Henry Frendo

Czars, Knights and Republicans:
The Malta Question in Paul I's time

When Paul | came to the throne in 1796, Malta and Russia had long had
a common enemy. It was the Ottoman Empire, its Muslim Turks, and
its Barbary corsairs. Unlike Malta, a central Mediterranean archipelago
with well-protected, deep-water harbours, Russia had been a largely
landlocked country whose territorial expansion historically had tended
to be across internal frontiers, from Kiev to Muscovy to Kazan. With the

advent of Peter |, however, and especially after his declaration of war

against Turkey and the acquisition of the Black Sea port of Azov in 1696,
Russia began to nurture a naval and maritime policy. This policy was

two-pronged: to the North in the struggle with Sweden for access to the

Baltic; to the South in the long drawn out confrontations with the Turks
in their extensive domains, hemming Russia in from the Mediterranean,
and indeed from the Black Sea.

Paul I's keen interest in Malta and its Catholic, aristocratic order
of chivalry, must be seen in the light of a string of earlier acquaintances,

overtures and schemes of mutual interest between the Czars of ".?‘:

Russia, on one hand, and the Knights of Malta, on the other. Two of
his best known predecessors, Peter | (1672-1725) and Catherine |
(1729-1796), already had set their sights on Malta, its knights and, not
least, its famous fleet. Given the new-found commitment to naval and
maritime undertakings, Petrine Russia now had an ideological as well
as a strategic shared interest with the Mediterranean headquarters of
the anti-Turkish, anti-Muslim crusaders.

From Russia’s point of view, this interest was also technical and
professional, in so far as the successful equipment, organization and
the leadership of its own Russian fleet was concerned. This made
sense, too, in the context of the Western expertise and support which
both Peter and Catherine sought, coveted and to an extent emulated,

The founding editor of Storja in 1978, Henry Frendo has taught in various universities and is the author
of several books; since 1992 he has been Professor of History at the University of Malta.

T a/ . s o
i . et T e i e, i Bt st — ——

_1-':_:__ . -
A Rl e
S g o i

e e ] Wy o e R
= T e . - 5 =ln ]
- : e = h
s g e i s S i i Y. P I i W e T

Henry Frendo - Czars, Knights, Republicans 63

as a matter of policy. Apart from their own intrinsic merits, development
and advancement were needed for Russia if she was to compete
meaningfully and to restrain any adversaries, be these Swedes, Turks
or Poles.

The Grand Masters, no less than the Czars, had an interest in
lurthering this growing relationship, constrained though they were by an
imposed Western European policy of ‘neutrality’ in foreign affairs (except
lor fighting the Infidel), and generally by a statutory adherence to Roman
Catholicism, the Pope being the Order of St John's spiritual head. But
Russia was, of course, a Christian country, and an anti-Turkish one at
that. Moreover it became increasingly, from Peter's time onwards, one
of the ‘Great Powers’ on the continental chess-board, a position further
assured to it by Catherine |I.

When the victorious boyar general Boris Scheremetyev, who
\ad planned the Azov campaign, arrived in Valletta’s Grand Harbour
rom Rome, as Peter I's emissary, in 1698, the Spanish Grand Master
Ramon Perellos had him met by a high-level caravan at sea and had a
gilded carriage awaiting him ashore, together with a procession of pine
lorches and a platoon of guards. In the Order's magnificent conventual
church during the feast of Pentecost on 18th May, Scheremetyev
sat below the Grand Master under his baldacchin at High Mass and,
much moved, he prostrated himself before the sacred relic of St John
the Baptist, the Order’s protector. On the following day, Grand Master
Perellos reciprocated gifts in style when, in the Great Hall of the Council
in Valletta, he awarded Scheremetyev the accolade and Gold Cross of
Devotion, with permission to wear it upon his shield or banner when
fighting against the Turks. This (so far, very rare) Russian visitor thus
became “the first Russian Grand Cross of the Knights Hospitaller”.2 He
would hardly be the last.

Czar Peter I's interests were not that chivalrous, as Czar Paul I's
may have largely been later. His instructions to Scheremetyev were to
check out Malta's fleet and fortifications, and indeed formally to suggest
to Perellos a combined Russo-Maltese operation against the Turks (as
he duly did). But pomp, pageantry and ceremony mattered no less than
the great cause at hand; the more so since France had mended its
fences with the Porte.

France was a lingering background factor in Russo-Maltese
relations for three main reasons: first, its eastern Mediterranean
diplomacy and the growing commerce with it, which influenced Peter |;
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second, its Enlightenment and subsequent revolution, which influenced
Catherine Il; and third, its revolutionary and territorial wars, supposedly
following from the new ‘egalitarian' philosophy of liberation, anti-
aristocratic, anti-monarchical and anticlerical, which largely influenced
Paul |in an opposite direction, although perhaps not altogether, given
his bad treatment of the Russian nobility.

The French presence and policy put the Knights of Malta Iin a
cleft stick situation: most of the Knights were French and many of the
Order's estates were in France, but the French Revolution had seen
their confiscation, thereby impoverishing the Order, while the ideas it
promoted went smack against what the Order was and had traditionally
stood for since its foundation by the Blessed Gerard in the early 12th
century to protect Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land. Not unlike the
Templars, the Teutonic Knights and some other religiously-inspired
Christian orders of chivalry, the Knights Hospitallers took vows of
poverty, celibacy and obedience inthe monastic tradition, but they were
not estranged from the ways of the world. Although it seems Muslims
and Jews were not excluded from treatment in their hospitals, they had
strict codes of ethics and were brothers-in-arms in the crusade against
the Muslim menace.’

After the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin, the Muslim sultan, in 1187, the
Knights repaired to Acre, from where they eventually moved to Rhodes,
until driven out by the Ottomans in 1522. For nearly three centuries,
they made of Malta in the central Mediterranean their main fort and
bastion, stopping the Muslim advance westwards, most spectacularly
iIn the Great Siege of Malta of 1565, and solely orjointly they repeatedly
participated in forays against the Ottoman Empire, such as at the Battle
of Lepanto, against the Moors and Barbary corsairs, from the sixteenth
to the eighteenth century. They were less poor and pious by then in their
courtly swagger and swashbuckling attire, moving around their splendid
baroque buildings decorated with the finest painting, marble sculpture
and gilded treasure; but they had held their ground until the cataclysm
unleashed by the French revolution and the outstanding general which
this eventually threw up, with his sights set on a domination extending
from Paris to Cairo, to London, to Moscow, and still further beyond.
Several French knights felt, foremost among them the well-connected
Bosredon de Ransijat, that they had joined the Order to fight the infidel,
not their countrymen: their deeds showed it well enough when they
reneged in 1798, as Bonaparte's fleet surrounded Malta's harbours.”
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Czarina Catherine I, Paul I's mother, was, like Peter |, much
interested in Malta and the Order of St John. In 1770, during the
first Russo-Turkish War, Catherine tried and failed to persuade the
Portugese Grand Master, Pinto, to allow the Russian fleetto use Maltese
ports. In 1788, during another Russo-Turkish conflict, the French Grand
Master de Rohan refused to allow Maltese galleys to cooperate with the
Russian navy in its attacks on the Turkish fleets. Clearly, the Knights of
Malta would not be drawn into an alliance with a non-Catholic power in a
war against the decaying Ottoman Empire, when French commerce with
the Near East was prospering, and the old Catholic-Muslim battle-lines
certainly were not as drawn as they had used to be in the previous two
centuries.

The Order was ready and willing to assist the Czarina in the
technical business of training and organizing her fleets, however. Both
Grand Master Pinto, in 1770, and Grand Master de Rohan, in 1789 (the
year of the French Revolution) agreed to help Russia out in this. To train
a squadron of Russian galleys, as requested by Catherine, de Rohan
sent one of his rising stars, Count Giulio Litta. A handsome 25 year old
Milanese who was Captain of the Magistral galley, the young knight
dazzled Catherine, who went out of her way to compliment him. He was
received, too, by the Czarevich Paul. Litta, the youngest general in the
Russian service, immediately distinguished himself, particularly by his
determining attack on the Swedish flagship at the Battle of Svenskund
In 1790. Giulio Litta had a brother, Lorenzo, then a monsignore but, like
him, on the up and up. Both would figure prominently on the Russian
scene, especially after 1796, during Paul I's reign.

Catherine's interest in Malta went further than Peter's. She wanted
a full diplomatic rapport, with an accredited ambassador in Valletta. She
hoped, according to one British historian, "to turn Malta Iinto a Russian
satellite”, employing agents and spies to establish a pro-Russian party.
Those In Russian employ, under Russian influence of one kind or
another or sympathetic to it, in the last quarter of the 18th century, would
have included the likes of Cavalcabo, Psaro, Zahra, Lorenzi, and some
others. Although the Order refrained from granting Russia full diplomatic
status, a consular presence was established effectively nonetheless. A
charmer when she wanted, Catherine was not easily deterred. With the
Marquis Cavalcabo in 1770, she sent the vain Grand Master Pinto a
llamboyant full-length portrait of herself, executed in oils by the Russian
artist Dmitri Levitzki (1735-1822), and accompanied by a poem lauding the



