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Abstract

The Grotto of St Paul in Rabat has enjoyed an important position as an internationally
renowned shrine for Christians for several hundred years. It attracted visitors from all over
Europe, reaching a climax in the 17th century, through the efforts of the Order of St John.
These visitors made the journey for a broad continuum of reasons, reflecting their interests,
professions and beliefs, and so they experienced the grotto very differently. This research
sought to analyse travel accounts from the period c.1650-¢.1750 and shed light on the various
motivations of visitors to the Grotto, by structuring them into three distinct groups: devotees,
artists and tourists. A complex, pluralistic reality was revealed, demonstrating overlapping
motivations and interests, very much like those of 21st century visitors to the Grotto. The
outcome of the research helped design a themed tour of Rabat placing these fascinating

travellers from early modern Europe into the spotlight.
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1. Introduction

The Grotto of St Paul in Rabat has been venerated for a very long time, and references to the
cave go back to documents written as early as the 14th and 15th centuries. A visit to the
Grotto, traditionally believed to be the place where St Paul the Apostle was incarcerated was
a journey that touched upon different aspects of the human self. It was considered as a
spiritual and physical healing program. It was a place where the faithful prayed and rock from
the cave was believed to be imbued with special properties, an effective antidote against

poisoning and many other maladies.

By the end of the 16th century the Grotto was catapulted to international fame through the
efforts of the Knights of the Order of St John, who leveraged their patronage of the shrine to
help cement their fame as ambassadors and protectors of the Christian faith throughout
Europe. The Order instrumentalized the Maltese Pauline cult for its own glory, circulating
pamphlets and handbills in several European countries. Soon, the Grotto of St Paul became
a widely known and important destination for pilgrims across the continent. Between 1588 and
1589 no fewer than 940 foreigners visited the island, many of whom paid a visit to the Grotto
(Freller, 1996, p.88). Subsequently, throughout the 17th and 18th centuries Malta and the
Grotto kept attracting a significant number of visitors, including French, Italian, German,
Spanish and English people. Visitors hailed from all walks of life and much like the myriad of
visitors that converge annually on Christian places of pilgrimage such as Santiago de

Compostela and Lourdes, they were tourists too.

In recent decades, the subject of foreign visitors to the Grotto has attracted new research,
shedding more light on the individuals that made their journey to Malta specifically to visit St
Paul’s Grotto. This was the starting point of this research study. | embarked on this subject
aroused by the curiosity to learn about who exactly these people were, and why they
undertook the journey. This long essay will argue that contrary to common belief, visitors to
the cave were by no means only pilgrims driven by their faith. It will seek to illustrate that these
people came from a variety of backgrounds and attempt to group them into broad but distinct
categories to collate a novel view of the research to-date. This study will then (i) use this
structure to highlight the different ways the journey was meaningful to visitors between the
middle of the 17th and 18th centuries, and (ii) throw a spotlight on several of the motley of

motivations behind these visits.



2. Literature Review

The available information about the visitors to the Grotto and their motivations is scattered
over a variety of sources. These are principally in the form of published accounts written by
the travellers themselves, as was customary in the Baroque period, shedding light on their
impressions of the place and what they remarked as noteworthy. A significant number of these
manuscripts have been digitised and made publicly available by the libraries where they are
kept. While these primary sources are written in different languages reflecting the origin of the
writers, several of these have been translated into English by contemporary authors who have
used them for their research. A diverse selection of these traveller accounts, including their
corresponding translations were used for this study. Additionally, this literature review has also
considered the principle contemporary authors who have written about the Grotto of St Paul,
whose publications provide suitable secondary bibliographical sources to assist the objectives

of this study.
2.1 Devotional Visitors

Over a hundred years ahead of the period under study, in 1536 came the first printed
description of Malta by the French priest, traveller and scholar Jean Quintin D’Autun. He
includes a description of St Paul’s Grotto, highlighting its importance and connection with the
Apostle: ‘Near the city there is a cave dug in a rock... they say Paul was in custody in it for
three months along with other prisoners, healing at the same time the islanders... and calling
them to Christ by his preaching’ (Vella, 1980 cited in Freller, 1996 p.72). Marc’Antonio Haxac,
a Maltese surgeon on the galleys of the Order of St John, wrote a ‘relazione’ highlighting the
Pauline cult in Malta to Cardinal Verallo in Rome at the start of the 17th century. His manuscript
mentions that the Holy Grotto was Malta’s first church. Additionally, Haxac calls out the
miraculous properties of its stone, suggesting it was already popular all over Europe due to
the ‘numerous pilgrims’ who visited the Grotto in a similar way to pilgrims who visited 'St James
in Galicia’ (Azzopardi & Blondy, 2012 p.134).

Travellers accounts from the start of the period being studied reflect what Freller (1996, p.130)
describes as an ‘extraordinary level of devotion to the Apostle’. The Jesuit priest and scholar
Athanasius Kircher, whose ‘Mundus subterraneus’ became one of the most influential books
on natural science in the 17th century, visited the cave in 1637 while on an 8-month stay in
Malta (Freller, 1996 p.133). His description of the qualities of the earth extracted from the
Grotto illustrates the prevalent supernatural beliefs: ‘this earth... efficient for diseases of a
venomous nature... cured not so much through natural means as through the favour and
blessing of St Paul, and as one may piously believe, it is rich in power.’ (Kircher, 1665 p.359).

In 1639 a Frenchman named Jean Coppin was returning from Egypt to France, stopping over
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in Malta for six days. Even though he greatly admired the city of Valletta, Coppin describes
the Grotto as Malta’s most precious site: ‘but the most remarkable thing in Malta and also the
most venerable is the Grotto of the great Apostle of the Gentiles... one excavates a white

earth which is a never-failing remedy against poison and fevers’ (Coppin, 1686 p.361).

Devotional visitors to the Grotto also commented about the relics of the saints within, an
important part of the experience for pilgrims. This was the case for Johann Breithaupt from
Germany, who after his visit of 1624, praised the altar containing these relics as ‘the treasure
of St Paul’ (Breithaupt, 1632 p.154). Frenchman Albert de Rochefort mentions in his account:
‘the small church above the cave of St. Paul is remarkable because of its collection of holy
relics, amongst which.. is the arm of St Paul.. | had never seen a small church that has so
many holy relics.” (Rochefort, 1663 cited in Freller, 2009 p.378)

2.2 Artists

In the 17th and 18th centuries, several were the foreign artists who included Malta in their
travels, guided by their interest in art, documenting verbally but also graphically the sites which

struck a chord with them.

In 1632 German painter Joachim von Sandrart was in Malta and wrote about the Grotto in
his travel account: ‘there is also shown a Grotto in which St Paul has allegedly lived.. this
however is questioned by Cluverius’ (Merian, Zeiller. p.47 cited in Freller, 2005). Similarly, in
1664 the Dutch poet and artist Willem Schellinkx arrived in Malta and showed great interest
in locations traditionally associated with the Saint, also carrying out two drawings of the Grotto
(Freller, 1996 p.96). Additionally, Schellinkx thought of including in his manuscript a
reproduction of a printed handbill about the miraculous stone of the cave (ibid., p.144).

One of the most important visual records of Malta’s sights from the period are from renowned
French artist Jean Houel. Houel made two trips to Malta in the middle of the 18th century, and
his tour of the island included a visit to the cave. On his second visit in 1777 he was
accompanied by compatriot Antoine Favray, another artist whose work can still be seen in
many Maltese localities. Houel is reported as taking a keen interest in the Grotto and the
surrounding area (Freller, 2013 p.30). In his account of the visit, Houel immediately draws
attention to the statue of St Paul the Apostle, which he attributed to the great Roman sculptor
Gian Lorenzo Bernini. The French artist appreciated the statue’s qualities considering it one
of the sculptor’s better works, describing it as ‘carried out with much expression and fire’.
Houel goes on to add that the statue stood out above all the other artefacts in the cave: ‘the
only thing worthy to see in this place’. Only then does Houel provide a mention of a spot in the
cave from where rock dust was scraped by devotees, adding ‘they are convinced that this

powder is a most powerful remedy’ (Houel, 1787 p.110). On this trip, Favray takes the
4



opportunity to show Houel his own paintings, which the young artist appreciated in no
uncertain terms (Degiorgio & Fiorentino, 2004 p.170).

2.3 Tourists

Late in the 17th century, Malta had become an important stop on the European ‘giro’
undertaken by travellers for their own education but certainly also for entertainment. By the
mid-18th century, several were the wealthy Britons who paid a visit to Malta for private

pleasure and cultural education (Freller, 2009 p.23).

One such account is from Scottish traveller Patrick Brydone, who visited Malta in 1770. The
author provides a descriptive account of all the sites he toured with the help of local guides.
Brydone followed an itinerary of places including the Grotto of St Paul, which he described as
‘exceedingly damp’ (Brydone, 1773 p.127). His guides explained that many boxes of the rock
from the Grotto were exported to far flung corners of the world, and so made sure to help
himself to some: ‘we did not fail to stuff our pockets with this wonderful stone’. Nevertheless,
the author expresses some scepticism: ‘| suspected they [the guides] would have prevented
us, as | did not suppose the saint would have worked for heretics’. Additionally, Brydone did
not seem impressed by the qualities of the powdered rock: ‘it tastes like exceeding bad
magnesia, and | believe has pretty much the same effects.’ (ibid., p.128). Brydone goes on to
mention other myths associated to the place, but once more some concerns are apparent:
‘The saint cursed all the venomous animals of the island, and banished them forever.. whether

this be the cause of it or not, we shall leave to divines to determine’ (ibid. p.128).

French engineer Charles Sonnini was a widely travelled man who had been in several
continents, prior to making his way to Malta in May 1777. Sonnini was a naturalist and was
accompanied by a member of the Order around the most important sites. Taking interest in
the Grotto and the properties attributed to its rock, Sonnini provides some critical observations:
‘all its properties are confined to the production of a slight sudorific effect’. Later in his account,
his strong scepticism about the myths connected with grotto emerges, attributing their
popularity to gullible or ill-educated people: ‘it is difficult to undeceive that class of people who

explain natural facts by miracles’ (Sonnini, 1800 cited in Freller, 2006 p.215).
24 Contemporary scholars

A few contemporary researchers have researched and written about different aspects of the

Grotto, providing a scholarly perspective of visitors and their motivations.

The late Mons. John Azzopardi published numerous articles and curated multiple volumes
about the Pauline cult in Malta and the Grotto of St Paul in Rabat. Azzopardi’s research

includes seminal work tracing the history of the Grotto since medieval times, the meteoric rise
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in international popularity by the sixteenth century, and the various elements of the Pauline
tradition in Malta (e.g. Azzopardi, 2011; Azzopardi & Freller, 2010). This author’s work
highlights why the Grotto is considered the first church of the Maltese islands (Azzopardi,
2009) and its inextricable position in Malta’s identity (Azzopardi & Freller, 2010). His works
emphasise the link between Malta and the visit of the Apostle, throwing a spotlight on the
Pauline tradition, re-asserting its relevance: ‘Images of Paul are for Malta, as powerful as our
national colours’ (Azzopardi & Pace, 2010 p.5). Azzopardi traces how the increasing devotion
to the Pauline cult, aided by the Knights’ efforts, raised Malta’s standing in the eyes of Europe,
leading to many more pilgrims visiting the island (Azzopardi, 2011; Azzopardi & Blondy, 2012).
Distinguished ecclesiastical visitors since late medieval, into modern times and to the present

day are also brought to light in his work (Azzopardi, 2011; Cassar & Zammit, 1990).

Thomas Freller wrote extensively about foreign visitors coming to the Grotto, putting together
a comprehensive monologue specifically about this topic (Freller, 1996). His research collated
a variety of mentions of the cave from a wide selection of travel accounts, illustrating these
people’s origin and background. The material is organised in a chronological order, which also
gives a glimpse of the changes in the Grotto’s visitors’ perception over time, reflected in their
writings. This shift becomes apparent in his book about Malta and the Grand Tour (Freller,
2009), where Freller suggests that as time went on, and especially after the start of the 18th
century, the Grotto became less of an object of devotion to travellers, and much more a subject
of curiosity. The author goes on to say that gradually irony and scepticism replaced old
legends and traditions, with visitors being drawn to the place for the sentiments it evoked,
rather than due to the devotional aspects of the shrine. Freller mentions that aside of pilgrims,
visitors also included students, scholars, diplomats, and noblemen on their educational tours.
This proliferation of secular visits by the end of the 17th century was due to Malta becoming
one of the best-known places of fascination included on many travellers’ itineraries, principally

due to the Knights’ presence on the island (ibid.)

Numerous reports and travelogues from the 17th and 18th century included a mention of a
visit to St Paul’s Grotto. Freller (1996) points out that most 17th century visitor reports follow
the format of a ‘relazione’, where the emphasis is on factual information, with little space for
personal views or subjective comments. Conversely, Muscat (2018) argues that these
accounts are highly subjective reports which reflect the writer's personality, cultural
background, experiences, and biases. She maintains that travellers’ reports were in fact
influenced by the individuals’ traits, circumstances, and duration of their visit on the island
(ibid.). The existing literature about early modern visitors largely follows the same trends,
giving descriptions which appear generic with insufficient insight into the diverse motivations

that drew these people to the shrine. By revisiting and restructuring visitors’ reports this study
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aims to draw the individual travellers’ views on the numerous possibilities that may have

compelled them to make the journey to St Paul’s Grotto.



3. Methodology

This chapter explains the methods used to gather data for the purpose of this research. The
principle aim of this study is to explore the motivations that spurred Early Modern visitors to
travel to St Paul’s Grotto. It also seeks to understand the different ways in which the visit was
meaningful to them. The best way forward to conduct this research was through a qualitative
literature review. A systematic approach whereby select information from both primary and
secondary sources was extracted, analysed, evaluated, and categorised, proved to be the
most effective method in synthesizing what the collection of data reveals on the motivations

that drove early modern travellers to the grotto and draw some ideas on how it was meaningful.
3.1 Sources

The basis of this qualitative research was a data gathering process from a range of
bibliographical sources. The first step consisted of a thorough exercise to consult the material
that has already been written about the subject of visitors to the Grotto. It was established that
only a few academics have delved deep into the topic. Through their publications, a
chronological catalogue of travel accounts of visitors to the island was obtained. Several of
these primary accounts were accessible in digitised format from online libraries. In multiple
cases, translations of these travelogues or reports were required and found either as a

complete text, or as quotations in different sources.

All the gathered data was examined in detail to start identifying possible reasons for which
travellers in the past undertook the journey to the Grotto. Reports were cross referenced to
highlight differences amongst them. For instance, some just included a brief mention of the
myth of the Grotto’s stone, others focused on the artistic artefacts in the Grotto that captured
their attention, while others wrote personal observations throwing doubt on the tales

surrounding the Pauline tradition in Malta.

The travel accounts which were selected for mention in the study reflect the diversity of these
visitors. Accounts were chosen in the period ¢.1650 to ¢.1750, as this time marked significant
changes in the socio-political context of the islands. The revival of religious pilgrimages
brought about by the Counter Reformation gradually gave way to influences brought about by
the Enlightenment. Visitor accounts spanning this period often reflect this transition, which

helped identify the main themes around which to structure this study.

Academic publications about the subject organise accounts chronologically or according to
anecdotes characterising singular narratives. To address the gap in the research and shed a
spotlight on the visitors’ motivations, three categories of visitors were chosen to structure the

outcome of the analysis. Based on the consulted literature, these groups illustrate the main



distinctions in motivations to visit the Grotto depending on the reasons for their journey.
‘Devotional visitors’, ‘Artists’ and ‘Tourists’ were the three categories selected to guide both
the Literature Review and the Analysis. This structure was deemed suitable to bring a new
perspective of visitors’ experiences to the Grotto in the Early Modern period, expanding the

knowledge dimension on this theme.
3.2 Limitations of this study

Several of the visitors’ accounts considered for this study are written in a range of foreign
languages, reflecting the travellers’ origins. Additionally, the language used in these reports is
often archaic and a solid grasp of the context, such as the writing styles of the time is required
to identify more precisely the meaning which the author was trying to convey. The finite time
available together with the space constraints restricting the depth of the analysis were the
principal limitations of this study.

The motivations of tourists, irrespective of their religious beliefs, are often complex and varied.
In fact, the overlapping motivations of faith-based tourists is a topical subject being researched
by contemporary scholars (e.g.: Cassar & Munro, 2016), providing avenues for more insights

into the similarities of past and present visitors to religious shrines.



4. Results, Analysis and Discussion

The analysis and discussion chapter organises the information gathered according to the
outlined methodology around three broad classes of visitors. For each group of visitors, the
analysis depicts the contrasting ways how the journey to St Paul’s Grotto was meaningful, and

additionally it seeks to illustrate the distinct motivations behind their tour.
4.1 Devotional Visitors

In the context of the Counter-Reformation, St Paul's Grotto became the recipient of concerted
efforts to promote it as a place of pilgrimage for visitors all over Europe. Ecclesiastical
authorities positioned the life of St Paul as justification for missions to spread the gospel in the
New World. The Order of St John and local clerics made sure to use the Pauline tradition to
raise Malta’s profile and cement its role as a bulwark of Christianity in the hostile

Mediterranean Sea (Azzopardi & Freller, 2010).

Since the early days of Christianity, pilgrims have undertaken challenging journeys to holy
sites in various countries. Such journeys were important for pilgrims in the 17th and 18th
centuries for the same reasons as those which spurred on people many centuries earlier.
These travellers sought to give honour to God and look after their souls in accordance with
their spiritual beliefs. Like several other pilgrimage sites, the Grotto of St Paul was
extraordinary as visits were rewarded by indulgences, in consonance with the concessions
made by Pope Paul V in 1611. The Order’s publications about the Grotto raised the profile of
the site, advertising the spiritual rewards that one expected to receive when visiting the cave.
Therefore, numerous pilgrims travelled to the Grotto in the same way they made their way to
other famous shrines like Santiago de Compostela. Pilgrims would make the journey hoping
to receive the divine intervention of the Saint, such as cures against illnesses or maladies
which afflicted them or their loved ones. The fundamental belief and driving force for pious
travellers in the Baroque period was that visits to the Grotto of St. Paul underwent a unique

and powerful influence exercised by the Saint in this specific place (Freller, 1996).

A devout Jesuit, Kircher made sure to attend Holy Mass at St Paul’'s Grotto, accompanied by
Inquisitor Fabio Chigi (Freller, 1996). As a practicing Christian, Kircher would have been
compelled to spend time praying in this holy shrine, possibly reflecting on biblical teachings
and how he felt he was faring in his spiritual life. With a keen interest in natural science and
caves, a visit to the Grotto must have been especially meaningful for the priest and scholar.
Not only was the site an important place of worship for Christians, but the beliefs regarding
the supernatural properties of the cave’s rock intrigued Kircher, who went on to mention it in

‘Mundus subterraneus’. Kircher is unequivocal about the fact that there was the Apostle’s

10



direct blessing behind the rock’s properties, adding that its power was beyond the

understanding of devotees who visited the Grotto, and must have come from God (ibid).

Similarly, Coppin, a layman, illustrates his extraordinary level of devotion to St Paul in his
travel account. At a time when most travellers were fascinated by Valletta, the modern city of
the Knights, it was the Grotto in Rabat which he considered as Malta’s most important site.
Coppin appears to have been in awe of the place, and like other devotional visitors, the journey

could have led him to feel closer to the divine powers of the Saint.

The presence of important relics in the Grotto made the experience for believers more
meaningful, helping to attract visitors in accordance with the ideas surrounding relics in places
of worship. When describing the altar where the relics were kept, Breithaupt asserts that this
was truly ‘the treasure of St Paul’ (Breithaupt, 1632, p.154). After his visit to the Grotto, de
Rochefort mentions specifically the relic of the arm of St Paul, acknowledging how important
it was. In Baroque times, it became fashionable to touch saints’ relics, as these helped
believers feel closer to the spiritual influence of the saints. For de Rochefort, these relics of
the Grotto could have been a catalyst to help him meditate about the inevitable day of
judgement when his body expired. The journey on the footsteps of St Paul was especially
meaningful for devotional visitors, an opportunity to learn more about the Saint’s life, helping

them model and shape their life as Christians.
4.2 Artists

For European artists, the journey to Malta was meaningful for very different reasons. In the
aftermath of the Council of Trent, Baroque art occupied an important role in the Roman
Catholic church’s strategy to bring congregations back into the fold. In the 17th century, the
paintings and artistic artefacts in the Grotto became much more than simple artistic
representations to inspire devotional visitors or educate the illiterate. It was believed that the
statues and paintings were linked with the divine power of the Apostle (Freller, 2006). Artists
attempting to meet the increasing demand for art from the church travelled as necessary, for
inspiration from existing work and to network with other experts and benefactors. For instance,
von Sandrart arrived in Malta in 1632 primarily to study the works of Caravaggio on the island
(ibid.). His descriptive account of the cave includes some sceptical remarks about the
association of St Paul with the Grotto, giving the impression that his visit was motivated by
reasons other than faith (Merian Zeiller, cited in Freller, 2005). For the German painter and
several artists in the 17th century, a visit to the renowned Grotto was part of a meaningful
journey seeking to accommodate the need for visual art in the Baroque age. Von Sandrart
also supplied drawings to scholars such as Merian and Zeiler, who were documenting famous

places and used the illustrations in their publication ‘Topographia Italiae’, which helped make
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them very influential geographers of the time (Freller, 2005). Just like von Sandrart, these

authors were after recognition and the economic benefits that their work would produce.

By the 18th century, some interesting developments in the tastes of art became apparent in
Northern Europe. There was new revived interest in the classical Greek and Roman period,
and the art of antiquity came into fashion, considered to be superior to what contemporary
artists were producing (Freller, 2013 p.x). This led artists to travel to places where Greek and
Roman art and architecture was still plentiful, so the island of Sicily came into the limelight.
Numerous artists added Malta to their itineraries to capture the most famous sites in their
paintings and drawings. Houel had already cemented his reputation as a landscape artist
when he travelled to southern Europe to frame sites from classical times in his illustrations. In
his report about St. Paul’s Grotto, his observations primarily concern the artistic qualities of
the artefacts within; he was impressed by the sculpture of the Apostle. Led by fellow painter
Favray, the tour they undertook together was principally motivated by their common
occupation and interest. This is corroborated by the fact that Favray also showed Houel his
titular painting of St Cathaldus in the chapel nearby. It is reasonable to suggest that these two
artists would have been studying and comparing the artwork, attempting to discover
opportunities for new commissions or even getting acquainted with local art patrons. Meeting
the art market’'s appetite based on current trends was obviously important to artists’
livelihoods, making a visit to the ancient Grotto a meaningful opportunity. Freller (2013) reports
that on his return to Paris, Houel's main source of income came through the sale of his

paintings, such as those featured in his ‘Voyage Pittoresque’.
4.3 Tourists

Visitors to the Grotto falling under this category had various backgrounds, such as students
on their educational tours, scholars interested in natural science, and wealthy merchants

visiting for pleasure, so their motivations differed accordingly.

Particularly up to 1700, distinguished people would commonly undertake a tour of Europe as
part their education across several disciplines, such as diplomacy, politics, and languages.
This educational tour was the last practical part of the schooling programme for young men
from noble and rich families. Upon completion of the ‘Grand Tour’ or ‘giro’, these men were
prepared to take up important positions in upper echelons of society, with suitable knowledge
of international affairs, making them good candidates to hold military or political posts (Freller,
2009). Following the Great Siege of 1565, the Order of St John had created interest in the
archipelago through a flood of reports spread all over Europe, many of which extolled the
achievements and military exploits of the knights. Like several other reports, Haxac’s relazione

included an extensive description of the links between Malta and Paul the Apostle, with the
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Grotto and its qualities featuring centrally. Such pamphlets painted a picture of Malta being a

‘chosen’ place, raising Malta’s profile all over Europe (Azzopardi & Blondy, 2012).

By the 17th century, Malta had become one of the fascinating places of the educational Grand
Tour. Upon their arrival, members of the Order would accompany the visitors to the most
important sites, which invariably included the Grotto in Rabat. Visitors on their tour were
expected to complete a detailed diary stressing important places. This was intended to reflect
the visitor's education and credentials, serving as an important resume for future reference
(Freller, 2009). With its reputation in the Christian world and as an important element of Malta’s
identity, a visit and mention of the Pauline shrine in these diaries was highly desirable. In 1664,
Jacques Thierr