
SOME may have expected a play within generally established criteria, others a musical. But what they got 
was a play within a play with musical interludes, and brimming with sarcasm and baroque rhythms. 

Beyond its hybrid form, Alfred Buttigieg’s Ir-Rewwixta tal-Qassisin (The Rising of the Priests) emerges 
as an intelligently plotted dramatic piece which, based on a sadly unfortunate episode in Maltese history, 
even manages by inference to convey some unpalatable truths about contemporary politics in Malta. 

Written, produced, and pblished in book form in the mid-80s – a veritable time of fire in local plitics – 
this thoughtful and provocative play has recently been reworked. Its presentation in theatrical form at the 
Manoel Theatre last weekend struck a welcome blow for Maltese drama, both in the quality of its fare, 
and in audience response. 

Once again ably directed by Michael Fenech, with music by Manoel Pirotta, Ir-Rewwixta revolves around 
a late 18th century group of young seminarians who, encouraged by their rector, decide to put on a play 
about Don Gaetano Mannarino. Twenty years before, the old priests had been jailed for leading the so-
called priests’ insurrection – a poorly planned uprising against the despotic grandmaster Ximenes, 
triggered off by the latter’s total ban on rabbit hunting on these islands. The plot had failed at the 11th 
hour because support for it had buckled at the grassroots level. 

The play (within the play) clearly shows a number of hidden agendas. The rector’s is to ingratiate himself 
with the new grandmaster De Rohan by denouncing his two predecessors. Mgr Bishop Labini’s sole 
concern as a foreigner foisted on the Maltese by the Vatican, is to protect the position of Holy Mother 
Church. Between these two wily characters, poor Mannarino emerges as a bombastic idealist. Both 
through Labini’s exhortation and the players’ refusal to continue with the play, a sudden decision that 
nearly drives the rector mad. Buttigieg probes into the very psyche of the Maltese people. He condemns 
them as their own worst enemies, rather more than the array of exploitative colonial powers that had 
lorded over them for centuries on end. 

Despite a number of static passages, inevitable for a play of ideas, the play spins a cobweb of national 
issues and sectarian interests that still bedevil our tiny island today. Its socio-political aim is amply 
evident in most of the numerous short scenes that make up the whole. The frenetic end quite matches the 
disarray of the original event the seminarians are seeking to recreate, with the rector bringing in the aged 
Mannarino like a proverbial rabbit out of a hat and frantically pulling down the curtain on his rebellious 
actors. 

Michael Fenech’s direction fitted Buttigieg’s account as glove to a hand. He drilled his players well, used 
the stage intelligently, and infused much verve and fun in the concluding scene just mentioned. 

In another important episode he even made use of the medieval element of puppetry to convey the endless 
pique and the tactical games that the local Church and the Order regularly embroiled themselves in. It 
proved to be another highpoint, a good-humoured diversion despite the bitter rift it conveyed. 

Manuel Cauchi’s taciturn and conniving rector was by far the strongest character in a play not particularly 
noted for characterisation. The accent was put on the machinations of all sides: the Order standing firm on 
its authority, the Church defending its immunity and privileges, and the common people constantly 
engaged in outburst of despair at their pitiful state (vide the first two lyrics: ‘Hekk sew, xejn ma 
jonqoskom’  and ‘Irridu nkunu bħalek’. In short, this is a theatre work in the Brechtian mould, a three-



cornered hat which Buttigieg, a writer concerned with social and political issues, dons very successfully 
indeed. 

Andrew Rizzo’s Bishop Pellerano was another who scored well in a number of scenes, while Joe Cortis, 
as Bishop Labini, commanded one particular second act scene in which he spells out the innate 
shortcomings of the Maltese race. Clearly, he is a man of the world and his blunt assessment upsets the 
rector, but in the end he is proved right by the events of the planned insurrection. 

A number of cameos also stood out: Leigh-Anne Abela’s Cetta the cook, a very vociferous protestor; 
Alan Fenech’s smooth (too smooth) Grandmaster Ximenes, and Charlot Seychell’s ringleader Mannarino 
(also played as an old man by Philip Mizzi) who erroneously puts his faith in a fickle public and his own 
Church. Little does he understand, as Labini does, that crowds, like barking dogs, do not always bite. The 
wily Labini points out that what the island really needs is a radical change, not a change of rulers, which 
is merely cosmetic. 

Apart from composing the music to Buttigeg’s lyrics, Manoel Pirotta also directed the orchestra. Not 
every number was successful. Ironically, the longest one, Malta fl-Imghoddi tended to drag perhaps due to 
its accompanying procession in traditional pageant form. Even so, one could understand the 
author’s/director’s intent. Used as a sort of intermezzo at the start of act two, and with changing refrains to 
good old St Paul, it served to weave a comprehensive commentary on the island’s history. 

Nonetheless, many of the songs quite matched the mood of the proceedings. Here, one can mention the 
vibrant Hlisna minn Pinto  and Ohorgulna l-licenzja/qabel nitilfu l-pacenzja (referring to Ximenes’s 
rabbit ban which led to widespread discontent), as well as the deep lament  Qum minn hemm and the 
ironic  Fuq qabar Ximenes. 

September is a month of memories for Malta. They are in the main, quite pleasant ones, like the lifting of 
the Great Siege, Independence, and whatnot. But September 9 of 1775 was certainly no red-letter day. Its 
colour was in fact pitch black. It was the day the Maltese realised that their worst enemy was fear and that 
their endless hankering for leadership change (for Mannarino’s time, read ‘grandmasterships’) was in fact 
a helpless cry of surrender to fate. This, no doubt, is the ongoing message that Alfred Buttigieg wanted to 
convey in his successful offering  Ir-Rewwixta tal-Qassisin. 
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