagiarist on account of practices that mirrored those
which were utilised by some of the greatest artists in history. The Maltese master’s quotations
and instances of imitation simply present further insight into the man, the artist and the stylistic
and intellectual context to which he pertained. As the modern viewer stands before Stefano
Erardi’s art, now perceived within the appropriate context, the ‘silent searching of the mind’
continues as more quotations certainly linger, concealed beneath the veil that time has placed
on Erardi’s paintings, or rather, in front of the eyes of the modern onlooker.
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Plates

Plate 1: Stefano Erardi, The Massacre of the Innocents, Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedra, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

Plate 2: Marcantonio Raimondi, after Raphael, The Massacre of the Innocents. © Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Plate 3: Carlo Maratti, after Raphael, The Expulsion of Heliodorus (right half). © National Gallery of Scotland.
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Plate 4: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Shepherds, Chapel of Germany, St John's Co-Cathedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 5: Pietro Santi Bartoli, after Annibale Carracci, The Adoration of the Shepherds. © British Museum
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Plate 6: Stefano Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi, Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 7: Francesco Brizio, after Lodovico Carracci, The Adoration of the Magi. © British MuseumPlate 8: Stefano
Erardi, The Adoration of the Magi, Chapel of Germany, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg

Plate 15: Francesco Brizio, after Lodovico Carracci, The Adoration of the Magi. © British Museum
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Plate 16: Pietro del Pò, after Nicolas Poussin (attributed), The Presentation of Christ in the Temple. © Rijksmuseum
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Plate 17: Stefano Erardi, The Shipwreck of St Paul, St Paul Parish Church, Rabat. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 18: Melchiorre Cafà, St Paul, St Paul Shipwrecked Church, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 20: Robert van Audenaerde, after Domenichino, The Flagellation of St Andrew. © Rijksmuseum

Plate 19: Killian F., The Shipwreck of St Paul, Chapel of France, St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 21: Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 22: Simone Peterzano, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Museo Diocesano di Milano. © Chiesa di MilanoPlate 23:
Stefano Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Carmelite Priory Church, Mdina. © Joe P. Borg

Plate 30: Simone Peterzano, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Museo Diocesano di Milano. © Chiesa di Milano
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Plate 31: Marcantonio Raimondi, after Raphael, God Appears to Noah after the Flood. © Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Plate 32: Cesare Testa, after Domenichino, The Last Communion of St Jerome. © British Museum.
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Plate 33: Stefano Erardi, The Descent of the Holy Spirit, Cospicua Parish Church. © ReCoop
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Plate 34: Guillaume Chasteau, after Annibale Carracci, The Assumption of the Virgin. © British Museum
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Plate 35: Stefano Erardi, The Assumption of the Virgin, Parish Church of the Assumption, Mosta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Plate 36: Cornelis Bloemaert, after Ciro Ferri, The Last Supper. © Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Plate 37: Stefano Erardi, The Nativity of Christ, St Nicholas Church, Valletta. © PrevArti
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Plate 38: François de Poilly, after Guido Reni, The Nativity of Christ (or The Adoration of the Shepherds). © British Museum
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Plate 39: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin and Child with St Anne, Żurrieq Parish Church. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 40: François Spierre, after Pietro da Cortona, The Virgin and Child with St Martina. © Philadelphia Museum of Art
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Plate 41: Stefano Erardi, The Virgin of the Rosary, Franciscan Conventuals, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 42: Francesco Palmiero, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Virgin of the Rosary. © Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Plate 43: Stefano Erardi, The Coronation of the Virgin, Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat. © Joe P. Borg

Plate 44: Carlo Cesio, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Coronation of the Virgin with Saints. © British MuseumPlate 45:
Stefano Erardi, The Coronation of the Virgin, Wignacourt Collegiate Museum, Rabat. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 46: Carlo Cesio, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Coronation of the Virgin with Saints. © British Museum

Plate 52: Carlo Cesio, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Coronation of the Virgin with Saints. © British Museum
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Plate 53: Filippo Paladini, Enthroned Virgin with Saints, Archbishop’s Palace, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 54: Stefano Erardi, The Flight into Egypt, Naxxar Parish Church. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 55: Mattia Preti, Penitent St Peter, Wignacourt Collegiate Museum. © ReCoop
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Plate 56: Cornelis Bloemaert, after Giovanni Lanfranco, The Annunciation of the Virgin. © Wellcome Collection
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Plate 57: Stefano Erardi, after Carlo Maratti, The Adoration of the Magi, Naxxar Parish Church. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 58: Carlo Maratti, The Adoration of the Magi. © British Museum
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Plate 59: Stefano Erardi, after Domenichino, Judith with the Head of Holofernes, Private Collection. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 60: Gérard Audran, after Domenichino, Judith with the Head of Holofernes. © British Museum
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Plate 61: Stefano Erardi, after Domenichino, The Rapture of St Paul, Private Collection. © Atelier del Restauro
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Plate 62: Domenichino, The Rapture of St Paul (or The Ecstasy of St Paul), Musée du Louvre, Paris. © Musée du Louvre
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Plate 63: Stefano Erardi, after Federico Barocci, The Flight from Troy, Private Collection. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 64: Agostino Carracci, after Federico Barocci, The Flight from Troy. © Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Plate 65: Stefano Erardi, after Peter Paul Rubens, The Assumption of the Virgin, Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit
Church, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 66: Schelte Adams Bolswert, after Peter Paul Rubens, The Assumption of the Virgin. © Rijksmuseum
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Plate 67: Filippino Dingli and Stefano Erardi, after Federico (or Taddeo) Zuccaro, The Presentation of
Christ in the Temple, Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta.

274

Plate 68: Cornelis Cort, after Federico (or Taddeo) Zuccaro, The Presentation of Christ in the Temple.
© Rijksmuseum
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Plate 69: Filippino Dingli and Stefano Erardi, after Federico Barocci, The Visitation of the Virgin,
Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, Jesuit Church, Valletta.
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Plate 70: Gysbert Van Veen, after Federico Barocci, The Visitation of the Virgin. © Rijksmuseum
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Plate 71: Stefano Erardi, The Visitation of the Virgin, Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta. © Joe P. Borg
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Plate 72: Carlo Cesio, after Guido Reni, The Flagellation of St Andrew. © British Museum
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Plate 73: Stefano with Alessio Erardi, The Annunciation of the Virgin, Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Plate 74: Stefano and Alessio Erardi, The Presentation of the Virgin, Oratory of the Onorati, Jesuit Church, Valletta.
© Joe P. Borg
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Plate 75: Alessio Erardi (probably with Stefano Erardi), The Virgin of the Rosary, Lija Parish Church.
© Revamp Art Restoration Services
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Plate 76: Robert van Audenaerde, after Carlo Maratti, The Virgin and Child with Saints Carlo Borromeo and
Ignatius. © British Museum
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