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The Chapel

The chapel of St Theresa of Avila is found on the right hand side of the Collegiate Church of St
Paul Shipwreck flanking the transept dedicated to St Joseph, the larger side chapel dedicated to
Our Lady of Charity and the Oratory of the Confraternity of Charity. All this complex of chapels
and the Oratory are taken care of by the Confraternity of Our Lady of Charity.

The chapel in question is decorated and houses various artefacts. Of great importance is the fact
that inside the chapel of St Theresa is the venerable relic of the column on which St Paul was
beheaded in Rome. The relic set in the middle of the chapel was brought from the Benedictine
complexin Rome of San Paolo alle Tre Fontane. It was donated to the Collegiate Chapter by Pope
Pius VII himself in 1818. Also close by, in a niche on the altar of the chapel of St Joseph, is the
relic of the right-hand wrist-bone of St Paul set in a silver reliquary in the form of an arm. These
two relics attract numerous visitors and tourists to the church making it a pilgrimage stop, with
the relics being mentioned in most of the tourist publicity material and tourist guides alike.



Figure 1: The Chapel of St Theresa of Avila with the Relic of the Pillar of St Paul at its centre

Historical Description

The Chapel of St Theresa of Avila also known in Maltese as ‘il-Kappella tal-Bambina’ because of
a sottoquadro which existed on the altar of the chapel and which was replaced by a marble relief
of the Virgin of Mount Carmel. The carved baroque relief reredos in stone of the chapel behind
the altar is reminiscent of the other baroque sculpture that was once found in the rest of the
church of St Paul and which was removed during the late 19t and early 20t centuries in favour
of the more simple but colourful marble encrustation. The carved reredos with an apse having a
radiant monogram of the Virgin Mary at its centre and decorated with frolicking putti amongst
clouds is extremely fine and can be attributed to the Zahra family of 18" century stone carvers.
Of interest are the three paintings decorating the reredos. These represent four saints related to



the mystery of Charity. In the main altarpiece is represented St Theresa of Avila at its centre and
St Francis of Paola carrying the staff of Charity in his hand by her side. The other two side paintings
represent St John of the Cross and the other Santa Maria Maddalena dei Pazzi. The three main
saints represented in this chapel are all from the Theresian Monastic Order of the Discalced
Carmelites. The three paintings are attributed to early 18™ century Maltese artist, Enrico
Reynaud.

Figure 2: The three paintings attributed to Enrico Reynaud portraying Santa Maria Maddelena dei Pazzi (left), St. Theresa of
Avila and St Francis of Paola (middle) and St John of the Cross (right)

Apart from the Reliquary of the Pillar of St Paul, the chapel acts also as a chapel of relics. In the
altar of the chapel is the relic of Malta’s main patron saint who also used to carry out pastoral
work in this church during his lifetime, Blessed Ignatius Falzon. In one of the two niches in the
chapel, there are various relics housed inside reliquaries including those of the Blessed
Addeodata Pisani and St George Preca. In the other niche is the processional statue of Our Lady
of Charity, a fine work in wood carved by Giuseppe Vella of Valletta in the mid-19% century.

Condition assessment

The Paintings and the Reredos

The sculptural works of the apse reredos, lunettes pendentives and dome are a fine example of
sculpture that has been decorated in shades of paint and gold trimmings. Due to soot from



candles lit in the chapel in the past, humidity and paint deterioration, the decoration is in a very
bad condition. The worst area is the reredos housing the three paintings which is attached to a
third party property and was probably built directly touching the bare rock. The reredos has been
painted several times and the paint layers are now blocking the air for the stone to breath thus
trapping salts and damaging the stone beneath. The stone needs to be cleaned from the paint
layers and restored in a way that humidity will no longer be trapped underneath the paint but
naturally leave the stone.

Figure 3: The damaged reredos with the paint coming off due to humity

Apart from the stone, the three fine paintings by Reynaud are in a very bad condition. All the
three are badly damaged at the lower parts where flaking, salt blooming and canvas deformation
is taking place. It is assumed that this is taking place due to falling stones and dust from the back
which is accumulating between the stretcher frame and the canvas. If restoration is not taken in
hand for both paintings and the reredos, serious damage will have taken place within the coming
years.



The three paintings need to be removed from their place, restored in a laboratory and most
probably relined, changing the stretcher frame where necessary. The niches in the apse
containing the painting have to be covered in an inert separating lining to protect the paintings
in order to avoid contact with the stone dust and the humidity created behind the paintings.

The Lunettes, Pendentives, Apse and Dome

Cleaning, restoring and at times reintegrating the decoration where necessary has to be done to
the other stone surfaces including the apse, the three lunettes, the dome, together with the
pendentives of the floral still-lifes by Cremona. This work needs to be carried out in order to
acquire a homogeneous environment give the chapel the original colours that it was originally
decorated with. The marble cladding is also in dire need of cleaning from salt efflorescence which
has formed in particular areas. The coloured marble also needs cleaning from dirt and grime that
has accumulated over the years while it needs to be protected with wax.

Figure 4: The apse with the damaged areas



Figure 5: The dome with the lunettes and pendentives

Scaffolding

Over and above, a certified scaffolding needs to be erected in the chapel in a way that all the
faces of the chapel can be easily reached by the conservators that will be working on this project.



