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ANTONIUS MANOEL de VILHENA 
Grand Master of the Order of St. John (1722-1736) 

by]ohnM. Calleja 

(What makes greatness is starting something that lives after you) - Roger W. 
Sockman. 

What a relevant thought, which becomes Grand Master Antonius de Vilhena 
so superbly. De Vilhena, born in 1663 was the 23rd Grand Master who reigned in 
Malta and one of three Portuguese who occupied that chair. 

He followed the Italian Marc Antonio Zondadari (1720-1722) and was succeeded 
by Ramon Despuig (1736-1741), a Spaniard. 

Prior to his election as Grand Master in 1722, he occupied a number of important 
posts within the Order, including, Colonel of the Militia, Commissioner of the 
Navy in 1698, Commissioner of War in 1701, becoming the Grand Chancellor in 
1713. 

He strongly believed that the Maltese Islands deserved the best, and he delivered 
the very best. 

Duty and responsibility were never ignored by de Vilhena, although his dream 
to embellish the territory under his command, and to make it safer for the Order, 
and the population, was always given top priority. 

During the two hundred and sixty eight years that the Order was in Malta, all 
the twenty eight Grand Masters contributed to a large extent, and in various ways 
to embellish, as well as defend the Island. 

They built beautiful palaces, auberges and towers, constructed fortifications, 
water cisterns and supply systems, as well as roadways and various infrastructural 
projects, many of which are still in being. 

The various Palaces and Auberges, still serve the President, the Prime Minister 
and various Ministers as offices. San Anton is H.E. the President's official residence. 
Malta's House of Representatives and the Prime Minister's official residence are 
also accommodated in such palaces. 

These major projects were built and completed, notwithstanding the fact that 
enemy attacks were regular and frequent. 

It is claimed that de Vilhena was a popular hero and rightly so. He was a tower 
of strength when defending the Maltese Islands under his command and many of 
his decisions and major projects, a number of them funded personally by himself, 
helped to provide much needed work, besides improving the Island's defences and 
infrastructure. In addition, he al;g' made it possible for a reduction in customs 
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171h February 1938 Definitive KGVI Malta 6d. 

Designs: Waterlow and Sons using the medallion portrait of King George VI by 
Bertram Park. 

Printer: 

Plates: 
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Waterlow and Sons by the process-recess. Watermark Crown Script 
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1938 Def: 6d. tied by Valletta/Malta, dated 7 Jy 45 to Missouri USA, 
having Postal Censor cachet (USA). 
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duty; which was reflected in better market prices. 
It is on record, that he was the first person who encouraged transhipment of 

cargo in Malta, by reducing taxes and customs duty on such trade. 
Furthermore in an effort to bring peace to the Mediterranean and Europe, he 

initiated efforts for a Peace Treaty to be negotiated with the Turkish Empire. 
However, in 1722, de Vilhena started negotiations with the Sultan of Turkey and 
in a letter referring to this, wrote: 

"Our Order is not instituted for the purpose of ranging the seas to make captives, 
but to cruise with its armaments to protect the navigation of Christian vessels, and 
it only attacks those who obstruct commerce and who, wishing to make captives, 
deserve to be reduced to slavery. I have nothing so much at heart as to release the 
Mussulman slaves from their chains and if the intentions of His Highness are the 
same, I am ready to negotiate for the reciprocal liberty of the captives either by 
exchange or ransom, according to the received custom between princes. His 
Highness has, therefore, only to declare his intentions which I will omit nothing to 
render effectual. "1 

Regrettably, although some of his recommendations were acceptable, 
notwithstanding his efforts, the proposed peace treaty did not materialize. 

His story is full of epics of the Order, the Order's major adversary, and of all 
that was happening in Europe, especially in countries surrounding the Mediterranean 
that could reflect or effect the Maltese Islands' well being. 
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Tovarna Emajlirane posode, 

CELJE 

JUGOSLAVIA 

1938 Def: 6d. rate to Yugoslavia tied by Air Mail/Malta 3 Jy 1947. 
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1938 Def: lOd. rate to Yugoslavia, tied by GPO/Malta dated Nov 13 1947. 



251h November 1948. 1938 K.G. VI. 
Definitive - overprint 

SELF -GOVERNMENT 1947. 
Printer: Waterlow and Sons. 
Process: typography. Colour of overprint block, sans serif capitals. 
Watermark, Multiple Crown Script CA, printing upwards. Gum Arabic, perforation 
12-5 line. 
Plates: 2., 2.2, 3.2, 4.2, 5.2, 5.3. 
Imprint Central bottom margin. 
Last day of sales 22"' January 1956. Quantities overprinted, and sold, not known. 
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F.DC. 4 - 10/- cancelled Valletta Malta 25th November 1948. 



Air Mail Letter rate 6d. to USA. Cancelled Air Mail/Malta 6 Dec 1940, very late date of use. 

PRINTED 

The Right Eon. 

·,fiNS'.:.' OF CHlJRCIIILL, I:. P. , 

Eouse of' Cor::mons, 
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lOd. rate on Printed Matter Material addressed to "The Right Hm Winston Churchill MP", 
London. 
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His statue is considered by many to be one of the finest of its kind in Malta. It 
was only fitting that this statue was included in the 17th February 1938 definitive 
(King George VI) set, as the 6d stamp in olive green and scarlet. This set was re
issued on the 25th November 1947 (New Constitution - overprinted - "Self 
Government 1947"). Copies of these stamps appear on page 6- 12. 

The stamp and postage as are known today were non-existent during his time 
but letters were still exchanged; these were mainly correspondence of official nature 
from and to the Order in Malta, as well as a limited amount of exchanges on Trade. 

Copies of some of de Vilhena's correspondence and documents from Dr. A. 
Bonnici's collection are being reproduced. These are:-

a) one original signed letter dated 30th May 1729 (page 21). 
b) a decree dated 30th April1730, showing de Vilhena' s wafer seal and signed 

by his compatriot the Vice Chancellor - Manoel Pinto De Fonseca, who later also 
became a Grand Master (1741-1773) (page 22). 

c) Petition to de Vilhena from Prior Francis Tauffer (page 26). 
Chev. Joseph C. Sammut and Felice Restelli in their book "The Coinage of the 

Knights in Malta" said: 
"The Grand Mastership of Antonius Manoel de Vilhena (1722-36) marks an 

era in which the art of mintage in Malta reached an artistic level of high merit. 
The gold and silver coins of this reign are remarkable for their artistic merit and 
workmanship. The new gold Twelve and Ten Zecchini denominations were most 
probably never struck in any quantity for real currency, but were issued either for 
gifts or distribution during special ceremonies. In many respects they should be 
considered to be two of the rarest coins of the Order. The Four Zecchini pieces of 
his reign are also very artistic. Some of the earlier varieties which bear only the 
Manoel arms quartered with those of the Order command high prices on the rare 
occasions when they turn up. 

Apart from introducing the Twelve and Ten Zecchini in gold, De Vilhena made 
a complete alteration in the silver coinage. He was the first to strike the Two 
Scudi, Sixteen Tari, One Scudo and Eight Tari denominations. 

Eight Tari pieces are very rare to find as these coins were quickly withdrawn in 
1728 after the Grand Master was informed that they had been either mistakenly or 
fraudulently struck from the same die used for one type of gold Four Zecchini 
pieces and because of this they were promptly gilded by swindlers and passed as 
old coins. The earlier issues which bear no value on the reverse are perceptibly 
rarer but all varieties and dates of this denomination are very rare. 

As regards inscriptions and legends adopted by De Vilhena, the coinage of this 
period is predominated by the use of the Grand Master's name surrounding his 
perruqued bust on the obverse and the full titles "MAGNVS MAGISTER 
HOSP/TALIS SANCTI SEPVLCRI HIER VSALEM" in several contracted forms 
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12 Zecchini, Antonio Manoel de Vilhena 
(1722-36) 

10 Zecchini, Antonio Manoel de Vilhena3 

(1722-36) 

around the arms of the Grand Master on the reverse. A new motto "ONVS MEVM 
LEVE EST" (My burden is light. Matt. xi, 29) was used for the first time on the 
reverse of the silver Two Tari. "2 

Immediately upon his election to Grand Master, he set in motion a number of 
projects, his main aim was to repair fortifications and build new ones. At the same 
time he also approved other projects which were of direct benefit to the population, 
especially the poor. 

14 



Plan of Fort Manoel 

Major buildings in Floriana, as well as granaries, windmills in various locations, 
rehabilitation work in Mdina including a new gate for the old city, were taken in 
hand, all aimed to stabilise and improve the life of the community. 

Within a year of his appointment, on 14th September 1723, to be exact, the 
foundation stone of Fort Manoel on the little island formerly known as "Bishops 
Island- and Lazaretto Island", in Marsamxett harbour was laid. 

The work was completed in 1726. Many considered this fort to be the best ever 
built in Malta up to that time; however, a few did criticize de Vilhena for building 
a fortress on such a beautiful little island in the harbour. It looks like even then, 
environmentalists were already around! 

Manoel Island as it is now known, was named HMS Phoenicia during the 1939-
45 war. 

Within the walls of these fortifications a small church was also built and in its 
vicinity de Vilhena's statue was placed on its plinth. 

The statue was always considered as one of Malta's finest but it has now become 
better known for two reasons. Firstly for the number of times it has been moved 
and secondly for the restoration work carried out on it. 

The second restoration was finally completed and the statue was put back in its 
present place in Pope John XXIII Square, Floriana, last April. It is understood that 
apart from the bronze statue itself, the pedestal and lettering were also restored, 
whilst measures were taken to reduce the harmful effects of humidity on the statue 
by isolating it from the pedestal. 

toPg.l7 
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. G.M.A. Manoel de Vilhena's statue on the original site at 

G.M.A. Manoel de Vilhena's statue at Pjazza 
Tezorerija, Valletta (2nd. site? 



One sincerely hopes that it has now reached its final resting place. 
It is quite possible that the number of moves this statue had to endure could 

gain it an entry to the Guinness Book of Records!! 
As mentioned above, it was first placed at Manoel Island; de Vilhena' s successors 

believed that the man deserved more recognition, and that his statue should be 
moved to the centre of Piazza Tezorerija in Valletta, where it would be admired, 
and better appreciated. It was ceremoniously moved and there it stood - until! 

During the British rule in the nineteenth century, Britain was celebrating in 
grand style, Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee (1837-1901, the longest reigning 

G.M.A. Manoel de 
Vilhena's statue at The 

Mall, Floriana (3rd. site) 
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monarch). Arrangements were also made in Malta to honour such a unique occasion, 
and amongst other celebrations, it was decided, that a statue of the Queen be 
commissioned. After lengthy deliberations, the die was cast - that there is no 
better place to honour such an illustrious Royal Lady than the very place where de 
Vilhena's statue stood, in front of the Bibljoteka. 

One problem was solved, but as it sometimes happens when decisions are taken, 
other problems arise. Where should 'de Vilhena's' statue be placed? 

In 1890 a bright young Officer finally proposed that consideration should be 
given to place de Vilhena's statue at Floriana- right in front ofthe entrance to The 
Mall, a garden built by the French Grand Master Jean Paul De Lascaris Castellar, 
one of his predecessors in the year 1656, as a place of recreation for the knights, 
and there it stood, until well into the twentieth century!! 

In 1964 Malta gained its independence and as time went by, consideration was 
being given to the building of a monument to commemorate the 25th anniversary 
of Independence in September 1989. 

Appropriate places in Valletta itself, as well as in the surrounding area were 
targeted, but monuments had already been erected on these sites. 
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The decision to move de Vilhena's monument to make space for the one being 

G.M.A. Manoel de Vilhena's statue at 
site no.4 Pope John XXIII Square 

Floriana 



completed for the 25th Anniversary of Malta's Independence was taken, and de 
Vilhena was hastily removed, and put in storage for sometime, when the first, not 
so successful restoration took place. 

One can understand and possibly justify the choice of this particular site being 
selected for the Independence monument, as after all it was precisely in that area 
that Malta was declared independent on 21st September 1964. Similarly, de 
Vilhena' s statue also deserves to remain in the city to which he contributed, so 
much so, that for some time it was known as "Borgo Vilhena". 

After some soul searching and various areas being considered, it was finally 
decided that the statue des.erves to remain in Floriana, not so far away from The 
Mall - in Pope John XXIII Square. 

During their short sojourn in Malta, the French must have been very busy with 
other matters, so much so, that the statue of de Vilhena was overlooked and kept 
its place. 

In August 1724, just two years after succeeding Grand Master Zondadari, he 
started a foundation, in order to have additional funds available to help in the building 
and maintenance of Fort Manoel, as well as funding the garrison's expense. 

In fact, the Foundation acquired property in various parts of Malta and Gozo on 
which they built different types of small houses, with the rent derived from the 
subsequent leases, going into the foundation's coffers. 

Funds from the foundation were also invested in a site in Cottonera, so that it 
could be converted into a dockyard. This was used for many years for both repair 
work, and the building of new vessels. 

During de Vilhena's reign the highlight of the building activity centered around 
the building of a Theatre, which was commenced in March 1731, and completed a 
year later. 

Originallly it was named "Public Theatre", however, it was later changed to 
"Theatre Royal" until in 1866 this was rightfully re-named as "The Manoel Theatre", 
a deserving tribute to G.M. Antonius Manoel de Vilhena. ~ 

Following the completion of the Royal Opera House in 1866, the Manoel Theatre 
was considered rather small and left unused for many years. During this period it 
was used to accommodate poor people, who used it mainly as their sleeping quarters. 
Eventually it was cleaned and used as a Cinema and a Dance Hall. The last war 
saw the destruction pf The Opera House, and the authorities decided to have the 
Manoel Theatre completely re-decorated and refurbished. It was then reopened in 
1960. 

Here it must be emphasised that the Grand Masters in general, and de Vilhena 
in particular, not only ordered and financed the structural buildings, but also invited 
some of Europe's leading artists (painters, sculptors) to work in Malta. 

These persons who were assisted by local talent, who in turn learnt their trade 
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from their masters, contributed in no small way to make Malta proud of its artistic 
achievements. 

In recent years, tourists from every part of the globe, spend hours admiring 
Malta's heritage, which at times may not have been given all the attention it deserves. 

The list of edifices and treasures to Malta bequeathed by de Vilhena is unending, 
but he is best remembered for: 
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Mdina's Gate as built 
by G.M.Manoel de Vilhena 

Palazzo Vilhena as built by 
G.M.Manoel de Vilhena 
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Letter with the Grandmaster's signtture 
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This document consists of two parts, the first part in Italian, dated 26'h September 
1725, is report, signed by the "Procuratori" of the Venerable Langue of Italy: 

Il Commandatore Fra Giovanni M. de Hobili, and Il Cavaliere Fra Antonio Cedronio 
sent to G.M. Antonius Manoel De Vilhena. 

They had been given the task of verifying, the authenticity and legitimacy of the birth 
certificate, of Gius Borg, after obtaining the testimony of several witnesses, some of 
whom in secret, and also the authenticity of the marriage certificate of his parents, in 
order that G. Borg could be appointed Chaplin to the Italian Langue. 

The Procuratori expressed their satisfaction in this respect. 
The second part in Latin, in the form of a "Decree", issued in April of 1730, by the 

Vice Chancellor Fr Emmanuel Pinto, who later became Grand Master in 1741, bearing 
the beautiful wafer seal of G .M. De Vilhena, certifying that the extract of the report of 
the Procuratori of the 26th September 1725 is correct, and is being registered in the 
Chancellory .9 
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The headquarters of the Order and the church of Santa Maria della Catena in Prague. 
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Translation of Petition8 

"Fra Don Antonius Manoel de Vilhena, by the grace of God, Master of the 
Holy Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem and of the Military Order of the Holy Sepulcre 
of Our Lord, and Custodian of the poor of Jesus Christ. 

Greetings to all and each who will see, read, and hear these our letters. 
We make known, and testify truthfully, that the following Decree has been 

extracted from the record book of the Councils preserved in our Chancery wherein 
such documents are kept and registered, therewith we order to be extracted in this 
public form, so that everywhere, both at Court of Laws or out of it, it will be 
accepted fully and beyond any doubt. The Decree is as follows:-

20th June 1735 
Having examined the petition (request) of Fra Francis Tauffer, Chaplain of 

the Venerable Priorate of Bohemia and Prior of the Convent of Our Lady in 
Prague and the written statement of the Venerable Procurators of the Common 
Treasury. 

These two statements (petition + statement) are as follows:
Your Eminence, 
The Prior of the Convent of St. Mary dell a Catena in Prague, Fra Francis Tauffer, 

Conventional Chaplain of the Venerable Great Priorate of Bohemia, most humble 
servant and obedient religious of Your Eminence, humbly submits that he has 
been chosen to build a College for Alumni for twelve Chaplains of Obedience; the 
expenses will be covered from some property donated to the aforementioned 
Convent. The petitioner has already built a house for the same (Chaplains), but so 
far, it has not been declared as such, because oflack of fund. To keep decently the 
Alumni and the running of the College as the collections so far were not enough. 

Hence, the Petitioner is willing to provide from his own funds, to bring to 
completion such a pious work (foundation), useful for the Parish Churches of the 
above mentioned Venerable Great Priorate, which will be better cared for, because 
they will be taken care of by the above-mentioned Alumni, who will be Religious 
of this Holy Order, and who will be well prepared. He humbly asks (begs of) Your 
Eminence for the due and opportune permission, to be able to dispose, in favour of 
the above-mentioned College, of all his property- movable and immovable- which 
he actually owns independently of the Holy Religion, and of other property, which 
in future he might own, all of which will be to the benefit of the same (Religion) of 
Divine Cult and of the Churches of the above-mentioned Venerable Great Priorate. 

With the hope of being granted from you knowing the generosity and disposition 
of Your Eminence. 

I remain your most very obedient servant 
(s) Master of the Hospital of Jerusalem. 
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This petition must be made known to the Venerable Procurators of Our Common 
Treasury. 

Given from the Palace on lOth June 1735. 
J(oannes) B(aptista) Balsanus de Vign. 
Auditor. 

Your Eminence, 
The College, which is mentioned in the written petition of the Priest Fra Francis 

Tauffer, will be useful and advantageous for the Service of God, and useful to the 
service of the Priorate of Bohemia, and to Religion of Your Eminence. Therefore 
we agree that the movable and immovable property which the above-mentioned 
priest actually owns, and will in future own, be used, during his life, and after his 
death as well, for the benefit of the afore-said College, in the name of our Religion. 
This is all which is to be recommended to Your Eminence so that you grant the 
request. 

We salute you in Your Room today, 18th June 1735. 
(s) Fra Don Juan de Prego 
Secretary to the Common Treasury = Master of the Hospital of Jerusalem 
This petition should be presented to our Venerable Council. 
Given from the Palace today 18th June 1735 
(s) Fra J.B. Balsanus de Vign. 
Auditor ,· 

____ the Grand Master and the Venerable Council, having heard also the 
other petition of the Procurator of the Venerable Priorate of Bohemia given for the 
same purpose and examined the verdict of the Venerable Language of Germany, 
published (made known publicly) on 20th October last, wherein it is requested to 
be given, to the said Prior Tauffer the faculty (power) as requested to dispose (use) 
in favour of the above-mentioned College in conformity with the written statement 
as enclosed with their vote, unanimously agreed to be granted. 

And because the documents are genuine we hereby authenticate our Magistial 
Bull with our black seal impressed on these letters. 

Given from our Convent on 20th of the month of June, Year 1735. 
(s) Fra Lothus de Tavona 
(L.S.) Vice Chancellor. 

The Magisterial Bull was read and made public (and put on show) in the 
Residence of the Great Priorate of Prague on 19th April A .D. 17 45. 

(s) Ernest Norbert Schutzbreth de Schutzwerth 
Chancellor 
This present Magisterial Bull, contained in the last will oflate Fra Francis Adam 

Tauffer, who passed away in the Lord, Conventual Chaplain of the Holy Order of 
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St. John of Jerusalem and Prior of the Convent and Church of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary under the title of Catena in nearby Ebenfurth, is a full true copy and signed 
in my handwriting and authenticated with my seal impressed on it: I swear to be 
true. 

Given in Prague on 19th April 1745 
(s) Ernest Norbert Schutzbrith de Scutzwerth 
(L.S .) Chancellor of the Great Priorate of Bohemia 

Joannes Matthaeus, Sworn Regius Notary Public by Imperial Authority, Old 
Royal Metropolis of Prague 

(L.S .) Chancellor 
As required for public faith. 
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Manoel Island I Fort Manoel; 
the Manoel Theatre - one of the oldest in Europe; 
rebuilding of Mdina and turning it into a baroque city; 
the rebuilding of Palazzo Vilhena in Mdina where the bronze medallion 

over the main door has been recently restored; 
the Lion Fountain at St. Anne's Square Floriana bearing his Coat of Arms; 
the statue in his honour in Floriana. 

It is not surprising that Malta is on many occasions described as the "Gem of 
the Mediterranean" and there is no doubt that this is mostly due to the valuable 
treasures which the Order of St. John built or donated. 

Here it is not possible to mention all that was achieved during de Vilhena's 
fourteen year reign as Grand Master. 

However it is worth mentioning that major works successfully undertaken during 
his time are still visible as a reminder of his contribution towards Malta's heritage. 

He passed away on 12th December 1736 and is buried in the Ardente Chapel in 
St. John eo-Cathedral, Valletta where his memorial can be seen. 
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