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The Maltese islands, situated at the crossroads of the 
central Mediterranean basin between sicily and the 
north african coast of Tunisia and libya, have through-
out their history been ruled by diverse foreign powers, 
ranging from the romans (ca. 218 b.c.–a.d. 395), the 
Byzantines (535–869), the arabs (870–1090), the nor-
mans (1090–1265), the angevins (1266–82), the ara-
gonese (1283–1529), the order of saint John (1530–1798), 
the French (1798–1800), and the British (1801–1964). 
with the notable exception of Malta’s prehistoric tem-
ples dating to 5000 b.c., the imposing network of mili-
tary fortifications and the renaissance city of valletta 
founded by the knights of the order of saint John have 
overshadowed other architectural legacies. in the after-
math of the great siege of 1565, the island of Malta, now 
under the rule of the order, established itself as a strate-
gic military base and bulwark of Christianity against the 
westward expansion of the ottoman empire. local his-
torical studies have tended to depict a heroic, predomi-
nantly Christian island state that throughout different 
periods in its history managed to successfully repel in-
cursions by foreign Muslim powers. one unintentional 
result of this has been that the few local art and archi-
tectural forms emanating from non-Christian cultures 
have been underappreciated and not given the attention 
they deserve. 

The main objective of this paper is to highlight the 
historical and architectural significance of a unique 
nineteenth-century Muslim cemetery complex built un-
der the auspices of the ottoman sultan abdülaziz (r. 
1861–76). it is the final culmination of several Muslim 
cemeteries that were discreetly established on the island 
in various historical periods. The way in which a Muslim 
cemetery has been represented from a western cultural 

perspective—through orientalist imagery and the con-
ceptual ideals of romanticism—will be explored with 
specific reference to the establishment of this late otto-
man cemetery in a British island colony. however, prior 
to considering this subject in detail it would be useful to 
briefly trace the historical backdrop of the Muslim pres-
ence on the island. 

Muslim cemeteries have been found in Malta since at 
least the eleventh century. The conquest of the island in 
a.d. 870, spearheaded by the aghlabids in Muslim sicily, 
would suggest the establishment of Muslim burial sites.1 
recent historical studies have postulated the theory that 
initially it was more the case of a violent razzia leading 
to a virtually depopulated island, rather than a whole-
scale occupation of Malta during the tenth century.2 
although roger the norman did temporarily conquer 
the island in 1091, political instability was still the order 
of the day and the Muslim presence and influence re-
mained widely prevalent. it was not until the year 1224, 
subsequent to further military expeditions by the nor-
mans from sicily, that the latin Christianization of Mal-
ta was virtually complete. architectural remains and 
artifacts dating from the arab period are sparse and no 
notable structures or buildings from this period have 
survived.

in 1881, archaeological excavations conducted on the 
site of the roman Domus, just outside the walls of the 
settlement of Melite (Mdina), revealed the presence of 
an extensive eleventh-century Muslim cemetery esti-
mated to have more than 245 graves placed directly over 
roman-era floors.3 The bodies were buried in an east-
west orientation, lying on their sides with the heads fac-
ing south. Between 1920 and 1925, sir Themistocles 
Zammit led further archaeological investigations on a 
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number of fragmented tombstones made predominant-
ly of local globigerina limestone and prismatic in form. 
The type of tombstones referred to here are known as 
mqabriyyah, with origins in the Maghreb region of north 
africa. The kufic inscriptions carved into the tomb-
stones were mostly quotations from the koran, although 
some record the name of the deceased along with their 
dates of death.4 

some five hundred years later, in 1675, another Mus-
lim cemetery was established along the strada Croce 
della Marsa, in the Menqa area and a short distance from 
spencer hill, Blata il-Bajda. That year, grand Master 
nicolo Cotoner granted land to be used as a cemetery to 
the predominantly Turkish Muslim slave community.5 
it replaced an earlier one that had been destroyed by the 
knights when the Floriana line of fortifications was built 
after 1635. an eighteenth-century map shows the cem-
etery, designated as the “Cimitere de Turchi,” situated 
along the “sciat el kuabar,” underlying the kortin head-
land (fig. 1).6 The Muslim cemetery remained in use un-
til 1873, when the main road network leading to Floriana 
and valletta was completely re-planned, necessitating 
the transfer of the cemetery to its present location in 
Marsa.7 

on July 12, 1873, the local newspaper, The Malta Times 
and United Service Gazette, published the following 
short announcement:

a new Mahomedan Cemetery at Malta—we are credibly 
informed that the local government has acceded a grant of 
wasteland on the rise to Casal luca from the Marsa, in the 
vicinity of the former Paper Manufactory to the ottoman 
Consul general for the formation of a more decent place of 
sepulture, than has heretofore been appropriated to those 
dying in Malta, professing the creed of Mahomet. we have 
also been given to understand that in this concession there 
is a special reference that the Consul general for the empire 
of Morocco and the regency of Tunis is to have the right of 
holding a key; but why a like privilege has not been stipu-
lated in the contract in favour of the Consul for Persia, for 
the subjects of the shah, is likely to form the subject of of-
ficial enquiry through the Minister in london.8

even before this formal notice in the local press, nego-
tiations had been underway for quite some time. Cor-
respondence dating to 1865 between antoine naoum 
duhany, representing the ottoman consulate, and vic-
tor houlton, the chief secretary of state, reveals several 

issues relating to the repair and maintenance of the old 
cemetery and ambiguities as to the title of ownership.9 
in a letter dated March 2, 1865 and addressed to the lo-
cal British governor, duhany claimed that he “had been 
authorized by the government of the sublime ottoman 
Porte to make some repairs in the cemetery destined 
for the internment of Mussalmans dying in the islands 
and requesting [sic] that before incurring the expense 
necessary for effecting those repairs that that [i.e., the 
ottoman] government be recognized as the sole and 

Fig. 1. Map showing the location (circled in blue) of the 
seventeenth-century Muslim cemetery designated as the 
“Cimitere de Turchi” along the “sciat el kuabar.” (Map: cour-
tesy of the national library Malta, valletta) 
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 exclusive owner of that ground.”10 almost six months 
later, the chief secretary of state responded to duhany, 
saying, “i am directed to state that on receipt of that 
communication, his excellency [the British governor] 
caused a careful inquiry to be made in to the circum-
stances connected with the original acquisition as well 
as the present possession and management of that 
burial ground.”11 houlton’s letter sheds light on the es-
tablishment of the cemetery and its administration over 
the years:

The result of that investigation is that the property of that 
cemetery the ground for which was purchased and paid for 
by the government of the knights of st John in 1674 is now 
vested in the present government of Malta, that the man-
agement of it was in 1842 placed in the hands of the late 
Mr antonio Farrugia, the Consul for the ottoman Porte as 
well as for the empire of Morocco and the regency of Tunis, 
and that gentleman as it appears from the correspondence 
as also from an epigraph on the door of the cemetery, 
caused in that year several repairs to be made in it, by direc-
tion and at the expense of the Tunisian government with 
the consent of the government of Malta and under such 
circumstances it is impossible for his excellency to accede 
to your request.12

The letter also makes reference to previous discussions 
held between duhany and Maltese administrators as to 
how the eventual transfer of the cemetery to another 
location would be financed. The presumption that the 
original cemetery was the property of the ottoman gov-
ernment had led to the expectation that any expense 
incurred in transferring the cemetery would be borne by 
the treasury of the local colonial government. houlton, 
however, explicitly stated that in light of the inquiry that 
had established that it was not the ottoman Porte but 
the Maltese government that was the sole legitimate 
owner of the land, this proposition could no longer be 
entertained. Furthermore, besides ownership rights 
held by the Maltese government, it was also stated that 
the regency of Tunis could potentially make their own 
claim, having in the past financed extensive repairs to 
the existing cemetery. 

The official contractual agreement relating to the 
transfer of land and terms regulating the establishment 
of a new Muslim cemetery was signed on June 11, 1873.13 
The deed was registered by the notary Francesco saverio 
Camilleri and signed by naoum duhany as the ottoman 

consul in Malta and giovanni Battista Trapani in his ca-
pacity as collector of the department of land revenue 
and Public works and representative of the governor of 
Malta.14 The transfer of the land necessitated the termi-
nation of the existing rental lease, with the lessee being 
compensated by being given full ownership of an adjoin-
ing parcel of land fronting the public road. The agree-
ment made it amply clear that the Maltese government 
could dispose of the land occupied by the old Muslim 
cemetery as it deemed fit without any other form of 
compensation being due. 

details of the deed were published in the form of a 
legal government notice. attached to the government 
notice was a block plan signed by the architect emanu-
ele luigi galizia (d. 1907) and bearing the date septem-
ber 27, 1871 (fig. 2).15 The plan provides details as to the 
location of the site, the boundaries of the proposed cem-
etery, and the basic dimensions of the land allocated. 
The site designated for the new cemetery is referred to 
as “Ta sammat” in Marsa, on the road leading to luqa 
and Qormi. The allocated land had a superficial area of 
543 square canes (a local unit of measurement, the 
square cane or qasba kwadra is equivalent to approxi-
mately 5.25 square yards), which was precisely double 
the area of the old cemetery. The designated land had a 
rectangular configuration, or, more precisely, a double-
square plan specifying a width of 113 feet and a depth of 
226 feet. it was stipulated that the cemetery was to be 
separated from the surrounding fields belonging to third 
parties by means of a continuous open passage referred 
to as a strada on the plan. This passage was to have a 
width of 20 feet on three sides, widening to a 30-foot 
setback from the main public street. it was also stated 
that a boundary wall was to be erected around the entire 
open passage, with all expenses for its construction to 
be borne by the ottoman sultanate.16 

The contractual deed stipulated that all Muslims, ir-
respective of their nationality, could be buried in the 
new cemetery. Furthermore, it was decreed that the old 
cemetery had to be vacated within six months from the 
date of the contract. The bones of all those interred in 
the cemetery would be removed under the supervision 
of the police and the direction of the governor’s princi-
pal medical officer. The deed also secured the vested 
rights of the regent of Tunis, stipulating that once the 
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new cemetery was completed a key to the complex had 
to be submitted to lorenzo Farrugia in his capacity as 
the Tunisian consul in Malta. a few months prior to the 
signing of the agreement, the Tunisian consulate had 
officially requested that the governor ensure that the 
past rights enjoyed by Tunisian subjects be safeguarded 
within the context of the new cemetery.17

The dynamics of patronage and the dissemination of 
neo-Ottoman architecture

as patron of the new Muslim cemetery, sultan abdül-
aziz committed himself to financing the entire project. 
The choice of the architect emanuele luigi galizia to 

undertake the design must have been a natural one 
given the success of his earlier addolorata Cemetery, 
coincidentally situated in relative proximity to the site 
of the Muslim cemetery (figs. 3 and 4).18 The manner by 
which galizia was awarded the commission is not clear, 
but one can assume that he would have been highly rec-
ommended to the sultan by the British colonial admin-
istrators. The Maltese architect had already proven 
himself to be highly capable, having designed and com-
pleted two major funerary complexes, at Ta’ Braxia and 
the addolorata Cemetery. even more relevant may have 
been the fact that emanuele luigi’s brother, Joseph gal-
izia, was then the consul for Malta in Constantinople, 
and his official position and contacts would have been 

Fig. 2. Manuscript plan signed by the architect emanuele luigi galizia and dated 1871, delineating the boundaries and 
dimensions of the land designated as the site for the new Muslim cemetery, Marsa. (Plan: courtesy of the national archives 
of Malta) 
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great siege of 1565 under sultan süleyman i (r. 1520–
66).22 The local British colonial authorities had been 
given prior notice of a short visit by the sultan while he 
was in transit from Messina on his way to naples and 
then the port of Toulon.23 a few weeks before, Mahmud 
nedim Pasha, the governor-general of Tripoli (1860–67), 
had also visited Malta. Mahmud nedim was a close con-
fidant of abdülaziz and his trip could have been related 
to the sultan’s planned stay on the island later that 
month.24 The exact program of the sultan’s visit to Mal-
ta remains unclear.

sultan abdülaziz continued to actively pursue the 
reform of conservative ottoman institutions as he navi-
gated the difficult and, at times, treacherous transition 
from a militant and expansionist imperial state to a 
modern sovereign nation that cultivated good relations 
with western europe.25 however, within this political 

Fig. 3. The architect emanuele luigi galizia in ceremonial 
uniform during his tenure as superintendent of public 
works, between 1880 and 1888. (Photo: courtesy of the rich-
ard ellis archive—Malta) 

Fig. 4. Carte de visite of sultan abdülaziz, albumen print by 
J. Cook, (london, 1867). (Photo: private collection of Conrad 
Thake) 

useful in securing the project.19 Furthermore, the pres-
ence in Constantinople of the famous and well-connect-
ed Maltese artist Count amadeo Preziosi (d. 1882) could 
also have led to a further endorsement of galizia’s abili-
ties, should this have been necessary.20

upon his accession on June 25, 1861, sultan abdülaziz, 
the thirty-second sultan of the ottoman empire, culti-
vated good relations with both the second French em-
pire and the British.21 in 1867, he was the first ottoman 
sultan to visit western europe. his trip included a visit 
to Paris for the exposition universelle and to england, 
where he was inducted as a knight of the garter by 
Queen victoria and attended a royal navy review with 
isma’il Pasha of egypt (r. 1863–79). it was during this 
tour that sultan abdülaziz appears to have briefly vis-
ited Malta, on June 26–27, 1867, to commemorate and 
pay homage to the ottomans who had died during the 
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context it is relevant to note that abdülaziz was a direct 
beneficiary of the earlier Tanzimat reforms initiated by 
his brother and predecessor, abdülmecid (r. 1839–61). 
abdülaziz’s position within the Tanzimat period is rep-
resentative of the later period, when “modernizing re-
forms were reconsidered and revised from within a 
more conservative perspective—hence the emergence 
of a revivalist trend in ottoman art and architecture.”26

within the realm of architecture he promoted the 
concept of a classical revival of traditional ottoman ar-
chitectural forms through the formulation of a code of 
architectural principles. The propagation and dissemi-
nation of a neo-ottoman architectural language in a 
symbiotic relation with western european tradition is 
clearly manifested in Uṣūl-i Miʿmāri-i ʿOsmānī (Funda-
mentals of ottoman architecture, henceforth abbrevi-
ated as Uṣūl), or L’architecture ottomane (istanbul, 1873), 
which was published by the ottoman government on 
the occasion of the 1873 world exposition in vienna.27 
The publication sought to elucidate and articulate the 
principal rules, geometry, and science of ottoman archi-
tecture, within a comprehensive framework laid out “in 
accordance with the standards of the Beaux-arts mod-
el.” it was intended as an instrument of architectural 
discourse that propagated the dissemination of a new 
ottoman architectural style on par with other eclectic 
and revival historical styles on the european continent. 
according to ahmet ersoy, one of the main objectives 
of the Uṣūl was to create “a model for contemporary ar-
chitects who, inspired by prevailing experiments in eu-
ropean eclecticism, were striving to devise a new 
synthetic idiom for late ottoman architecture.”28 

in Displaying the Orient: Architecture of Islam at Nine-
teenth-Century World’s Fairs, Zeynep Çelik describes 
how the ottomans actively participated in a number of 
world’s fairs in the latter half of the century. This, she 
says, had a major impact on the course of ottoman ar-
chitectural history. léon Parvillée’s Architecture et déco-
ration turques (Paris, 1874), published following the 
Parisian exposition universelle of 1867, sought to dis-
seminate theoretical concepts and principles of otto-
man architecture to a wider european audience.29 The 
new era in ottoman architecture has to be viewed with-
in the context of a dual, symbiotic relationship that de-
veloped between ottoman and western european 

architectural schools of thought. Çelik identifies sultan 
abdülaziz as a leading agent of change and modernity 
in the search for a “neo-ottoman” architecture that had 
the capacity to absorb western influences and meld 
them with traditional ottoman architecture.

sultan abdülaziz’s desire to partake in the cultural life of 
europe was reflected in the meticulous attention given to 
the design and construction of the ottoman pavilions for 
the 1867 universal exposition in Paris.…The 1867 pavilions 
marked a turning point in ottoman architectural history as 
the end products of a theoretical study whose terms were 
defined in europe. although the change appears to have 
been enforced from the outside, it should be understood 
within the general framework of westernizing reforms un-
dertaken by the ruling elite.…if they heralded a new theo-
retical viewpoint from which the ottoman architectural 
heritage could be assessed and recycled, they also revised 
european architects’ and architectural critics’ stereotypes 
of islamic architecture as a merely sensuous play of decora-
tive devices.30

The Paris exhibition can be regarded as the internation-
al launch of a distinctive new ottoman islamic architec-
tural style.31 This wave of ottoman revivalism found 
fertile ground within the nineteenth-century architec-
tural scene and was fuelled by strong sentiments of pa-
triotism. sibel Bozdoğan argues that “some of the 
orientalized and pseudo-islamic styles that had been 
feeding the european imagination in the public spec-
tacle of the great expositions had also made their way to 
istanbul.”32 

during the reign of sultan abdülaziz, various italian 
and French architects were invited and commissioned 
to conduct both theoretical research and architectural 
work in istanbul.33 a number of projects reflected ab-
dülaziz’s ambitions of cultivating a neo-ottoman archi-
tectural style that merged traditional ottoman forms 
with classical western european forms.34 For example, 
the new Beylerbeyi Palace, which served as the sultan’s 
summer residence between 1861 and 1865, reconciled 
French neo-Baroque architecture with traditional otto-
man elements. other manifestations of the neo-otto-
man style include the Ministry of defense gatehouse 
(1867), by the French architect Marie-auguste antoine 
Bourgeois, and the Malta kiosk (1870) at yıldız Park, de-
signed by the architect sarkis Balyan (d. 1899).35 Balyan’s 
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Malta kiosk is of particular interest in this context, as it 
utilized limestone imported directly from the island for 
the construction of some of its specific architectural ele-
ments.36

The project of the new Muslim cemetery in Malta 
raises a series of challenging issues that are best ad-
dressed through a critical assessment of the dynamics 
of patronage. several lines of inquiry arise. what was the 
political significance of this orientalist project that was 
primarily intended as an architectural representation of 
the ottoman empire and conceived within a small Brit-
ish colonial island in the Mediterranean at the southern-
most edge of europe? To what degree was this “blatantly 
exotic orientalist building on foreign land” dictated and 
directed by the ottoman sultanate? how did the project 
contribute to the “revised meaning and role of oriental-
ism in ottoman hands,” particularly in light of the fact 
that the architect was Maltese? Beyond purely stylistic 
considerations, how did the project relate to the “vari-
ous forms of revivalism at the ottoman centre”?37 The 
responses to these multifarious lines of inquiry do not 
conform to one linear discourse or narrative. The otto-
man sultanate, in the “process of positioning itself in 
relation to european cultural traditions,” perceived this 
project of a new Muslim cemetery in Malta on various 
ideological levels.38 The project represented an ideal 
opportunity to establish a tangible physical presence 
of “neo-ottoman culture” on an island whose inhabit-
ants historically associated the ottomans with the van-
quished invaders of the great siege of 1565, when under 
the rule of the order of st. John, and against all odds, 
they had managed to repel sultan süleyman’s forces. 
on a symbolic level, the implementation of a grand ar-
chitectural statement in Malta can be interpreted as a 
catharsis of this historical episode. at the same time, 
it was also a way to project an image of a new “coming 
of age,” an energized and revived ottoman state that 
would be viewed on a cultural par with western euro-
pean powers, and specifically, in this case, with the Brit-
ish empire. The other ideological motive was that the 
establishment of the new Muslim cemetery was being 
undertaken under the exclusive patronage of the otto-
man sultanate, hence propagating the notion of the ot-
toman state’s benevolence and guardianship of islam in 
a foreign land that was overwhelmingly Christian and 

with no substantial Muslim community residing there. 
Malta was situated along the main trading routes within 
the Mediterranean; Muslims traveling in the area might 
stop briefly in valletta along the island’s grand harbour, 
on their way to egypt, Constantinople, and Mecca. The 
majority of Muslims buried in the cemetery had died in 
conflicts overseas or on mercantile or military vessels, 
and very few were permanently based in Malta. even 
then, the ethnic roots of several of those buried there 
originated beyond the strict territorial boundaries of the 
ottoman state. Thus, the new Muslim cemetery served 
to position the ottoman state in Malta as the sole offi-
cial representative of Muslims within a British colonial 
outpost in the Mediterranean. 

sultan abdülaziz’s willingness to engage a Maltese 
architect in the production of an overtly exotic and ori-
entalist building is intriguing, since it seemingly “revers-
es the power dynamics traditionally associated with 
orientalism.”39 within this context one can argue that 
there were various interlocutors who participated in the 
process underpinning the project. The influential role 
played by naoum duhany as an ottoman diplomat and 
culture broker was not only pivotal in his dealings with 
the British colonial government but would possibly have 
extended to the management and implementation of 
the project.40 The other seminal interlocutor was the 
architect emanuele luigi galizia, who ultimately had 
the onerous task of translating this neo-ottoman vision 
into stone. at this point it would be relevant to trace the 
development of the architect’s career prior to his being 
entrusted with the project.

eManuele luigi galiZia and his vision For 
The new MusliM CeMeTery

emanuele luigi galizia was one of the most prolific ar-
chitects active in Malta during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. For most of his architectural career 
he was employed by the government Public works de-
partment, although at a later stage he also accepted pri-
vate commissions. in 1846, when he was sixteen years 
old, he embarked upon an apprenticeship under the 
British civil engineer william lamb arrowsmith, who 
was then superintendent of public works in Malta. 
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 Following his apprenticeship he quickly rose through 
the ranks in government service, being appointed archi-
tect (perito) no. 1 in 1859, chief architect in december 
1860, and, in 1880, superintendent of public works, 
which post he held until 1888.41 galizia was involved in 
work that was wide-ranging and diverse in scope, and 
included the maintenance of roads, bridges, lighthouses, 
palaces, hospitals, schools, courts of justice, prisons, 
markets, granaries, cemeteries, and public buildings.42 
in 1888, he was admitted as a fellow of the royal institute 
of British architects. he was very influential in local af-
fairs and for a time even had a seat on the executive and 
legislative Council of the government.

galizia’s architectural magnum opus was undoubt-
edly the planning of the new addolorata Cemetery, with 
its church dedicated to our lady of sorrows, completed 
in 1867. This was an extensive extra-mural Catholic cem-
etery built on a hillside, with the church and entrance 
buildings designed in a neo-gothic architectural style.43 
This choice of style appears to have gone against the 
grain, since the vast majority of local Catholic churches 
were built in a Baroque idiom. galizia’s choice of neo-
gothic could be interpreted as a conscious decision to 
be au courant with the historic revivalist styles prevail-
ing at the time. Politically, it could also be considered a 
subtle move to appease the sentiments of the British 

Fig. 5. Muslim cemetery, Marsa, Malta, ca. 1880s. (Photo: richard ellis, courtesy of the riBapix Collection) 
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Fig. 6. Postcard dating to ca. 1900, entitled “Mohomedans Cemetery, Malta.” adjoining the Muslim cemetery is the smaller 
Jewish cemetery. (Postcard: private collection of Conrad Thake) 

Fig. 7. Photograph postcard, dating to the 1930s, of the Muslim cemetery, Marsa, Malta. (Photo: private collection of Conrad 
Thake) 
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colonial government, which had a closer cultural affin-
ity for the neo-gothic than the roman Baroque. 
Throughout his architectural career, even when design-
ing other Catholic churches, galizia never succumbed 
to the local pressures of adopting the popular Baroque 
style but always preferred a neo-gothic or neoclassical 
style. in this respect, galizia’s architectural philosophy 
appears to have been relatively insulated from the pop-
ular trappings of local Baroque architecture in favor of 
the historical revivalist styles that prevailed on the eu-
ropean continent. his formative years working under 
the direction of British civil engineers and architects 
would have nurtured his interest and preference for 
these contemporary revivalist styles. Furthermore, his 
close political and cultural ties with officials of the Brit-
ish colonial government ensured that although galizia 
was Maltese, the architect was still very much a product 
of an anglo-Maltese culture whose allegiance and loy-
alty were to the British Crown. 

in the absence of a formal architectural education 
galizia was given various opportunities to travel exten-
sively on architectural visits. in 1860 and 1862, in prepa-
ration for the addolorata Cemetery project, he embarked 
upon a grand architectural tour of italy, France, and eng-
land.44 his visit to the Cimitière du nord in Paris proved 
to be particularly useful as it served as the model for the 
planning of the addolorata Cemetery in Malta. how-
ever, it does not appear that he travelled further afield 
before undertaking the commission of the new Muslim 
cemetery. it was only after the completion of the Muslim 
cemetery that he visited Cyprus, in 1878 and 1879, to re-
port on the state of the island with a view to establishing 
a Maltese agricultural settlement there. he also toured 
syria and egypt in 1878, athens and Constantinople in 
1879, and Tunis in 1903.45 The later visits certainly do 
indicate that galizia had a strong cultural interest in the 
near east, but there is no evidence that he travelled to 
these lands prior to embarking upon his designs for the 
new Muslim cemetery. 

galizia did, however, have access to material depict-
ing architectural views and urban scenes from istanbul, 
such as Count amadeo Preziosi’s 1861 album of chromo-
lithographs titled Stamboul, Souvenir d’Orient. galizia’s 
copy was personally signed by Preziosi and contained a 
dedication to the architect. The circulation of this album 

and of similar etchings, lithographs, and prints encour-
aged a growing appreciation of architecture in distant 
lands. Through the office of Public works, galizia likely 
established an extensive network of overseas contacts, 
with whom he exchanged prints and related material.46

in the absence of the direct experience of visiting a 
building, illustrated books and engravings were an alter-
native source of influence. as an employee of the Public 
works department, galizia may very well have consult-
ed owen Jones’s monumental two-volume work on the 
alhambra Palace, published in 1842 and 1845,47 as well 
as his other seminal book, The Grammar of Ornament, 
published in 1856, which contains a profusely detailed 

Fig. 8. Plan entitled “Block Plan of the new Mahomedan 
Cemetery and of the space surrounding the same, showing 
in dotted red lines from a to B the proposed railing.” (Plan: 
courtesy of the national archives of Malta) 
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Fig. 9. Main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake) 

Fig. 10. doorway of the main entrance pavilion of the Mus-
lim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

selection of illustrations. These works would have of-
fered galizia much information on the details and de-
signs on islamic architecture and decoration, with 
particular reference to andalusian architecture of the 
twelfth to fourteenth century.48 galizia was an avid ad-
mirer of the alhambra Palace complex at granada, as 
later evidenced by the summer residence named after it 
that he built for himself in sliema, a town on the north-
east coast of Malta.49 Moreover, in the 1860s and early 
1870s, there are several examples of public buildings, 
particularly synagogues, that were built on the europe-
an continent in a Moorish revival style.50

The construction of the new Muslim cemetery proved 
daunting to galizia. There was no local historical prec-
edent of Muslim architecture to follow. Furthermore, 

situated as it was, relatively close to the addolorata 
Cemetery, the new Muslim cemetery had to reflect its 
own distinctive image.51 For galizia, the cemetery con-
jured a highly esoteric, magical, and exotic setting that 
transcended the physical confines of the traditional lo-
cal landscape.

in his mind’s eye, the new Muslim cemetery would 
embody a romantic fantasy of orientalist imagery (figs. 
5–7).52 he was certainly firmly inclined to seek a stylistic 
break from the Baroque and neo-gothic architectural 
styles so closely associated with Christianity and west-
ern europe. By resorting to orientalism, galizia could 
create a mystical and fantastical setting that brought 
together a wide range of architectural forms, such as 
horseshoe and ogee arches, bulbous onion domes, and 
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decorative pencil minarets.53 orientalist european ar-
chitecture was at times called “indo-Mughal,” in refer-
ence to the architecture of Far eastern countries and the 
indian subcontinent. The term “Moorish” was also very 
loosely applied, to imply a hybrid style derived from a 
generic view of islamic architecture, based primarily on 
regions of spain and north africa under Muslim influ-
ence.54 Both terms have their shortcomings as they are 
not sensitive to the rich cultural diversity manifested in 
islamic architecture.

galizia, although prolific in terms of his architectural 
output, did not indulge in writing about his design con-
cepts and philosophies. if we keep in mind that he was an 
anglophile architect in the service of the British  colonial 

government, the most obvious architectural sources of 
inspiration were likely to be the seventeenth-century 
Taj Mahal in agra, india, and John nash’s design for the 
Prince regent’s royal Pavilion at the seaside resort of 
Brighton (1815–23).55 The Taj Mahal is widely recognized 
as the finest embodiment of indo-Mughal architecture 
and it was perceived as combining elements from Per-
sian, Turkish, and indian architectural styles.56 The way 
in which the complex incorporates a mausoleum within 
the setting of an islamic quadripartite garden must have 
been particularly appealing to him. Furthermore, one 
can safely assume that galizia had ready access to visual 
images of the Taj Mahal, such as etchings, lithographs, 
and printed media.

on a conceptual level, galizia was also inspired to 
pursue the imagery of a walled-in paradisiacal garden. 
Traditionally, an islamic garden is a place of rest and 
meditation, and a reminder of paradise. Furthermore, 
the giardino segreto or walled-in garden, enclosed and 
bounded by high masonry walls and set off from the 
public surroundings, is widely prevalent in the Mediter-
ranean region. with no distracting, external sensory 
stimuli, it provided an ambience that was conducive to 
personal introspection and meditation. These qualities 
are equally appropriate for a cemetery.

realiZing The vision: The new MusliM 
 CeMeTery

Construction on the new Muslim cemetery project start-
ed in earnest in March 1873, a month after the formal 
transfer of the land. a detailed series of correspondence 
reveals how the collector of land revenue and public 
works, g. B. Trapani, and the chief secretary to govern-
ment, victor houlton, agreed upon all the financial as-
pects related to the land transfer, after which work must 
have proceeded at a brisk pace: in september 1873, the 
ottoman consul naoum duhany requested permission 
from the local authorities to construct an iron railing 
that would physically separate the cemetery from the 
public street.57 Permission was granted on condition 
that all expenses were to be borne by the ottoman sul-
tanate and that the enclosed open space would remain 
the property of the local colonial government. a plan 

Fig. 11. Main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake)
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Fig. 12. upper part of main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

Fig. 13. details of stonework on the upper part of the main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad 
Thake)
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Fig. 14. decorative detail of corner of prayer lodge. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)

was approved showing the precise location and align-
ment of the aforementioned iron railing (fig. 8). The en-
tire project was completed by 1874, in less than two 
years.

galizia’s plan for the Muslim cemetery at Marsa is 
based on a well-articulated geometrical design in which 
the two main physical structures are placed along the 
central axis at the front and back. The main entrance is 
the dominant architectural element of the front eleva-
tion (fig. 9). access to the cemetery is through a grand 
horseshoe-arched doorway flanked by columns and sur-
rounded by multiple decorative stone carvings (fig. 10). 
Centered over the main portal was the ṭughrā (calli-
graphic monogram) of sultan abdülaziz khan and the 
date of the cemetery’s construction, 1290 (1874). at each 

corner of the square-plan kiosk are rounded pilasters 
that project beyond the decorative stone parapet bal-
cony and emerge as round minaret-like pencil-shaped 
towers (fig. 11). unlike the minarets found in mosques, 
these are solid and purely decorative. overlying the en-
trance is a smaller superstructure capped by an onion-
shaped dome terminating with the crescent moon as the 
insignia of the ottoman sultanate (figs. 12 and 13). at 
each corner of the rectangular enclosure of the cemetery 
is an imposing decorative minaret-like tower (figs. 14–
16). a combined triple-window screen with intricate 
arabesque stone relief flanks each side of the entrance 
kiosk along the front boundary wall (fig. 17). The highly 
scenographic frontage of the cemetry works its way to a 
climax at the central entrance, where the crowning bul-

Fig. 15. detail of decorative minaret-like structures. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)



Envisioning the Orient: The New Muslim Cemetery in Malta 235

bous dome looms over the four decorative pinnacles. 
Photographs taken when the cemetery was completed 
reveal how impressive the overall appearance was. To-
day, overgrown trees within the complex, along with 
new building developments in the background, have 
diminished the dramatic impact of the cemetery’s sky-
line and detract from the clear articulation of architec-
tural forms as originally expressed. The cemetery fronts 
a busy thoroughfare and faces the disused Marsa race 
track, which further diminishes the impression it now 
makes on an observer.

once through the entrance, the cemetery is symmet-
rically divided by a central passageway that leads to the 
funerary lodge building in the back. The lodge combines 
two identical rooms at each corner that are connected 

by a covered arcade (fig. 18). The arcade has a central 
arched opening, a hybrid of a horseshoe and ogee arch 
flanked on each side by narrower horseshoe-arched 
openings (fig. 19). The two identical rooms at opposing 
ends have rounded corners that project over the roofli-
ne, mutating into vertical pinnacles that terminate in 
the form of a lotus bud. The roofs of both rooms are 
capped by identical bulbous domes. in addition to the 
distinctive onion-shaped domes, horseshoe arches, and 
minaret-like towers, galizia embellished parts of the 
wall surface with eleborate stone carvings of geometric 
forms inspired by nature. The two rooms within the 
lodge have specific functions: to the east was the prepa-
ratory room for burial according to the Muslim rite, and 
to the west was the prayer room, where prayers were 

Fig. 16. detail of decorative minaret-like structures. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)

Fig. 17. The jali screen that forms part of the front boundary 
wall. (Photo: Conrad Thake)
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Fig. 18. lodge at the rear of the cemetery, ca. 1880. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

Fig. 19. The arcade passageway, a central feature of the lodge. (Photo: Conrad Thake)
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des - ToMBeauX – sCellÉs - Par - la - MorT
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__________________________________
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__________________________________
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aBdul – aZiZ – khan
eMPereur – des – oTToMans

naouM – duhany- eFeendy [sic] 
son – Consul – gÉnÉral – À – MalTe

_____________________________________

e. l. galiZia – arChiTeCTe

in addition to the Taj Mahal and alhambra, another 
source of inspiration closer to home and in the spirit of 
British orientalism is John nash’s royal Pavilion at 
Brighton. however, the eclectic combination of archi-
tectural elements and motifs adopted by galizia is, in 
effect, a hybrid of indo-Muslim and Moorish architec-
ture. architectural features such as the treatment of the 
main entrance pavilion, with its cusp-rounded arches 
flanked by columns, recall elements of Muslim architec-
ture identifiable with the Maghreb region, particularly 
the great Mosque at kairouan and, later, the alhambra 
palace complex. These were fused with a few select clas-
sical ottoman elements, mainly in the form of pencil-
shaped, multi-galleried minarets and bulbous domes 
crowned with crescents, which give the cemetery com-
plex its variegated skyline. The propagation of a “neo-
ottoman” architectural style that combined “an eclectic 
array of ottoman, orientalist, and gothic elements” was 
avidly promoted by abdülaziz, both on a theoretical 
level, as in the Uṣūl, and in architectural projects in is-
tanbul such as the sultan’s seaside palace at Çırağan 

recited before the actual burial. at the back wall of the 
arcade, connecting the two back rooms, is a marble 
plaque set within an arabesque decorative stone frame 
that forms a horseshoe arch shape in relief (fig. 20). The 
plaque bears two inscriptions, one in ottoman and the 
other in French. The inscription at the top states in one 
line: Bu mezārlıḳ hicretiñ 1290 yılında ʿOsmānlılarıñ 
pādişāhı ʿAbdülʿAzīz Sulṭān Ḫān zamān-ı salṭanatında 
inşā edilmişḑir. (This cemetery was built in the year 1290 
[1873–74], during the reign of the ottoman sultan ab-
dülaziz khan.)58 The French text in a separate lower 
field reads as follows:59

Fig. 20. Marble plaque with decorative stone surround set 
within the end wall of the lodge, commemorating the foun-
dation of the Muslim cemetery by the ottoman sultan ab-
dülaziz and the Maltese architect emanuele luigi galizia. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake)
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(1864–71) and the Pertveniyal valide Mosque in aksaray 
(1869–71).63 The Çırağan Palace went beyond this com-
bination of ottoman and western classical styles, even 
incorporating an overlay of Moorish elements.

The variegated skyline of minaret towers and bulbous 
domes, together with the intricate jali screens of win-
dow openings and arbaesque surface decoration, all 
contributes to the creation of a flamboyant building. 
The intricate geometric surface of incised stonework has 
a razor-like precision and, combined with multifoil 
horseshoe-arches, muqarnas, and filigree-like ara-
besques, is very much indebted to the alhambra Palace 
at granada. The bulbous onion domes and slender min-
arets can be interpreted as an additional architectural 
overlay that is overtly ottoman in terms of representa-
tion. 

The neapolitan painter girolamo gianni (d. 1895)  
was commissioned to prepare two drawings and an 
oil painting of the new Muslim cemetery.64 gianni 
had first visited Malta in 1867 to evaluate the local art 
market. shortly after his visit, he established a bottega 
on the island, selling small souvenir paintings to visi-
tors and undertaking commissioned works of art.65 he 
mainly produced topographically accurate landscapes, 
streetscapes, and seascapes. Besides depicting scenic 
views of his hometown, naples, and Malta, gianni oc-
casionally ventured further afield and painted views of 
cities in the orient. in Panoramic View of Constantinople, 
from Beyazit, signed and dated 1868, the artist depicts 
a spectacular topographical view of most of Constan-
tinople, highlighting its most iconic landmarks—the 
süley maniye Mosque, the Topkapı Palace, and the 

Fig. 21. girolamo gianni, “Martyrs’ Cemetery in Malta,” 1874. oil painting. istanbul, harbiye Military Museum. (Photo: 
courtesy of the harbiye Military Museum)
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Figs. 22 and 23. drawings (22.9 cm × 35.5 cm) of the Muslim cemetery by the neapolitan artist girolamo gianni (1837–95). 
(drawings: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

22

23
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haghia sophia.66 The two drawings of the Muslim cem-
etery in Malta are signed and dated 1875. although they 
depict a high level of architectural detail, they appear to 
have been preparatory studies for the oil painting titled 
Martyrs’ Cemetery in Malta, which now forms part of the 
fine arts collection of the harbiye Military Museum in 
istanbul (fig. 21).67 

in the first pencil drawing, an external frontal view of 
the cemetery (fig. 22), two persons in traditional arab 
attire are seen walking towards the entrance along the 
uneven dirt road leading to the cemetery. To the right 
one sees a horse-drawn carriage with a seated lady along 
the graveyard fence. The second drawing highlights the 
prayer lodge behind the cemetery (fig. 23).68 The façade 
of the lodge is recorded in its minutest architectural 
detail. a man and woman in traditional Middle east-
ern attire walk along the central passage way towards 
the lodge, while another couple is situated at the top 
right-hand corner, the figure on the left with arm out-
stretched seemingly extolling the architectural virtues 
of the building. The foregound depicts a grave in the 
process of being dug, while other covered graves have 
low headstones capped by turbans and the fez. vegeta-
tion in the cemetery is sparse except for a row of exotic 

Fig. 24. The medal of the order of Mecidiye (fourth class), 
bestowed upon galizia by the ottoman sultan, probably dur-
ing the sultan’s short visit to Malta on June 26, 1867. (Photo: 
courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

Fig. 25. Photograph of a gathering of dignitaries with the Bey of Tunis, in an unidentified location in Tunis in July 1903. 
galizia is standing third from left with hat in hand. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)
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though it has been suggested that the ceremony may 
have taken place during the sultan’s brief visit to Malta 
in June 1867. galizia also visited Tunis, in the summer 
of 1903, where he was one of the recipients of an honor 
bestowed probably by the Bey of Tunis. Contemporary 
photographs show galizia and others dressed in formal 
attire, in the presence of the Bey (figs. 25 and 26). it is 
very unlikely, however, that he received the Mecidiye 
honor as late as 1903, as more than twenty-five years 
would have elapsed since the completion of the Muslim 
cemetery. This scenario is even more improbable when 
one considers the changing political situation. The Bey 
of Tunis, who was historically a vassal of the ottoman 
empire, only acted in this capacity until 1881, when the 
ottoman era in Tunisia came to an end and the coun-
try became a French protectorate.70 given the Muslim 
cemetery’s secondary historic connections with the re-

Fig. 26. Photograph of dignitaries standing on the external 
staircase of the residence of the British consul-general at la 
Marsa, Tunis, July 1903. galizia is standing halfway up the 
staircase, wearing a black top hat. (Photo: courtesy of Fran-
cis galea naudi) 

palm trees neatly planted along one of the boundary 
walls of the cemetery. it appears that these two drawings 
were commissioned shortly after the cemetery was com-
pleted and the viewpoints in both maximize the archi-
tectural merits of the complex. it is quite possible that 
these drawings were commissioned by galizia himself, 
to be forwarded as lithographs to the sultan. 

The ottoman sultan bestowed on galizia the or-
der of the Mecidiye (Mecidiye Nişanı) (fourth class)  
(fig. 24).69 when this honor was conferred is still unclear, 

Fig. 27. Mummified hand with lapiz lazuli bracelet around 
wrist, on crimson velvet and displayed within a box with 
glass panel. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)
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gency of Tunis (mentioned earlier), it could well be that 
the Bey of Tunis bestowed upon galizia another honor 
distinct from that of the order of Mecidiye.71

galizia also acquired an unusual gift, a small wooden 
box with a glass cover containing the mummified hand 
of a young female, allegedly that of an ancient egyptian 
princess (fig. 27).72 The donation of such exotic (and 
morbid) gifts by influential patrons in recognition of 
services well rendered was popular during the late nine-
teenth century. nevertheless, various superstitions and 
myths alluding to mystical spells emanating from these 
artifacts are purely the product of nineteenth-century 
western literary sources, fuelled by cultural misrepre-
sentations of the orient.73 

The oTToMan CeMeTery in The TwenTieTh 
CenTury

The cemetery was repaired and restored between March 
1919 and october 1920, on the initiative of kuşcubaşı 
eşref Bey, one of the ottoman officers interned by the 
British in Malta after the end of the First world war.74 
a monument was erected by him to commemorate all 
the ottoman soldiers who had died in Malta as prisoners 
of war during the First world war and were buried in 
the cemetery,75 their names inscribed on the marble 
plaques of the octagonal base (fig. 28).76 The restoration 
was undertaken after the 1918 armistice of Moudros, at 
a time when several Turkish nationalists,77 including 
five parliamentary deputies, had been exiled by the Brit-
ish authorities to Malta.78 Most of these were leading 
political figures, high-ranking soldiers and intellectuals 
of the ottoman empire, such as Ziya gökalp (d. 1924), 
an eminent sociologist, writer, poet, and intellectual of 
the nationalist movement, whose personal memoirs re-
lating to his detention in Malta were recorded in Limni 
ve Malta Mektupları, published after his death.79 in the 
absence of a mosque, the detainees were permitted to 
attend Friday prayers at the new Muslim cemetery.80

Following the abolition of the sultanate and his ex-
pulsion from Constantinople, the last ottoman sultan, 
Mehmed vi (r. 1918–22), briefly stayed in Malta in 1922 
before proceeding to Mecca and eventually taking up 
residence in san remo.81 he regularly visited a garden 

Fig. 28. Monument erected in 1919–20 on the initiative of 
kuşcubaşı eshref Bey, Commander of the Muslim warriors 
in Malta, to commemorate all those buried in the cemetery 
who died in world war i. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

along the fortifications of valletta that is known to this 
day as Ġnien is-Sultan (sultan’s garden). in March 1928, 
Chevalier F. k. gollcher, in his capacity as the Turkish 
general consul, visited the cemetery and noted that 
there were 103 unidentified Muslims buried there. he 
made specific reference to the burial sites of twenty-
three Muslims, mainly Moroccans, who had perished in 
the sinking of the passenger ship ss Sardinia, just off the 
grand harbour, in november 1908.82 also buried at the 
cemetery were at least nine soldiers belonging to the 
2nd regiment of the algerian infantry who perished at 
sea on september 22, 1939, at the onset of the second 
world war. 

The Muslims buried in the cemetery came from alge-
ria, egypt, libya, Morocco, somalia, and Turkey, as well 
as the more distant lands of Burma, india, indonesia, 
and French Polynesia. They were mostly members of the 
military corps and navy personnel, or prisoners of war 
who died while detained in Malta. The cemetery contin-
ued to be used for burials of Muslims until the establish-
ment, in 2007, of a new cemetery, officially designated 
“The Malta islamic Cemetery,” on a parcel of land in Cor-
radino, adjoining the modern mosque and islamic cen-
ter that were built in the 1970s. Before the mosque was 
built, the ottoman cemetery was also used for weekly 
Friday prayers.83 
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that this could have been the work of foreign builders, 
as local craftsmanship in stone was of the highest level, 
and exalted and marketed abroad. a decade later, at 
the Colonial and indian exhibition held in london in 
1886, galizia, in his official capacity as superintendent 
of public works, was appointed chairman of the Maltese 
exhibition committee.84 The entrance to the Maltese 
Pavilion was specially constructed of local limestone 
and carved by local artisans working under galizia’s 
supervision.85 The stone blocks of the gateway were in-
dividually numbered, crated, and shipped to england. 
on exhibit in the Maltese Pavilion were the traditional 
crafts of stoneware, lace, and jewelry, and galizia ar-
ranged a varied display of local craftsmen’s stone carv-
ings, including decorative stone balustrades, capitals, 
columns, and finials, in order to promote Maltese ma-
sonry and increase exports to Britain and the Continent 
(fig. 29).86

orienTalisT arChiTeCTure in MalTa

galizia’s Muslim cemetery was the first architectural 
manifestation in Malta of the exotic orientalist style. 
his consummate skill in borrowing and assimilating tra-
ditional elements from both andalusian and ottoman 
architecture produced a distinctive representation of 
islam and the orient. To the Maltese, whose collective 
historical memory was dominated by the ottomans’ re-
peated attacks on the island in the name of islam, the 
cemetery was a solitary nineteenth-century symbol of 
neo-ottoman and Muslim resurgence.

To date, no records have been found that provide us 
with the names of the masons and stone carvers who 
worked on the cemetery’s construction. The many deco-
rative carvings in local globigerina stone on the various 
building components are testimony to the exquisite-
ness of local craftsmanship. There is no reason to believe 

Fig. 29. display of an example of ornamental stonework by Maltese craftsmen at the indo-Colonial exhibition, london, 
1886. (Photo: courtesy of the richard ellis archive—Malta)
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Fig. 30. ensemble of three terraced houses named alcazar, Pax, and alhambra on rudolph street, sliema, all designed by 
e. l. galizia. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

a few years after the Muslim cemetery was complet-
ed, galizia constructed a series of three terraced houses 
in the orientalist indo-Mughal style. Built between 1876 
and 1878 and named alcazar, Pax, and alhambra, they 
were situated on rudolph street in sliema, in what was 
then a rural countryside setting commanding scenic 
views over Marsamxett harbour (fig. 30). The alhambra 
was designed as his own family summer residence, and 
the ornate decorative treatment of the façade is directly 
indebted to the ottoman Muslim cemetery. oriental-
style architecture in Malta never quite established itself. 
it was perceived as a hybrid and alien style exclusively 
associated with the British affluent classes and having 
no affinity with the local artistic milieu, which favored 
the Baroque and neoclassical styles. galizia’s trio of 
houses in sliema would mark the definitive end of the 
short-lived oriental style in Malta. 

The contemporary writer and artist T. M. P. duggan 
has described galizia’s cemetery as “the ottoman Taj 
Mahal.” it is “the least known and certainly today the 
most important surviving nineteenth-century ottoman 
building to have been built beyond the borders of the 
ottoman sultanate, in the new ottoman islamic style. 
This building is an architectural statement of great beau-

ty, and also of boldness and authority.”87 duggan argues 
that this new ottoman style was directly related to the 
“increasing stress laid by ottoman rulers in the second 
half of the nineteenth century on their Caliphal title, 
stressing their leadership of the sunni Muslim commu-
nity worldwide, and thus, through the employment of 
this architectural style … their international commit-
ment to the wider islamic community.”88 This state-
ment assumes even greater political significance when 
one considers that abdülaziz’s new Muslim cemetery 
was built in Malta, a British colony and a bulwark of Brit-
ish imperial power along the main sea trade routes in 
the Mediterranean. The cemetery represented an alter-
native set of values and beliefs in sharp contraposition 
to the architectural imagery associated with the British 
colonial authorities in Malta. This manifestation of ot-
toman revivalism can be interpreted as the fulfillment 
of “an aspiration to claim a place for ottoman architec-
ture among the ‘modern styles’ or revivalisms of the 
nineteenth century.”89 galizia’s new Muslim cemetery 
was intended as an idealized representation of the ori-
ent and islam in Malta. in the words of Zeynep Çelik, a 
“generic domed ottoman mosque with pencil minarets” 
encompasses a wider vision whereby “indeed the power 
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