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“... on the upper floor, my uncle’s 
angels and madonnas smiled 
down upon the seductive smell of 
turpentine, on stretched canvases 
perched atop gigantic easels like 
the sails of a galleon, among glass 
jars chock-full of paintbrushes 
reminiscent of exotic plants, paint 
tubes full, used and discarded, 
palettes adorned with colours from 
the dress of the Assumption, the 
feathers of the seraphim, the diadems 
of the saints … and light, light, light. 
In my uncle’s study, it never got 
dark. From his rectangular skylight, 
watercolour beams immersed every 
inch of canvas in a divine light. 
Whenever I looked up, the skylight 
morphed into one of my uncle’s 
paintings, where the sun never fully 
sets.”1

That is what Uncle Joe’s studio was like, 
precisely as I described it in one of my semi-
autobiographic short stories. Stepping 
through the doorway, I would be hit by 
the strong smell of turpentine mixed with 
that of apples – a fruit my uncle believed 
in for its medicinal qualities as strongly as 
he believed in the miracles of St Anthony. 
I used to be impatient for my uncle to 
take us to his studio, so I could see how 
the heaven he was working on was taking 

1 From the collection of short stories Sepia – 
Kubrit and Terpentina, p. 106

shape, or if the battle he was depicting 
between the Christians and Muslims had 
been won by who was supposed to win 
it.2 I would gape open-mouthed at the 
sight of an angel that was half-coloured 
and still half a charcoal sketch, like a 
butterfly emerging from its chrysalis and 

2 The Battle of Lepanto, the left apse in the 
Parish Church of Żabbar
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still learning how to fly.3 And my uncle 
would lose himself explaining what the 
final piece would look like when its many 
segments he was working on in the studio 
would eventually be fitted in the church, 
like a gigantic jigsaw puzzle covering a 
dome or apse.

Yet one of the strangest objects in my 
uncle’s studio was the manikin!

“... It looked like a wooden doll as 
large as a man. Although the basic 
frame was wooden, it was padded 
in a layer of bedstraw covered with 
stretched fabric that was somewhat 
suggestive of the suppleness of flesh. 
The most curious thing about this 
manikin was its absolute flexibility. 
It had the same joints as the human 
body; it was not only able to move 
from its waist to twist and turn, but 
it could also move its legs, knees, 
elbows, shoulders and even all the 
joints in its fingers. My uncle could 
release or tighten each joint using a 
square key to put it in the position 
he wanted and then bind it firmly in 
that pose. The whole figure stood on a 
thick piece of iron (that was inserted 
into its behind), so the manikin could 
even have its legs lifted and made 
to appear as if levitating from the 
ground. Above all, the manikin had 
a detachable papier-mâché head 
that could be removed or attached at 
will – a strange head, utterly smooth 
and bald yet pink and as fine as a 
woman’s head.”4 

3 The luminaries of the Parish Church of 
Siġġiewi are angels – all 24 of them.
4 From the collection of short stories Sepia – 
Kubrit and Terpentina, p. 108

My uncle mainly used the manikin when 
drawing drapery. He would dress it and 
adjust the creases and folds with great care 
and intention. That way he could draw the 
fabric’s details without any hurry or fear 
that his model would grow tired and start 
moving. My uncle had a chest of drawers 
full of capes, cloaks and costumes, ready 
to be put on the manikin or whoever 
happened to be posing. When I was a child, 
there was a time when I was terrified of 
the manikin, especially when its head was 
detached, making the figure look like a 
victim in the French Revolution.

According to what Grandma Mananni 
used to say, Uncle Joe began showing a 
great affinity for art from his infancy. 
His father, Grandpa Frenċ, decorated 
their home’s halls with drawings on the 

Life-size manikin, background left
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Jesus and the Samaritan Woman 
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Top: Mary Receives Jesus in Her Arms 
Bottom: Transport of Christ to the Grave  
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