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Abstract
This thesis seeks to understand the making of Malta’s national collection of
paintings and sculpture during the twentieth century, with the establishment of the
Malta museum institution in 1903 and the inauguration of the National Museum of
Fine Arts in 1974. It seeks to underpin the dialectic between Malta’s very specific
geopolitical context and how this informs the development of the collection. I will
argue that the context informs the collection as a visualisation of identity.
My project seeks to understand the process behind the development of the national
collection and the elements which define, inform and shape it rather than its history.
Through my research I establish and articulate the distinct type of Maltese national
identity which shapes and informs the national collection and the ways and means
how this happens. What the collection stands for, described and understood as a
visualisation of identity, goes beyond the mere representations of nationalistic
subject, topics or national authors to include a metaphorical visual narrative
informed by aspirations to consolidate a national identity. The thesis identifies a
range of strands which inform, influence and determine the collection’s iterative
development.
This thesis contributes to a better understanding of the Malta national collection of
paintings and sculptures and contributes towards a better understanding of the
ways and means how national collections effectively contribute, help shape and
indirectly inform identity construction. Indeed, this thesis seeks to show how
collections are powerful identity constructs, albeit informed by art history narratives.
It concludes that national collections pertaining to liminal culture ecologies have
their own characteristics which are distinct and go beyond art history.
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Impact Assessment
This research project is the backbone of a major rethink of Malta’s national
collection of paintings and sculptures as presented at the Malta National Museum of
Fine Arts. The museum has been subsequently transferred to a new albeit historic
venue and rethought as a national community art museum which acknowledges the
central role of museum publics and creates a museum environment with a robust
knowledge ladder, empowering multiple readings and interpretations beyond the
official curatorial narrative. MUŻA: Mużew Nazzjonali tal-Arti (The Malta National
Museum of Art) is also acknowledged by the Maltese Government as a Valletta
2018 European Capital of Culture project. The experience gained in juxtaposing a
theoretical approach, informed by the extensive research presented in this thesis
and its practical application is, in itself, a potential publication which could be
available to scholars, researchers and museum professionals in the field.
The arguments presented, the hypotheses developed and the research informed by
each of these is but a new reading drawn from dissecting a national collection
through the lens of liminal theory. Malta is understandably an ‘in-between space’
due to its geographic location and its overpowering history which is, in essence, the
history of the Mediterranean. Liminal culture ecologies may not be strictly
geographical or historical. A broad range and variety of peripheries can be reexamined as an ‘in-between space’ once subdued narratives are identified and
acknowledged, irrespective of their subjective significance.
This research can certainly inform the ways and means how exhibition narratives,
temporary and permanent, can be researched, developed and presented. It can
also inform policy and strategic decision thinking which goes beyond the official and
the established to consider the participatory and the polyphonic as the backbone of
the twenty-first century museum’s strategic development.
As the museum experience continues to become much more visitor-centred, this
research may address the needs and requirements of the curatorial profession to
curate narratives that are much more inclusive. With the dialectic between
collections and their publics taking centre stage, space and contents become
equally relevant in ways and means that require new curatorial profiles. The
research undertaken and the hypothesis presented here can be shared in seminars,
university courses and special editions of journals particularly with regards to the
application of liminal theory in museum studies. This research can also be
developed into university courses for training potential curators and museum
professionals to think beyond established narratives, acknowledge polyphonic
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narratives and engage with museum audiences to empower rather than to inform
and educate.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
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The subject of this thesis is the context and related narratives that shaped, informed
and influenced the development of the Malta national collection of paintings and
sculptures over less than seventy five years. The focus is on the process shaping a
distinct type of Maltese national identity and the ways and means how this becomes
manifest in Malta’s national collection of paintings and sculptures. As Mitchell states,
it is the debates evoked by artistic representations and symbols that illustrate how
citizens understand and respond to identity. 1 What the collection stands for,
described and understood as a visualisation of identity, goes beyond mere
representations of nationalistic subject, topics or national authors to include a
metaphorical visual narrative informed by the narratives of national identity.
The backbone to this research project is liminal theory and its application within a
frontier context such as Malta. Liminality, first explored by Arnold Van Gennep in
1909 and subsequently re-proposed decades later by Victor Turner in 1967, has
rarely been featured in research on museum collections development. Liminality
can be defined as a state of transition and a condition with inherent potential
change as the subject moves from one point to another; be it ritual or any other
social and personal condition. The application of this methodology to museum and
collections development studies provides an unusual lens through which to read art
collections, generally understood as a product of a westernised canon of art history,
oftentimes acknowledging a core-periphery dialectic and its corresponding
hierarchies. Thanks to a grounded research methodology, this research has
identified this theoretical model as the backbone for new readings in collections
development studies with the Malta national collection of paintings and sculptures
as its case study. Values, stories and circumstances that shape the national
collection of paintings and sculptures during the period under review are identified,
reviewed and also rethought in context through liminal theory. The word
visualisation is used akin to that of a signifier, with a specific reference to the
representational character and potential signifier status of the collection and its
components.
Malta’s national collection of paintings and sculptures was established within the
political context of a British crown colony which was Malta, achieving independence
within the British Commonwealth of Nations in 1964. Malta was granted its first selfgovernment constitution in 1921, at the time when the Malta Museums Department

Jon P. Mitchell (2003).’Looking Forward to the Past: National Identity and History in Malta’. Identities:
Global Studies in Culture and Power. 10. pp. 377-398. The author concludes that since national
identity is complex to define, ‘we are better off investigating not the content of particular national
identities, but the processes through which identities are debated’. See also Anthony D. Smith (1991).
National Identity. London: Penguin. p. 20.
1
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was moving its collections to a new building in response to a departmental
organisation. The Fine Arts Section was established at this point in time in 1921 with
the appointment of its first curator, as discussed in Chapter 6.
The foundation and development of this museum institution coincides with Malta’s
transition from crown colony to independent nation in 1964. Ten years later, the Fine
Arts Section became a national museum proper. The time during which the
development of the Fine Arts Section into a national museum happened is marked
by a series of constitutional withdrawals and re-introductions shaping the Maltese
political landscape. The context is also specific in terms of building and collections.
Malta never had a purposely built museum, including an art museum. The venue
also changed over time albeit remaining in Valletta. The museums’s identity as well
as the character of its collections would have defined the institution as a history
museum and its collections, initially antiquarian, evolved in response to the island’s
history and prehistory. History and its varied interpretation would have been the
context within which the Fine Arts Section or national collection of paintings and
sculptures was established and subsequently evolved into a national museum of
fine arts.
The Museums Department was an administrative authority entrusted with the
Valletta Museum. It remained operational until 2003, regulated by national
legislation, and also a regulatory institution.2 The Department was responsible for
excavation, conservation and restoration works carried out. Such remit also covered
works and sites that were not, strictly speaking, within the direct remit of the
Department. This remit, albeit not strictly related to the core curatorial needs and
requirements of the national collection, was performed by one and the same
institution and both functions were performed and implemented from within the
same building.
This thesis identifies a broad range of values shaping the form, extent and character
of the national collection of paintings and sculptures. Indeed, the same political
context which was, indirectly, giving shape to the national collections of paintings
and sculptures was also informing the national narratives that were to define the
Maltese nation state. Territory, language, a common historical past and religion are
some of the elements that shape a nation and inform the development of its national

The Protection of Antiquities Ordinance (VI, 1910) applied to monuments, immovable and movable
objects having a local antiquarian or archaeological significance. This Ordinance was amended in
1922 and included significant adjustments also made necessary by the 1921 Self - Government
Constitution.
2
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collection of paintings and sculptures.3 This is also the case of Malta. Its history is
the history of the Mediterranean and its broad connections with the region,
particularly Europe. Malta’s identity is also informed by its unique location which
makes it an “in-between space” between Europe and North Africa. 4 Much of Malta’s
history was however written from the point of view of the coloniser, rather than the
colonized, and this is particularly evident during period under review. 5 The latest
bibliography on the subject has addressed this in part, but this has, more often than
not left the established narratives, particularly the Early Modern and the British
period virtually unscathed. 6 This may be in part the effect of Malta’s liminal frontier,
with its multiple colonial, geo-political and religious thresholds. Malta’s colonial
history is a major threshold albeit not the only one. The national collection of
paintings and sculpture certainly acknowledged this narrative and the ways and
means how this was understood and interpreted by both coloniser and colonised.
A second threshold which shapes Malta’s identity narratives is religion. Indeed,
Malta belongs to a region which witnessed the birth and spread of monotheism and
its political overtones. Its liminal frontier identity is shaped and defined by
Catholicism, also during the period under review, and British authority was
oftentimes perceived and understood to become a concerted attempt at the
Anglicisation of Malta. Maltese Catholicism draws directly from the Pauline apostolic
tradition and references in the Acts of the Apostles to the Shipwreck of St Paul in
Malta in AD60.7 This claim to primacy which could also be traced to the origins of
Christianity stood for Malta’s identity and acknowledged as the main bulwark of
Malta’s Italianità. This facet of Malta’s identity can be defined as a broad range of
shared cultural, racial, ethnographical and political values and narratives which
Malta shared with mainland Italy. Catholicism has been described by Henry Frendo

Wolf Stuart Joseph (1996). Nationalism in Europe - 1815 to the present - A Reader. London:
Psychology Press. p. 67.
3

4

Sandro Debono (2017a). ‘Frontier Art History: A Case of ‘betwixt and between”. Sandro Debono
(Ed.). Malta - Land of Sea. Catalogue of the Exhibition held at BOZAR Centre of Fine Arts (Brussels).
Malta: Midsea Books. p. 63; John Baldacchino (2009). ‘Pangs of a nascent nationalism from the
nationless state? Euro coins and undocumented migrants in Malta since 2004’. Nations and
Nationalism. 15 (1). p. 150.
Jon P. Mitchell (2003). ‘Looking Forward to the Past: National Identity and History in Malta’. Global
Studies in Culture and Power. 10 (3). p. 36. Mitchell suggests that a great deal of Maltese history was
“written from the point of view of the Knights (1530-1798) or the British (1800-1964), but not that of the
Maltese.” p. 36.
5

See for example the series of publications by Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti featuring articles by
Giovanni Bonello entitled Histories of Malta.
6

On the Pauline tradition see John Azzopardi, Anthony Pace (Eds. 2010) St Paul in Malta and the
Shaping of a Nation’s Identity. Malta: Midsea Books.
7
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as a backdrop to colonial narratives, ‘hanging like a veil’.8 The Anglicisation of
Malta, a colonial aspiration best represented by the building of St Paul’s Anglican
Cathedral in Valletta, would have been held in check by Malta’s staunch
Catholicism. The British colonial authorities nonetheless succeeded in keeping good
relations with the local ecclesiastical authorities although the situation was more
often than not a complex issue to deal with. The Maltese Catholic church exercised
strong political and cultural influences and, as a consequence helped shape a
mindset that is strongly determined by religious precepts. The dominant role of the
Catholic Church also meant that it could, and in fact did, determine the outcome of
general elections and the political agenda throughout the twentieth century. 9 Not
being a Catholic in Malta was more often than not understood as being the ‘other’.
If Catholicism stood firm as the unassailable value of Maltese identity, the Maltese
language would be the ideological, cultural, political and to a certain extent also
religious battle ground for Malta's British Colonial authorities. The issue, known as
the language question, concerned the use of Italian as an official language in a
British crown colony and a population speaking Maltese as a native language. By
the early twentieth century, the vernacular Maltese became the metaphor of the
Trojan horse providing the much longed for leverage to introduce English. 10 The use
of each language broadly corresponded to a social class or group. Maltese was
spoken by the lower classes. English was spoken mostly by the colonial authorities
and elites connected, working for or within the Colonial establishment. Italian was
generally spoken by the clergy, members of religious orders, and pro-Italian elites
and had become, over time, the signifier of cultural sophistication and aspiring
emancipation. By contrast, English was the language of the colonisers aspiring to
harmonise and bridge together an empire spread all over the globe. The outcome of
this decades-long struggle would be the suppression of the Italian language, and its
use in administrative procedures, introducing Maltese and upholding English as
Malta’s only official languages.

See Henry Frendo (1995). ‘Britain's European Mediterranean: Language, religion and politics in Lord
Strickland's Malta (1927–1930)’. History of European Ideas. 21 (1). pp. 47 - 65.
8

Church-State relations the during period unver review are covered by various authors. See for
example Joseph Bezzina (1988). ‘Church and State in an Island Colony’. Victor Mallia Milanes (Ed.).
The British Colonial Experience 1800-1964: the Impact on Maltese Society. Malta: Mireva Publications.
pp. 47 - 78; Henry Frendo (2012). Europe and Empire: Culture, politics and identity in Malta and the
Mediterranean. Malta: Midsea Books. pp. 219 - 269; Dominic Fenech (2005) Responsibility and Power
in Inter-War Malta – Book One: Endemic Democracy (1919 - 1930). Malta: Publishers Enterprising
Group (PEG). pp. 413 - 439; Dom Mintoff (1961). Priests and Politics in Malta. Mario Cutajar (Ed.
2012). Mintoff: l-bniedem u l-istorja. Malta: Sensiela Kotba Socjalisti.
9

D. Cooke (1988). 'Ties that constrict: English as a Trojan horse'. A. Cumming, A. Gagne & J.
Dawson (Eds.). Awarenesses: Proceedings of the 1987 TESL Ontario Conference, Toronto. TESL
Ontario. pp. 56 - 62.
10
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All three interconnected values and narratives inform and help shape the
development of the national collection of paintings and sculptures. The point of
departure is nonetheless art history but the specific narrative and art historical
values which the national collection acknowledges, chooses to develop and relate
to is the outcome of the context within which the national collection of paintings and
sculptures is grounded and which this thesis considers as being liminal.
This thesis seeks to contribute original research to the study of national collections
and their development. What perhaps stands as the unique contribution of this
thesis concerns the use of frontier and liminal theory in collections development
studies. The chosen theoretical model, also approached and selected through
Grounded Theory, provides the lenses through which to read collections
development processes and methodologies; deliberate or by default. The
methodology which this thesis develops thus takes due note of the context beyond
a core-periphery dialectic. Liminal theory does not feature in collections
development studies and is generally associated with the creative process of
artworks. This thesis shows the ways and means how context-based liminality is
manifest in national collections and how liminality ends up in check, controlled and
in any case curtailed. I discuss my theoretical models and methodologies in more
detail in Chapter 3.

This is also a first-ever research on the Malta national collection of paintings and
sculptures. Research on this topic is limited and indeed sporadic although the
general bibliography on the history of national collections is much more articulate.
The history of the collection of paintings and sculpture, including detailed
provenance, remains unwritten and the most comprehensive studies to-date were
published by Antonio Espinosa Rodriguez. 11 Two further publications, akin to
museum guide books, provide a broad history of the collection of paintings with
sporadic references to sculpture works. 12 With regards to the history of the national
collection, a short abridged version was written by Kenneth Gambin. 13 The National
Collection of Paintings and Sculptures is also discussed in context by Gambin.

Antonio Espinosa Rodriguez (1984). ‘The Provenance of the paintings on permanent display at the
National Museum of Fine Arts’. Proceedings of History Week 1983. Melita Historica. Malta. pp. 97-124;
Espinosa Rodriguez (1990). Paintings at the National Museum of Fine Arts in Malta. Malta: Said
International.
11

Dominic Cutajar (1991). The National Museum of Fine Arts - Art Treasures in Malta. Malta: MJ
Publications; Peter Mayo (1995). The National Museum of Fine Arts. Malta: Midsea Books.
12

Kenneth Gambin (2003). One Hundred Years of Heritage (1903 - 2003): A history of state museums
and heritage sites in Malta. Malta: Midsea Books.
13
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This research project also generated a number of parallel studies and papers, some
of which originated in response to memoing at stage two of this research project.
These contributions are considered integral to this research project in that some of
the ideas discussed were eventually reintegrated within the research for
comparative purposes and acknowledged as bibliography proper. Some of these
papers also addressed core research gaps. Some of the arguments developed in
this research project have also been published as essays proper at the same time
as I was concluding this research project. A paper presented at the conference
‘Islands of War, Islands of Memory’ held at the McDonald Institute for Archaeological
Research, University of Cambridge (March 2013) was in 2015 chosen for
publication as a chapter entitled ‘Malta G.C. War Memories and Cultural Narratives
of a Mediterranean Island’ and informs some of the arguments in Chapters 3 and
6. 14 A second paper entitled ‘A Maltese Hagiography for Mattia Preti?’ was published
in the exhibition catalogue for ‘Mattia Preti: Faith and Humanity’ (Sandro Debono
and Giuseppe Valentino, Midsea Books, 2013) and later quoted in the book
‘National Poets, Cultural Saints – Canonization and Commemorative Cults of
Writers in Europe’ (Marijan Dović and Jon Karl Helgason, Eds., Brill, 2016). This
chapter informs the main arguments on relics and cultural sainthood in Chapter 7. 15
The extensive review of the Florence 1921 exhibition of ‘seicento’ art shall be
published in a peer reviewed paper by Revista de Història da Arte scheduled for
2019. 16
Ground work on new readings in Maltese art history were also published parallel to
this research project.

An essay entitled ‘Frontier Art History – Malta: a case of

‘betwixt and between’ was published in the catalogue of the Maltese EU Presidency
Exhibition held at the BOZAR Centre of Fine Arts in Brussels entitled Malta. Land of
Sea (Midsea Books, 2017). This essay consolidates some of the arguments
presented in a previous essay entitled ‘MUŻA: Participative Museums and Adult
Education’ published in an edited volume entitled ‘Adult Education, Museums and
Art Galleries – Animating Social, Cultural and Institutional Change (Clover Darlene
E., Sanfrod Kathy, Bell Lorraine, Johnson Kay (Eds.), Sense Publishing, 2017).
Earlier in 2016, an essay entitled ‘Caravaggio on the Frontier’, presented in 2012 as
See sub-chapter entitled ‘Malta: The Liminal Frontier’ pp. 47-53; ‘Malta’s Island Fortress Identity’ pp.
154 - 156.
14

This paper was also acknowledged as a work which ‘opens a new perspective’ by presenting a
‘novel proposal.’ See John T. Spike (2014). “More than meets the eye…’ Observations on the Mattia
Preti Quadricentennial Exhibitions of 2013’. Giovanni Bonello (Ed.). A Timeless Gentleman: Festschrift
in honour of Maurice de Giorgio. Valletta: Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti. p. 213.
15

Debono Sandro (2019 forthcoming). ‘La sintesi iconografica di una nazione - The 1921 Florence
exhibition of Italian ‘seicento’ art (working title). Revista de Història da Arte. 14.
16
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part of a cycle of seminars on Caravaggio held at the University of Uppsala,
Sweden, was published in an edited volume entitled New Caravaggio (Andersson
Majbritt. Ed. Polistampa. 2016).
This research project was intentionally undertaken as a parallel to the rethinking
and redevelopment of the Malta National Museum of Fine Arts into MUŻA,
scheduled to open by late 2018. The hypotheses generated, along with core coded
data reviewed and compared also informed some of the contributions I published on
the MUŻA project. In 2014, a paper entitled ‘MUŻA - Rethinking National Museums
and the Value of Community Curation’ was published in the peer-reviewed Malta
Resources for Education Research (University of Malta). This paper explored the
curatorial remit of the new museum and the need to develop meaningful
acquisitions and collections development policies through a participatory museum
model described in this paper as ‘community curation.’ A second essay entitled
‘MUŻA – A case for rethinking national museums as cultural spaces’ was published
in October 2015 in the proceedings of a conference held by Valletta 2018 entitled
Cultural Mapping: Debating Spaces and Places (Fondation de Malte, 2016). This
paper sought to make a case for transforming national museums into culture
spaces, and tools to develop such spaces described as ‘community curation’. In this
paper I also discuss the dialectic between frontier and liminality with particular
reference to Malta. I also explored the potential which art museums hold in creating
new art historical narratives through participatory experiences. The latest
contribution informed by the outcome of my thesis has been published in the journal
of the German Museums Association.17
Each of my chapters in this thesis also contributes original research work within the
broader remit of museum and collections development studies. In some cases this
is specific to Malta albeit also applicable to a wider remit. The first chapter deals
with the methodology used for this thesis followed by a chapter dealing specifically
with theory and how this has been applied to the Malta case study. The following
two chapters deal with the core arguments of this thesis including the relevance and
significance of Maltese art history and the history of the national collection of
paintings and sculptures. The final two chapters deal with new hypotheses which
this thesis seeks to propose. The first of these is about the understanding of the
national collection of paintings and sculptures as a response to or the result of
hagiographies. The second is about the understanding of the collection as a

Sandro Debono (2018). ‘Curating Communities’. Das Kunstmuseum im 21. Jahrhundert neu
denken. Museumskunde (Journal of the German Museums Association). 83 (1).
17
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potential reliquary akin to those acknowledged in Catholic religious practice and the
ways and means how cultural sainthood informs liminal frontier culture ecologies.
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CHAPTER 2

Research Methodology

23

The subject matter which informs my research question required a bespoke
methodology. Malta had been a British crown colony for close to 165 years and
gained Independence from Britain more than half a century ago in 1964. Subjectivity
and bias were rated as a high-risk factor in presenting an objective review of the
development of the national collection of paintings and sculptures.
My research methodology, and the choice of baseline, were deliberate choices
intent on addressing a perceived lack of subjectivity in published sources. This lack
of sensitivity concerns two particular circumstances. The first concerns a bias
inherent to the context. Most of the local scholars cited, the curators responsible for
the Fine Arts Section and the personalities cited in this thesis belong to successive
generations of Maltese living through and having first-hand experience of British
colonialism in Malta which is also highlighted in Mitchell.18 Secondly, my role as
Senior Curator of the National Museum of Fine Arts directly responsible for the
national collection of paintings and sculptures also spelt a measure of subjectivity
particularly in the choice of research focus.
This research project also had to deal with a severe lack of resources and limited
access to these. The lack of studies on the Malta national collection, including
provenance beyond acquisition and missing bibliographies for collection items, were
two major lacunae which could not be addressed within the remit and time frames of
my research project. My chosen research focus, which was more on process and
context, might have been hindered due to the lack of these essential building blocks
albeit kept under control.

Grounded Theory
Various theoretical models and approaches were explored including a dialectical
and empirical approach. Whilst the former exposed the risk of adopting remotely
verifiable and detectable bias, the latter would still not completely eliminate
subjectivity. The chosen methodology, known as grounded theory involves primarily
the construction of theory with the building blocks of data generated through a
bottom-up approach.
The process initially concerns a base line, or a point of departure, from which an
initial set of research questions are generated. As more data continues to be
generated, codes are grouped into concepts and categories to eventually form

18

See supra ft.nt. 1.
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hypotheses. 19 Grounded theory was developed for use in the sciences and has
been used in both heritage and museum studies.20 This methodology is not strictly
applied given that the iterative process of my data research required customisation.
This includes a robust bibliographic capture undertaken towards the beginning and
a comparative approach to the theories generated towards the end of the initial
cycles of my iterative research in order to understand the robustness or common
ground which my theories, developed through my methodology, held. This is where
frontier and liminal theory came in as the theoretical models which best compare to
the hypotheses generated within the remit of this thesis. I do discuss theoretical
mismatches with the hypotheses generated within the remit of this thesis in Chapter
3.
This methodology was developed by two sociologists, Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss, and first applied in medicine. The outcome was a hybrid model, inspired by
qualitative research which is, in any case, described by Glaser as a methodology in
its own right and can be used with both qualitative and quantitative methodologies.
There are also fundamental variations between the original or classical model as
developed and subsequently published by Glaser and Strauss, 21 and later Strauss 22
followed by Strauss and Corbin.23 Besides, a constructivist approach was published
much later by Charmaz.24
These authors subsequently propose variants to the original theoretical model for
Grounded Theory. The initial common ground shared by Glaser and Strauss is not
endorsed in the following studies of either. The two conflicting approaches in the
understanding of data and theory can be summarised as the difference between the
concept of "emergence" on the one hand and the concept of "theoretical sensitivity"
on the other. 25 Subsequent distinct contributions by Glaser and Strauss would be
Jayson Seaman (2008). ‘Adopting a Grounded Theory Approach to Cultural-Historical Research:
Conflicting Methodologies or Complementary Methods?’ International Journal of Qualitative Research.
7 (1).
19

The latest includes Andrew Dewdney, David Dibosa & Victoria Walsh (Eds. 2013). Post Critical
Museology: Theory and Practice in the Art Museum, Routledge. The authors use Charmaz’s grounded
theory model (2006) to capture a subjective account of museum encounters through a ‘bottom-up’
approach.
20

Barney G. Glaser & Anselm L. Strauss (1967). The discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for
Qualitative Research. Chicago: Aldine Publishing.
21
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Anselm Strauss (1987). Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists. Cambridge University Press.

A. Strauss & J.M.Corbin (1990). Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and
Techniques. Sage Publications.
23
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Charmaz K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory. London: Sage.

Udo Kelle (2005). “‘Emergence’ vs. ‘Forcing’ of Empirical Data? A Crucial Problem of ‘Grounded
Theory” Reconsidered”. Forum: Qualitative Social Research. 6 (2).
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seen and understood as a reaction to this dichotomy. Glaser is keener on a platform
which builds on ‘coding families’, briefly described as the collation of corresponding,
complementing and relative data, while Strauss favours a more general theory of
action. In short, this concerns whether to use a well-defined coding paradigm which
always looks at data systematically or whether theoretical codes are applied in the
same way as other codes. This ongoing debate may also be understood as a form
of inherent dynamism within the methodology itself mainly due to differences in
philosophical standpoints from within. 26 In any case, there is no fixed
methodological approach for Grounded Theory and this is given due consideration
in my choice of methodological approach.
Glaser considers the constant comparative methodology as central to grounded
theory methodology and his traditional approach helps to understand behaviour
regardless of cultural background and effectiveness with change processes. 27
Grounded theory would, by consequence underscore new behaviour patterns
generated from the meaning of symbols. Glaser also considers that everything can
be data irrespective of form, medium and quality. It may also include sources
ranging from primary and secondary sources to fiction. Indeed, the classical and
original version of grounded theory as developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967)
defines research data as being all data which the researcher comes across during
his period of research. This broad and comprehensive approach to data has been
understood to potentially include such data as conversations with friends and
informal interviews, besides lectures, seminars and self-interviews. In contrast,
Charmaz’s constructivist approach considers data and theory as constructed by the
researcher, and the expected outcome of interactions with field and participants. 28
The constructivist approach also accepts a measure of literature review, to be used
with appropriate sensitivity. This measure of literature review is also taken due note
of in the choice of sources used in my project.
Grounded theory was chosen as the backbone methodology given my chosen
objective to generate new hypotheses with potentially objective, certainly less
subjective approach. Coded data would yield a new hypothesis which is then
compared to known theoretical models in order to understand better the implications
of the arguments developed in support of the hypothesis generated within
Nicholas Ralph, Melanie Birks & Ysanne Chapman (Eds. 2015), ‘The Methodological Dynamism of
Grounded Theory’. International Journal of Qualitiative Methods. 1 (6).
26

Khaldoun Aldiabat, Carol Lynne Le Navenec (Eds., 2011). ‘Clarification of the Blurred Boundaries
between Grounded Theory and Ethnography: Differences and Similarities’. Turkish Online Journal of
Qualitative Inquiry. 2 (3).
27

J. Mills, A. Bonner & K. Francis (2006). "The development of constructivist grounded theory".
International Journal of Qualitative Methods. 5. pp. 25 - 35.
28
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mainstream theory. These theoretical models described by Glaser as being fit, of
relevance and having workability and modifiability, would be grounded in a broad
range of empirical data. 29 The testing of theory is nonetheless essential in order to
address the risk of excessive conceptualisation which researchers defend as
sensitivity to context. 30 This happened towards the end of my research cycle
whereby newly generated hypotheses were analysed, compared and contrasted to
known theoretical models to such an extent as to frequently require reconsideration.
This was the case with my comparative analysis of the generated hypotheses to
liminal theory.
No theory is without its critique. That concerning Grounded Theory, briefly
summarised in a paper published by Gary Thomas & David James (2006), concerns
the difficulty in defining the research outcome as theory proper, the potential lack of
understanding within which the research is grounded and claims to the use of
inductive knowledge.31 In spite of their critique, the comparative methodology could
still be acknowledged as a strength in its own right. Additional criticism and
perceived potential pitfalls to Grounded Theory include researcher objectivity,
ignoring existing theory and literature review, and wrong timing when and at what
stage to connect and compare data coding.32
Theoretical Application and Process: A Case Study
The bespoke process and methodology guiding this research project were designed
to work in three successive and sequential stages which take off from an
established baseline, this being the collection itself and related data including
inventory, acquisition registers and other sources. A key resource which served the
purpose of a robust baseline was the Museum Annual Reports published on a
yearly basis throughout the period under review. With this secure documentation as
a baseline I approached coding in successive stages.
The objective of my research methodology was two-fold. The first concerned the
formulation of hypotheses from coded data that is continuously compared on
different levels. The second concerned a thorough understanding of context and
29

Glaser & Strauss (1967). See also Glaser (1978). Theoretical Sensitivity: Advances in the
methodology of grounded theory. Sociology Press; Glaser (1999). ‘The Future of Grounded Theory’.
Qualitative Health Research. 9 (6). pp. 836 - 845.
Lars Mjøset (2005). ‘Challenges to Grounded Theory’. Paper for the 37th World Congress of the
International Institute of Sociology, Stockholm. Accessed on pdfs.semanticscholar.org on 20.03.2014).
30

G. Thomas & D. James (2006). ‘Reinventing grounded theory: some questions about theory, ground
and discovery’. British Educational Research Journal. 32 (6). pp. 767 - 795.
31
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See Carol Grbich (2007). Qualitative Data Analysis: An introduction. Sage Publications.
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phenomenon, including the ways and means how the process unfolds.

The

lynchpin chapter of my thesis is Chapter 6, given that this chapter extensively
reviews the development of the collection within the time and framework of each
curatorial tenure. Data generated within the remit of this chapter informs the
following two chapters and complement the previous chapter dealing with art
historical narratives which informed the development of the national collection of
paintings and sculptures both directly and indirectly. The other chapters followed a
similar iterative process albeit less demanding given that the required data mining
was already informed by Chapter 6. I shall take this chapter as my case study to
explain my research methodology, presented here as four successive albeit cyclical
stages.
Step 1: Data capture and coding
A thorough review of contents and data in the Museum Annual Reports was
indicative as to which coding categories might hold potential to develop and inform
fully fledged hypotheses. Following an initial and thorough review of this
fundamental source, I then proceeded to explore additional resources particularly
those related to the curatorial profile of each successive curator including notes,
published papers and contributions, correspondence and any other secondary
sources related to each of the four curatorial tenures. Where possible, I consider
quotes from texts as data proper so as to sustain objectivity. Text in a foreign
language is translated into English but the original text is generally also included in
the footnotes.
Characteristics, values and trends began to emerge at this early stage of my
research itinerary. I refer particularly to the strong Italophile imprint of the collection,
the Catholic bias in subject matter and the overpowering historical.
Step 2: Memoing, axial coding and simultaneous data mining and processing
The second stage of my research itinerary involved two sequential albeit oftentimes
parallel steps. The first involved memoing, or the writing of short contributions
informed by the coded data generated at this stage. These were more akin to
reflective notes including observations and ideas. This process, which is considered
by Glaser as a fundamental stage for Grounded Theory methodology, also
generated new ideas as coded data was sorted and eventually recorded in new
memos as new concepts began to develop. The second concerns axial coding or
the continuous comparison of coded data generated at the earlier stage of the
project. This would specify relationships between categories, cross-referenced
where applicable, highlighting lacunae and further potential coding.
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Examples of memoing generated within the remit of this project are attached to this
thesis as Appendix I. A good example of axial coding attempted within the remit of
the data coding process for Chapter 5 has been included as a sub-chapter entitled
‘Comparative analysis of connoisseurship qualities’ in which I compare sources for
the purpose of defining the profile of each curator under review. In this sub-chapter I
compare the quality and extent of connoisseurship of each successive curator
based on the initial memoing and coded data generated at this point in time. Axial
coding is also used for a second sub-chapter entitled ‘The Fine Arts Section within
the context of empire’. In this case the axial coding carried out was the direct
outcome of memoing rather than a parallel action informed by data coding
requirements. Memoing generated at this and successive stages also informs some
of the sub-chapters in my thesis.
Step 3: Hypothesis and theoretical comparative analysis
General trends and ideas, some of which could be glimpsed emerging at stage one
of my research methodology, continued to develop and become my hypotheses
included at the end of my chapters. For chapter 6, I conclude that the collection is
the product of a ‘betwixt and between’ situation and holds comparison with the
literature on museums and ritual, authorised heritage discourse and the
overpowering historical at the expense of the aesthetic.
The hypotheses generated at this point are nonetheless reviewed primarily through
the lens of liminal and frontier theory and compared to other theoretical models,
bibliography and sources. This process is cyclical and continued to indicate the
need of additional coding and memoing, which subsequently informed the
arguments and research itinerary of my other chapters.
Step 4: Cyclical review of data to articulate and expand initial hypotheses
The cyclical approach of my chosen methodology continued with further memoing
and axial coding generated over time. Additional bibliographic reviews were
required to inform ideas generated through memoing or trends emerging from
successive data coding. The robustness of the hypotheses generated and the
comparative analysis with frontier and liminal studies did not require major cyclical
reviews and these, only served the purpose of strengthening specific arguments
further.
Sources and Research Material
My choice of research material was more often than not dictated by availability and
access and includes a broad range of primary, secondary and other sources. The
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core research material, described as the baseline, were the artworks themselves,
the basic inventory information and pertinent bibliography albeit scant. A broad
range of sources were identified and consulted in stages and in response to the
trends which the chosen base line generated at the initial stage of my project and
subsequently in response to memoing. The key source were the Museum Annual
Reports for the period under review.
The measure of literature review undertaken in the initial stages of the project was
carried out in order to understand the baseline and its immediate context due to the
lack of provenance, bibliography and other essential data for works of art in the
national collection. The chosen approach is, in essence, constructivist and
acknowledges the need of an objective and sensitive literature review. In any case,
the lack of literature on the subject provided the same measure of detachment from
preconceptions. A more extensive bibliographic review was undertaken at a very
advanced stage of my research project when hypotheses had to be stress-tested.
The secondary sources consulted are in English, Italian and Maltese thus limiting
subjective perspectives guided by Italophile and relatively subjective Anglophile
approaches and narratives.
Sources were consulted in stages, beginning with archival material in two specific
archives namely the dispersed and largely fragmented archives of the Valletta
museum, the then National Museum of Fine Arts and the National Museum of
Archaeology. The National Archives in Kew (United Kingdom) also yielded additional
primary sources that were crucial at later stages when memoing began to shape the
main arguments and hypotheses of my thesis. Memoing also identified new
research paths with new data to code. Given the lack of research on the subject and
the availability of untapped primary sources in Malta it was decided to focus almost
exclusively on published and documentary sources. Not all identified resources
were included in the data coding exercise, even at later stages when memoing
unlocked new research paths. The following is a detailed overview of sources
identified and consulted at different stages of my research project.
(i) Primary Sources
The resources consulted in Maltese archives and repositories can be broadly split in
three categories. The first include files, miscellaneous receipts and documents,
registers and other documentation in three different sites, namely the National
Museum of Archaeology and the former National Museum of Fine Arts, both in
Valletta, and the Malta National Archives (Santo Spirito, Rabat - Malta) which when
read together provided a general overview of the now dispersed archive of the
National (Valletta) Museum. The second category includes primary sources that
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concern the management and regulation of Malta’s cultural heritage which this
project considers as the backbone to its research objectives and methodologies.
These include the minutes of the Antiquities Committee, established at the
beginning of the twentieth century to monitor and safeguard Malta’s cultural
heritage.

The discussions informing the decisions and initiatives taken in hand provided the
necessary information to contextualise the references listed in the Museum Annual
Reports published by the Museums Department on a yearly basis and which refer to
the acquisitions affected, donations received and conservation projects undertaken
by the Department. This particular source still merits in-depth research. Some of the
works of art listed still need to be cross-referenced with the artwork itself and, in any
case, are oftentimes difficult to tally. These sources provide a list of works registered
on acquisition and additional information on major conservation projects.
Personal records and correspondence pertaining to two of the four curators of the
Fine Arts Section, available at the then National Museum of Fine Arts and the
Cathedral Archives (Mdina) also proved to be a crucial resource. A diary kept by
Vincenzo Bonello, the first Curator of Fine Arts, during the early 1930s provided
information and data which helped chart his curatorial tenure in more detail. The
diary lists entries in chronological format which include acquisitions concluded along
with those proposed albeit not affected. The diary also includes conservation works
carried out on national collection items and sites within the remit of the Museums
Department. Four volumes of correspondence and exchanges with international
scholars compiled by John Cauchi, the third Curator of Fine Arts, also proved crucial
in defining international networks and his profile as a scholar and connoisseur.
British archival sources consulted mostly include Malta-related files and papers at
the National Archives in Kew. These were particularly useful in providing clear
insight on the period in-between the two world wars. The extensive list of records
consulted, mainly including files, related correspondence and reports,
complemented the sources consulted at archives in Malta. Archival and Primary
Sources used can be categorised as follows
!

Uncatalogued and unclassified primary sources, including a register referring
to the history and management of the Fine Arts Section at the former
National Museum of Fine Arts for the period 1900 to 1974.

!

Uncatalogued and unclassified primary sources referring to the history and
management of the Fine Arts Section at the National Museum of
Archaeology for the period 1900 to 1974.
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!

Miscellaneous sources concerning heritage objects and artefacts in the
national collection at the National Museum of Archaeology.

!

The Museum Annual Reports at the then National Museum of Fine Arts for
the period 1903 to 1974.

!

The minutes of the Antiquities Committee at the National Museum of
Archaeology for the period 1903 to 1960.

!

Two Volumes of unpublished correspondence pertaining to Dr John Cauchi,
Curator of Fine Arts between 1954 and 1971 at the Mdina Cathedral
Archives.

!

Copy of an original diary kept by Vincenzo Bonello, first Curator of Fine Arts
between 1929 and 1934 at the National Museum of Fine Arts.

(ii) Published sources
Published sources were consulted at different stages of the project including both
English and Italian sources deliberately chosen in order to detect and subsequently
underpin inherent bias within the subject. Sources were retrieved from databases
and libraries in Malta and the United Kingdom, particularly at University College
London (UCL), including online databases and search engines. The holdings of the
British Library were also extensively consulted. The library of the Museum
Association of the United Kingdom also made available historic journals and
publications dating to the period under review. The holdings of libraries in Malta that
were consulted included the National Library, the libraries of the former National
Museum of Fine Arts and the National Museum of Archaeology, and other minor
libraries. Both academic and non-academic sources were consulted with the choice
of whether to consult one or the other depending, by and large, on the outcome
development and evolution of my research itinerary.
The published sources consulted can be broadly classified into two categories. The
first category includes papers and publications that are dated to the period under
review and, by consequence, constitute the evidence for opinions and
interpretations at that point in time. These included catalogues, papers and
newspaper articles, contributions and related material. The British library also
provided an extensive series of reports prepared and published during the inter-war
period which provide detailed accounts of the museums of the British Empire,
including reports of their counterparts in the British Isles.
The second category includes papers and publications which refer or relate to the
arguments discussed and the hypotheses generated. These are mostly
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bibliographic reviews made necessary by the chosen research paths and include
scientific papers, guidebooks, studies and books on a broad range of topics. The
published sources used can be categorised as
!

Period bibliography including non-academic sources published in English.
These include papers and studies, newspaper articles, books, exhibition
catalogues and reviews.

!

Period bibliography including non-academic sources published in Italian.
These include papers and studies, newspaper articles, books, exhibition
catalogues and reviews.

!

Publications on art history, philosophy and theory, history and historiography
in English and Italian.

!

Reports on the museums of the British Empire published during the inter-war
period.

!

Journals and publications of the Museum Association of the United Kingdom.

(iii) Visual sources
Visual sources were consulted at various stages of my research project and
acknowledged as having the same relevance and significance as archival and
published sources. Context was taken into consideration, given that the choice of an
image to go in a particular publication would have been motivated by intent and
narrative, even if the end result was probably the outcome of a subconscious
decision. Most of the images were collated after memoing was carried out, given
that ideas could be related to visuals in clearer terms. The chosen images include
visual documentation, propaganda images and extracts from publications.

Images were carefully chosen in relation to the arguments discussed in successive
chapters. In some cases these images stand as evidence for the arguments
discussed or the hypotheses proposed. In others, they serve the purpose of a
signifier to the signified argument. The choice of visuals was guided by semiotics,
understood as the study of meaning-making and meaningful communication, as
developed by Ferdinand de Saussure’s Principles of Structural Linguistics.33 This
theoretical model considers a binary relationship between a signifier and a signified
which, in the case of this research project, can wedge visuals as arguments or
evidence within the broader remit of the arguments discussed and the hypotheses

On structural linguistics and de Saussure’s legacy see Jonathan D. Culler (1986). Ferdinand de
Saussure. Cornell University Press; Pieter A.M. Seuren (2016) ‘Saussure and his intellectual
environment’. History of European Ideas, 42 (6). pp. 819 - 847.
33
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proposed. The visual sources used can be categorised as Historic and
contemporary photography featuring historic sites.
!

Historic and contemporary photography featuring historic sites.

!

Contemporary photography explaining the ways and means how the
arguments discussed and the hypotheses proposed are still valid today.

!

Historic photography featuring personalities, events and other subjects
including the national collection of paintings and sculptures.

!

Images of artworks which are mentioned or discussed in the main body of
my thesis, be it the artwork itself or its subject matter.
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CHAPTER 3

The Liminal Frontier
A theoretical framework for Malta’s national collection
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The Mediterranean island of Malta is situated at the centre of networks, connections
and exchanges that have distinctively shaped its cultural identity. Malta stands on a
culture rift dividing Europe and Northern Africa, and has recently been subject to
increased political pressure around migration from the Middle East and the African
continent.34 This geographic proximity and relativity within which Malta stands is a
unique identity frontier and culture rift defining the North and Western basin of the
central Mediterranean region. Regional, politically dominant civilisations have come
to its shores over time, for reasons of war or trade, all contributing to the weave,
which makes Malta’s cultural identity unique. Indeed, this is guided by its
geographic liminality, drawing from narratives and practices on both sides of the
African and European culture rift, as well as beyond. Malta’s position on or close to
this culture rift, which is a frontier in its own right, has shaped its cultural identity.
This is the backdrop and broader context for Malta’s national collection of paintings
and sculpture.

Frontier Theory
The pillar stone of frontier theory is Frederick Jackson’s Turner’s seminal 1893
paper ‘The Significance of the Frontier in American History’.35 Turner’s frontier
hypothesis deals with America’s then un-colonised geographical landscape, which
he describes as the American wilderness and how its subsequent colonisation has
shaped the American character. The wilderness of the American West and the
continuous rebirth of society as it moved forward into unknown territory are singled
out by Turner as key agents of change in shaping the American character.36 Turner
argues that the civilisation of settlement and the savagery of wilderness forged a
new character beyond the different national characters of the early settlers. Turner
also singles out violence, individualism and a mistrust of authority as characteristics
of this new communal identity. Europe too has been studied through the frontier
thesis, also acknowledged by Turner as having a different character. Contrary to the
American situation, the European frontier did require standing armies and an
established church. Instead of democracy and liberalism, the European frontier
enforced reactionary frameworks in its quest to acknowledge identity, oftentimes
grounded in ethnicity and otherness by default. Rather than acting as an agent of
change forging a new identity, the European frontier forged reactionary identities
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embracing fundamentalist values. European and Mediterranean frontiers have
frequently been in constant flux, certainly not delineating a clear divide between two
isolated blocks of homogenous civilisations, kingdoms and nation-states. 37
Critics of the frontier thesis argue against some of Turner’s conclusions. 38
Frontiersmen might have been more cultured than Turner suggests they were and
frontier violence perpetrated much more by standing armies rather than being
exclusive individual or communal initiatives. 39 Conflict and pressure zones have
also been quoted as shaping the American frontier instead. Rather than single out
the staggered westward expansion suggested by Turner as one of the key agents
shaping the American character, recent studies emphasise the Indian-European
conflict as the main catalyst shaping the character of the community. 40
Frontier theory has been applied to Malta’s sixteenth and seventeenth century
history

by Ann Brogini in her book (2006) Malte, frontière de Chrétienté (1530–

1670). Brogini seeks to understand the complex nature of frontiers by taking Malta’s
early modern history, up to the last quarter of the seventeenth century, as her case
study. Brogini reviews the historic structure of a frontier territory within which the
Order of St John and the Maltese population connected through a time-barred
approach. The definition is implied in her research albeit articulated in subsequent
studies.41 She identifies the Order of St John as an agent of change transforming a
territory, subject to constant pressure from African corsairs, into a military frontier.
By doing so she acknowledges the ambivalence between two antagonistic albeit
interdependent territories and spheres of influence. Brogini’s arguments also define
frontier territory as being a place ‘under threat’ which may have been the reason
why the dominance of the Order of St John in Malta is slowly replaced by a dual
society structure within which the Maltese had much more relevance.
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Brogini’s studies about sixteenth and seventeenth century Malta also compare and
connect to Turner’s frontier theory model. Indeed, the history of the Knights of the
Order of St John of Jerusalem concerns the retreating frontier of Christendom
which, following the fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1291, was pushed back in
stages by Arab and Ottoman forces. Retreat, understood as a reaction to
expansion, kept the frontier defined albeit difficult to chart accurately and defend
effectively, particularly at sea. Piracy and corsairing activities would have also made
the Mediterranean Sea comparable to the American wilderness. There is little
evidence to the contrary that both sides plied waters which compare to Turner’s
definition of the American wilderness in spite of regulatory structures, including
legislation and treatises, intended at establishing order at sea.42 Violence would
have been widespread and the identity of those active in frontier activity which might
be comparable to the deeds and misdeeds to what Turner describes as American
frontiersmen. 43
Threat leading to open conflict, and its effect on frontier Malta brought about by two
competing pressure zones, is generally associated with two major events. The first
concerns the Ottoman or Great Siege of 1565, a four-month onslaught by a
powerful Ottoman force which the knights and the islanders resisted heroically. 44
Malta began to be recognised as the bulwark of Europe (Propugnaculum Europae)
and imagery, particularly maps, celebrated this heroic legacy. 45 The Great Siege
also reflects Samuel Huntington’s arguments in his 1994 paper ‘The Clash of
Civilisations?’ which discussed culture rifts, including the major fault in the
Mediterranean on which Malta stands, as a pressure zone easily prone to conflict.
The second major ‘threat’ concerns the World War Two Axis siege of Malta. On the
outbreak of hostilities in June 1940, Malta, as Allied frontier territory, became
instantly surrounded by hostile Axis territory including Libya and the Mediterranean
islands of Sicily and Lampedusa. These, together with other smaller islands, could
undertake an effective blockade of the central Mediterranean. 46 Malta was subject
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to heavy bombing, initially undertaken by the Italian Regia Aereonautica and
subsequently by the Nazi German Luftwaffe based in Sicily. An Axis invasion of the
island was expected to follow but the outcome of hostilities elsewhere shifted
attention to other European and North African fronts. The siege was symbolically
lifted with the surrender of Fascist Italy in September 1943 when the Italian fleet
surrendered and sailed into Malta’s harbour. 47 Much like the Great Siege of 1565,
Malta then stood alone surrounded by axis-held territory and endured constant
aerial bombing. Absolute dedication to the British cause was then considered a
fundamental necessity and the values which had stood for the frontier during the
times of the Order of St John were now evoked in the collective subconscious.
Both ‘threats’ concern a protracted span of time; longer for the Great Siege of 1565
given the continued threat from a second Ottoman invasion throughout the
seventeenth century and leaving no choice for the knights than to continuously
improve their military infrastructure.48 The frontier is much more condensed and
intense during the Second World War; telescoped within a short term or brief span
of time. This threat would have shifted emphasis on one side of the culture rift
irrespective of whether this concerned the politics of identity, as in the case of the
Great Siege of 1565, or the politics of Empire as in the case of the Second World
War. Both sieges are also commemorated in one monument, commissioned to the
Maltese sculptor Antonio Sciortino (1879-1947) in 1927 and originally built to
commemorate the fallen during the Great Siege of 1565. 49 Sciortino’s monument
features three allegorical figures. A central male figure representing Courage stands
tall behind his shield, bare-chested, dressed in a stylised helmet and wearing
armour only from the waist down. Two female complementing allegories, Religion
and Civilisation, stand one on each side. To his left, Religion holds the papal tiara in
her hand. To his right, Civilisation holds a crowned portrait bust representing Liberty
(Plate 1).
The decision to connect the two sieges was, indeed, deliberate and relates in varied
ways to twentieth century colonial politics. Indeed, the appropriation of this
monument for a new albeit connected narrative can be understood as the final word
on Malta’s colonial identity previously under pressure from Italophile identity
narratives. World War Two and the positive outcome for the then island-fortress and
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crown colony of Malta, transformed the monument into a symbol of endurance as
manifest in two sieges rather than one.

Plate 1. Antonio Sciortino’s 1929 Monument to the Fallen of the Great Siege of 1565

The Great Siege of 1565 and the Siege of Malta during World War Two are
consequently woven into one identity narrative, long sought by the British for their
imperial discourse. This intended bridging and alignment also concerns identity
symbols. The older, being the eight-pointed cross of the Order of St John is twinned
with the George Cross awarded to Malta in April 1942 ‘to bear witness to the
heroism and devotion of its people.’ 50 Maltese stamps displayed both symbols
regularly and the state gift presented by Great Britain to the Maltese people on
independence in 1964 is also a combination of the two (Plate 2).

Plate 2: Diplomatic gift given by Great Britain to Malta on Independence (1964) featuring a George Cross as
mount to an eight-pointed cross
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The gift features a George Cross in silver with an eight-pointed gold-plated Malta
cross mounted on top. The dominant shape, indeed the shape of the gift itself, is
undoubtedly the George Cross and the complimenting eight-pointed cross suggests
the intertwining legacies of narratives for which each symbol stands. The historic
past of the island decisively shaped by the Order of St John of Jerusalem is defined
and sustained by the heroism and devotion of its British subjects duly recognised
with the award of the George Cross.
Issues of religion and language are the other main twentieth century frontier
‘threats’. Twentieth century Malta is concerned with the politics of identity, raising
questions of allegiance and belonging. These debates, to later evolve into debating
national identity proper, was caught between and Anglo and Italophile narratives,
pitted against each other and considering language as the bone of contention and a
fundamental identity-defining element.51 Italian was understood as a tool for social
control given its relevance as the principal language of authority. The threat which
came from the British presence, perceived to be Anglicisation, concerned Malta’s
Roman Catholic identity. What was then being considered as frontier, and by
consequence under threat, was Malta’s cultural identity understood to be indelibly
grounded in Catholicism. Religion was by consequence a defining construct
marking a clear distinction from the ‘other’ which could also be traced back to the
politico-religious narratives which artists such as Mattia Preti (1613-1699) depicted
in the vault paintings of the then conventual church of the Order of St John.52
Liminal Theory
The studies undertaken by Arnold van Gennep (1873-1957) and Victor Turner
(1920-1983) provide a research portfolio that can be applied for the study of
national art collections within liminal culture ecologies. Van Gennep’s pioneering
studies, published in 1909, were relatively forgotten until Victor Turner’s studies,
published decades later in the late 1960s brought back Van Gennep’s ideas into the
picture. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt a general critique of the work
of both authors which has, in any case, never been applied to collections
development studies.
Liminality has been used for the study of Medieval and Baroque art history,
particularly with regards to the creative process of art. This is particularly the case of
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medieval art and material culture discussed in an edited volume by Elina Gertsman
and Jill Stevenson (2012). 53 The multidisciplinary selection of papers published in
this book explores interrelated thresholds that shaped the medieval period.
Liminality has also been discussed with particular reference to Netherlandish
painting and the use of grisaille as a ‘liminal space proper’ located in-between the
temporal and the spiritual.

Jacobs explores his arguments further in Thresholds

and Boundaries - Liminality in Netherlandish Art (1385-1530) published in 2017.
Lynn approaches the subject through both case studies and media, with an
introductory sequel to liminality in Dutch paintings of the period. 54 The conference
‘Liminality and the Medieval Art’ held in December 2017 also explored the dialectic
between the two. 55
The dialectic between liminality and Baroque art has been discussed by Miljana
Zekovic in ways and means similar to Carol Duncan’s arguments.56 Zekovic claims
that Baroque’s appeal to the sensory experience empowers the visitor to capture
the moment and aspire to belong to a precise static vision. For her, liminal space in
art is
“an active, dynamic, uneven and unstable space created in synergy of real
architectural space, an actual artistic/performative event that takes place in this
space and the ability of the spectator to feel, recognise and employ all relations that
occur in the given space-time framework, leading to full experience of the artistic
vision.”57
Arnold Van Gennep’s Studies on Liminality
In his Rites of Passage (1909), Van Gennep acknowledges rites of passage as an
essential feature of any transition. His main argument refers to transition rites
identified as liminal and broadly described as happening in three successive
stages. 58 The first concerns separation, followed by liminality as a state of in-
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betweeness leading to a final and third stage described as aggregation. During the
initial stage of separation, the subject experiences the transition away from a fixed
or previous position, going through the process of separation. The second stage
concerns transition rites, also described by Van Gennep as liminal rites, as the
subject moves further away. This middle stage, or state of in-betweeness, implies
an actual passing through the threshold in between two phases. The final stage of
aggregation concerns the subject’s integration or rights of incorporation, identified
as post liminal rites, into the new position or status.
Van Gennep’s work remained by and large ignored until the 1960s and has been, to
a certain extent, overshadowed by the anthropological studies of Emile Durkheim. 59
The 1960 translation by Kimball made Van Gennep’s text accessible to a wider
audience and facilitated the application of Van Gennep’s work within the
contemporary given that his work was still considered as relevant and informative. 60
Indeed, Van Gennep’s work was acknowledged as ‘one of the most important books
written about ritual in the generation before the First World War’. 61
Van Gennep’s work cannot be acknowledged as a specific theory of rites but has
certainly defined a pattern or a sequential behaviour which compares to microculture ecologies such as twentieth century Malta. Indeed, Van Gennep’s interest
stems from the need to establish their ‘essential significance and their relative
situation ... their sequence …’ or rather, the scheme of the rite of passage.62
Victor Turner’s Studies on Liminality
Van Gennep’s theoretical model is re-proposed by Victor Turner almost half a
century later in his analysis of ritual in primitive societies. Turner’s three sequential
phases, built on Van Gennep’s model, include an initial detachment of the individual
or group, which may also refer to a cultural state or condition, followed by a liminal
phase when the ritual subject becomes ambiguous. Turner refers to this condition
as ‘betwixed’ given his transitory mode between all familiar yardsticks of
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classification. The third phase concerns the subject’s return to a recognised status
or culture condition. Turner’s definition of liminality informs much of his writings
“Liminality may perhaps be regarded as the Nay to all positive structural assertions,
but as in some sense the source of them all, and, more than that, as a realm of pure
possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and relations may arise.” 63
Turner’s theoretical model, built on Van Gennep’s, is particularly concerned with the
liminal phase as a temporary disunion from fixed social structures and its conditions.
This temporary disunion frees the individual from a regulated social status, norm or
rule of law leading to an ambivalent and obscure status. Turner identifies three
characteristics. First, liminality is oftentimes heavily regulated by prescriptions,
prohibitions and conditions that sustain an artificial impasse. Secondly, liminal
situations have magico-religious properties. Religion and belief are communitybinding elements and a source of identity through which the community’s shared
values can also be scripted and given form through rituals. Thirdly, the way religion
and belief are expressed has a latent emotive characteristic.
For the purpose of this thesis, I shall refer primarily to three studies by Turner on
liminality: ‘Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage’, from The
Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (1967); ‘Liminality and Communitas’
from The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (1969) and ‘Passages,
Margins, and Poverty: Religious Symbols of Communitas’ from Dramas, Fields, and
Metaphors (1974).
The essay ‘Betwixt and between: The Liminal Period in Rites of Passage’ stands for
the essence of Turner’s theoretical model of liminality, which refers to the
intermediate phase of Van Gennep’s rites of passage. Turner describes this phase
as one of separation from a previous status, marked by seclusion happening within
a time space wedged between ‘what is’ and ‘what can or will be’. Turner also
comments that rites of passage tend to reach their boldest expression in small,
relatively stable and cyclical societies. He further articulates in detail the
characteristics of the liminal period, its effects and characteristics. Turner also refers
to non-structure, being the essence of liminality, and anti-structure given that
liminality is the seed for structure to materialise.
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The essay ‘Liminality and Communitas’ develops the argument further. Turner
defines communitas as an unstructured grouping, in contrast to society defined by
structure, and underpins both as ‘two major models for human interrelatedness’. 64
Indeed, the two stand for contrasting opposites. Society concerns a structured,
often hierarchical system.Communitas concerns an unstructured or rudimentary
community or communion of equal individuals who submit to the authority of what
Turner identifies as a ritual elder. Liminality would be one of three characteristics of
communitas with the other two being marginality, or edge in relation to a core or
point of departure, and inferiority being more concerned with transition understood
as a corresponding dialectic to a given core, point of departure or intended
objective.
In his essay ‘Passages, Margins and Poverty’, Turner articulates his thoughts about
communitas, acknowledges liminality, reviews marginality and articulates inferiority.
He proposes the term ‘outsiderhood’ instead of ‘border’ and qualifies inferiority as
structural. The main contribution of Turner’s essay concerns his perception of the
border or edges of social structure. Turner draws a clear distinction between
marginality, which he describes as the simultaneous belonging to two or more social
and cultural groups, and ‘outsiderhood’, understood by Turner as being outside of
the social structure. He also draws a second distinction between marginals and
liminals, which he both underpins as being betwixt and between. Marginals, unlike
ritual liminals, have no cultural assurance of a resolution to their ambiguity. Turner
does not elaborate much on the dialectic between marginality and the other cultural
manifestations although he clearly defines the three manifestations in relation to
social structure. Liminality is defined as the midpoint in the process of transition
between two points, ‘outsiderhood’ concerns actions and relationships which
originate outside a social status, and structural inferiority refers to the baseline
within a stratified social system. For Turner, liminality is institutionalised and
preordained, particularly in ritual societies, and modern communitas are
spontaneously generated in a situation of radical structural change. Turner
describes liminality in terms of outcome and how this comes to be
‘… it is the analysis of culture into factors and their free or ‘ludic’ recombination in
any and every possible pattern, however weird, that is of the essence of liminality,
liminality par excellence.’ 65
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Turner takes liminality, as discussed in this review of his main essays on the
subject, a step further by introducing the term ‘liminoid’ which is the ‘successor of
the liminal in complex large-scale societies, where individuality and optation in art
have in theory supplanted collective and obligatory ritual performances’. 66 He
explores his arguments in the essay ‘Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow and Ritual:
An essay in comparative symbology’ (1974) and draws a clear distinction between
the two terms. He considers the liminoid as individualised and the fruit of personal
efforts traceable to a solitary ‘creative’ who is “privileged to make free with his social
heritage in a way impossible to members of cultures in which the liminal is to a large
extent the sacrosanct.” 67 Turner detects liminoid phenomena in city-states
developing into empires, in feudal society of the middle ages, and particularly during
the early-modern period leading up to the age of enlightenment. He also thinks they
are still present in ‘managerial societies of organized capitalism’ and, although
potentially collective, are more often than not individual products. Turner
summarises the liminoid in terms of play
‘The liminoid is more like a commodity, indeed, often is a commodity, which one
selects and pays for, than the liminal, which elicits loyalty and is bound up with one's
membership or desired membership in some highly corporate group. One works at
the liminal, one plays with the liminoid.’ 68
The liminoid nonetheless originates from the liminal, and such ‘play’ is also
described by Turner as ‘the cultural debris of some unforgotten liminal ritual.’69 The
liminoid is detached from economic, political and structural process, and its
manifestations are oftentimes a challenge directed at re-ordering social structures,
brought about by individual or select group efforts and are continuously generated.
A broad classification of liminality types has been proposed by Bjǿrn Thomassen. 70
Building on Van Gennep’s and Turner’s discourse on liminality, Thomassen spells
out the various dimensions of liminality into three categories referring to subject,
including single individuals, social groups and societies; temporal, including
moments, periods and epochs; and spatial including specific places, areas and
zones, including countries. Thomassen’s classification is nonetheless generic given
the sheer difficulty in convincingly defining temporality and space given that liminal
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conditions and situations are specific and, by default, unique. Besides, liminality can
also hold values of scale, particularly the intensiveness with which this is
experienced and the extent of intensity over subject and time.
Malta: The Liminal Frontier
Malta’s liminality has been sparingly acknowledged in the bibliography albeit almost
exclusively with reference to its geography, oftentimes acknowledging its position on
what Samuel P. Huntington defines as a culture rift.71 Dominic Fenech’s essay
‘East-West to North-South in the Mediterranean’ (1993) indirectly refers to culture
rifts and shifting borders. Fenech states that
‘It cannot be accidental that the apparent schism runs along the same frontier
where dominions of the Ottoman empire once reached into Europe and that it cuts
through war-torn Bosnia-Herzegovina, the part of ex-Yugoslavia which belonged
respectively to both the Ottoman and the Austrian empires in the last decade of their
existence’ 72
Generic references to Malta’s liminality, albeit not direct and in any case grounded
in geography, were proposed in recent literature by Godfrey Baldacchino, Frank
Theuma and Giuseppe Schembri Bonaci. Baldacchino describes Malta as a “crossroads island” where ‘the battle for the definition of Maltese national identity has yet
to commence.’ 73 Theuma describes the Maltese Archipelago as having a ‘liminal
centrality’ which is both central and peripheral. 74 Schembri Bonaci presents a
spiritual and ideological liminality, describing the island as a ‘natural geo-political
“between-ness” amidst insularity and cosmopolitanism.’ 75
The arguments explored in this thesis go beyond these interventions on various
counts and propose a deeper, more articulate reading of Malta’s liminality. Malta’s
twentieth century political frontier has been, and to a certain extent still is,
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intrinsically liminal. From a European perspective, Malta’s periphery status is
essentially political and directly related to the European centre. Malta’s rich artistic
heritage in the arts stands as evidence of this connection although Malta’s cultural
identity has come to be understood as being on the edge and relative, rather than in
transition, in relation to Italian core centres of artistic production.
Malta’s liminality also concerns claims of allegiance as this territory becomes
‘betwixt and between’ Anglophile and Italophile historical narratives, as one attempts
‘to block other narratives from forming and emerging is very important to culture and
imperialism and constitutes one of the main connections between them.’ 76 Malta’s
‘betwixt and between’ status is difficult to associate with what Van Gennep
describes as territorial passages having an ‘imaginary line ... visible - in an
exaggerated fashion - only on maps.’77 This particular status can nonetheless be
considered as having a distinctive character of its own, which could stand
comparison to both sides of Huntington’s culture rift, essentially defining a
Mediterranean bridging both continents and a territory which is the sum total of its
varied histories and its connections.78 Rather than being just political, legal,
economic and geographic, Malta’s frontier has the magico-religious properties which
Van Gennep aptly describes and which is removed from the domination of the
secular over the sacred which Van Gennep describes as being inversely
proportional to the extent and sophistication of civilisation. Indeed, religion is the
binder or baseline buttressing the political, legal and economic structure of Maltese
twentieth-century society, particularly the period under review.
Malta’s liminality can also be understood in terms of ethnicity. This is where Malta’s
liminal character is clearly manifested and where the nation-state paradigm
struggles to engage with the ‘betwixt and between’ character. Early modern
travellers describe the Maltese in terms of an indigenous community whose
language, culture and dress were strikingly Arab.79 Malta’s African identity becomes
a bone of contention during the British period, particularly during the twentieth
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century, when Malta is consistently ranked with the African territories of the British
Empire, as in the case of the 1924 Wembley exhibition, in spite of the fact that such
actions were perceived to be detrimental to British Imperial interests. 80 The ethnic
also concerns visuals. A picture book entitled MALTA, published in 1927, features
reproductions of watercolours illustrating the Maltese wearing traditional clothes and
inhabiting a landscape which might have well looked North African or Middle
Eastern to the British. There are no city-dwellers wearing fashionable clothes,
although they too are depicted by Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950), the artist
producing the original watercolours, in some of his other paintings. The Epic of
Malta is another picture book, probably published shortly after the award of the
George Cross in April 1942, which describes Maltese farmers during harvest time
and other indigenous activities, including lace workers and fishermen, in much the
same way as Caruana Dingli’s picture book. Paintings by Leslie Cole (1910-1976),
the British war artist sent to Malta by the War Artists’ Advisory Committee Board
also depict a similar choice of subject matter. 81 Cole’s images, painted in Malta
between May and November 1943, describe the war effort and complement military
activity with images of the local inhabitants; the brave people recently recognised as
war heroes by the George Cross award. Cole depicts the Maltese as they struggle
to survive in heavily bombed housing or in underground church crypts, rock-hewn
shelters and what is now considered Malta’s prime heritage site, the Hypogeum.
These visuals are in sharp contrast to the ones endorsed by the Italophile narratives
of identity mostly related to the Order of St John, particularly seventeenth and
eighteenth century artworks, endorsed as evidence of Malta’s Latin and Italian
culture.
Liminality also concerns the Maltese language and its Semitic origins. The language
spoken by the Maltese, depicted and represented in the visuals of ethnicity
produced by such artists as Edward Caruana Dingli, was phonetically closer to
Arabic than to western European languages (Plates 3, 4) . Indeed, its inherent
liminality concerns the tensioning between an ever shrinking Semitic vocabulary
and a Latin alphabet consistently pressured to align to either. In the early twentieth
century the spelling of particular words was tweaked to sound and spell like Italian.
By the late nineteenth century, Maltese would have been written in the Arabic
alphabet if the initiative were successful. 82 Language might be, to all intents and
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purposes, the evidence of material culture considered unworthy of preservation by
the strong institutional framework, of an inherently European and Latin character,
put in place to keep liminality under check . It can be understood as the evidence of
what once was.

Plates 3: The Chicken Hawker by Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950)
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Plates 4: The Guitar Player by Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950)

The language question can, indeed, be understood as a case of liminality. Maltese
stands as the evidence of this structured and permanent liminality and its
endorsement by the British as the spoken vernacular for the vast majority of Maltese
which suggests an appeasement that is in essence political, possibly informed by
their understanding of Malta as an African colony. Maltese has been understood as
having roots and connections with a varied range of sources prevalently Semitic but
51

not just. The considerate attempt at giving Maltese a Latin alphabet, preceded by
efforts to the contrary by Giuseppe Bellanti who advocated the Arabic alphabet
instead, suggests that the language is to all intents and purposes the very essence
of liminality (Plates 5, 6).83

!

!
Plates 5, 6: Giuseppe Bellanti’s manuscript document proposing the full adoption of the Arabic alphabet for
the Maltese language

In this case, liminality is also underpinned by such dominant personalities as Pietru
Pawl Saydon, a Catholic priest and professor of sacred scripture, who valued the
presumed Phoenician and Hebrew roots of the Maltese language in his studies. 84
Maltese, then understood as a Semitic language bridging with Africa, would have
reinforced Malta’s British colonial status as perceived and understood within the
broader remit of Empire. From a historical perspective, it would have also been
understood as a welcome addition to the list of commonalities which the British were
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continuously looking for in defining and shaping an Anglophile narrative of Maltese
identity.85
Much like the case of language, Malta’s culture is the result of this ‘in-betweeness’
created by two competing narratives of identity fostering hybridity. Maltese identity
has been understood in terms of cultural layers, the product of a ‘cross-roads island’
or a ‘nationless state’ which led to the Maltese being defined by consequence as
ambivalent Europeans.86 This is not entirely detached from mainstream research
about identity and a brief overview of salient contributions to identity studies helps to
identify common ground with the Malta case study. Stuart Hall defines identity as
'…a structured representation which only achieves its positive through the narrow
eye of the negative. It has to go through the eye of the needle of the other before it
can construct itself’.87
Emphasis is laid on the multiplicity of identities and differences rather than on a
singular monolithic and on the connections between divergences. Hall also claims
that identity is a non-unified construct, increasingly fragmented and fractured, never
singular and oftentimes subject to radical historicity.88

Even a self-contained

European culture has been questioned, on the grounds of connections with the
other, and perhaps understood better as a ‘logic term of relations between cultures’
understood as ‘the contaminated yet connective tissue between cultures - at once
the impossibility of culture's containedness and the boundary between.’ 89
Indeed, it is the nation state which homogenises differences by mastering social
time. Grossberg, on the other hand, seeks to relocate the discourse of identity by
placing it within the broader context of power acknowledging a model whereby a
singular becomes a community. 90 His model is built on the logics of difference,
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individuality and temporality rethought into the logic of otherness, the logic of
productivity and spatiality.
It is, indeed, necessary to distinguish between duality and liminality, with particular
reference to the Malta case study. Duality does not emphasise weighting and
relevance of both units within a given pair. It is also more concerned with a state of
being rather than a process or transition. This may not provide a true picture of
Malta’s liminality which is a complex matrix of cultural transition points with a
possible duality which may vary in intensity, relevance and constituent elements.
Malta’s liminality also differs from Van Gennep’s model. Rather than being
transitory, Malta’s liminality is, to a certain extent, permanent. Turner does hint at
the permanence of liminality, particularly in the case of monastic orders which he
identifies as the ‘institutionalisation of liminality’. 91 Other sources too explore the
permanence of liminality, particularly in the case of modernity. Sazkolczai, for
example, describes ‘marginal zones’ that can ‘become liminal by being situated in
between the two centers ... mediating them; possibly eventually even becoming the
new centre.’92 This is the case of twentieth-century Malta mediating between two
centres, Italophile and Anglophile, tensioning one against each other. It subjects a
territory, clearly demarcated by its surrounding sea, to a frontier status of liminality.
Besides, the intensity of Malta’s liminality is proportional to the extent of tensioning
against each other. It subjects a territory, between the two narratives of identity over
time, certainly not homogenous and nonetheless fluctuating. In general terms, this
is much more felt during the first half of the twentieth century than the second,
particularly after the Second World War.
The Malta case study raises a further point of conjecture compared to Van
Gennep’s model and concerns the dialectic between secular and sacred. Van
Gennep speaks about ‘the idea of the sanctity of the territory’ which may concern, to
all intents and purposes, a broadly acknowledged creed shaping the cultural and
ethnic identity of a given territory.93 Van Gennep, however, states that ‘as we move
downward on the scale of civilisations ... an ever increasing domination of the
secular by the sacred’ becomes evidently clear. 94 Van Gennep also claims that ‘in
the least advanced cultures the holy enters nearly every phase of man’s life’ and a
‘passage from group to group takes on that special quality’ found in catholic rites of
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passage. 95 Indeed, seventeenth-century Malta, with its triadic power structure
directly answerable to Papal Rome stands for a society dominated by the ‘sacred’ in
its totality subsequently politicised by the establishment through the requirements of
anti-Ottoman activity. This blurred relationship between sacred and secular is taken
forward to the following two centuries, particularly the twentieth century, replete with
political events motivated by the religious and ritualistic sacred as a yardstick of
culture politics.
Points of conjecture may also be raised with Turner’s studies on liminality. Twentieth
century Malta does not experience a temporary cultural disunion as implied by
Turner’s liminal phase. Rather, the cultural links with Italy are increasingly
underpinned, particularly during the inter-war period, and counter arguments
spearheaded by the British. This does not lead to a temporary disunion from fixed
social structures, which the British colonial authorities, in any case, would not let
happen given Malta’s island-fortress status. Instead, Constitutions are revoked
when pressure exceeds an acceptable limit and potential sedition curtailed, at times
with a heavy hand. Given the tensioning of narratives, and the frontier arguments
concerning culture, including religion and identity, Malta’s liminality would be a case
of pressure points contracting one narrative against the other. The scale of this
process is indeed complex which is very much the case of small and relatively
stable societies as argued by Turner. The ‘ritual elder’ for the Maltese comunitas,
oftentimes a politician, would relate directly to the narrative concerned, more akin to
a guardian of memory championing his chosen narrative of identity. He would act
from a state of marginality and inferiority, as discussed by Turner, as he seeks to
transit his chosen narrative closer to the core which would also be his intended
objective.
Liminality and Museum Studies
Liminal theory has been sparingly used in museum and collections development
studies. Carol Duncan’s studies on rituals and art museums stands out as one of a
few examples which describes the transformative qualities of the museum visit and
the engagement of the public with space and contents. 96 His studies refer to the
museum as a liminal passageway of display which transforms thanks to contents
and space. Liminal negotiation, particularly with regards to cultural identity, has also
been explored by Homi K. Bhabha.97 The author argues that the liminal is a hybrid
space where cultural production happens. Liminality is also acknowledged in the
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study of borders and the latest developments towards developing a theory of the
border. Borders may not strictly refer to the limits of a sovereign state and can also
have their own identity.98 I shall here focus on Duncan’s studies on liminality and the
museum experience.
Duncan argues in favour of the dialectic between liminality and the museum
experience, building on Turner’s arguments acknowledging liminality in theatre, art
exhibitions and film. Museum space, carefully marked off, is culturally designated for
a contemplative and learning experience. Duncan also constructs the museum
ritual’s dramatis personae referring to individuals well predisposed, socially,
psychologically and culturally, to enact the museum ritual. Once enacted, the
museum ritual empowers visitors with a sense of enlightenment or spiritual
nourishment. Duncan also describes the general features of ritual in art museums
as being firstly the achievement of the marked off liminal zone of time and space in
which visitors open themselves to a different quality of experience and, secondly,
the organisation of the museum setting as a kind of script or scenario which visitors
perform. Duncan claims that the ritual character of art museums has often been
seen as the very fulfilment of the art museum’s purpose. Ritual is indeed key to
Duncan’s arguments which, quoting Turner, is inherently religious, including rituals
in modern societies, given that all ‘celebrate or commemorate transcendent
powers’.99
Duncan’s arguments refer to the art museum’s aesthetic experience which acts as a
‘moment of moral and rational disengagement that leads to or produces some kind
of revelation or transformation’. 100 Indeed, her arguments, exclusive to the aesthetic
experience of the art museum, are a point of conjecture when reviewed through the
lens of the Malta case study. The strong historical identity of the collection, asserting
the very sacredness of art history which Nietzsche challenges, and the relative
significance of the aesthetic experience guiding the art museum ritual, question the
type and extent of the museum aesthetic experience, also given the fact that quality
is broadly relative. The liminal art museum can hardly claim to objectively enlighten
its visitors morally and socially as the nineteenth century art museum could claim to
do, given its overpowering historic imprint and relative aesthetic merits of its
collections.

This particular museum institution has far less potential to empower
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in a museum exist for one purpose … to be looked upon as things of beauty’ and
not as illustrative of historical or archaeological information.101
Duncan does not delve into the particularities of ritual as informed by the content
and character of a museum collection. What the liminal frontier can openly contest
is her assumption that the museum stands for secular knowledge originating from
the separation of church and state. In the case of Malta, the dividing line between
secular and religious is oftentimes blurred, brought about by the tensioning of
narratives, and sustains even further Turner’s thesis that all ritual is religious and
certainly not marked by a clear-cut distinction between religious and secular
experience. This lack of distinction between secular and sacred is particularly
manifest during the inter-war period, which cannot be comprehended on the
assumptions of a clear-cut separation between religious and secular.102 Indeed, this
was not the case for Malta given the defining characteristics of religion as an
identity-construct proper and the strong dialectic between political and religious
establishments in Malta during the period under review. Duncan does refer to the
role of the museum as preserver of the community’s official cultural memory. This
role too, has its pitfalls when applied to the Malta case study. Official may by
consequence also imply artificial narratives endorsing a select cultural memory
caught between juxtaposed identity narratives.
A second comparison also concerns Turner. The Malta national collection of
sculpture and paintings can be understood in terms of the liminoid, compared to the
shaping of a community. The development of the collection may be understood as
the outcome of personal efforts traceable to a curator leading and acknowledging
collections development practices mostly in response to the liminal frontier. Turner
would certainly acknowledge them as ‘ritual liminars’ or ‘edgemen’, also comparable
to local politicians understood as ‘ritual elder’, holding the power of cultural critique
and deconstruction irrespective of the quality and significance of what is being
deconstructed. 103 Turner adds that ‘liminars' have the power to promote freedom
and indeterminacy of culturally constructed worlds. In this context, the curator holds
power to exert pressure on the narrative of the ‘other’ as he or she takes control of
Malta’s liminal cultural permanence to align, approach, sustain and draw closer to a
core yardstick of his or her choice. This commitment is manifest in the choice of
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artworks shaping the collection, the quality and character which broadly varies over
time in response to curatorial requirements and a broad range of other influences
shaping the collection. Taking the Malta case study as a point of departure the art
museum institution grounded within liminal frontier ecologies is a structure
originating from an anti-structure which is also understood as the institutionalisation
of liminality itself.104
Given the varying degrees of liminality and how his or her choice fluctuates over
time in response to predetermined conditions, the character and significance of the
various works of art acquired over time, individually and as a collection, can be
acknowledged in varied ways as visualisations of identity. These can also be
understood as storage units of information and approached through Turner’s
classification of dominant symbols and their empirical properties.105 The collection
stands for what Turner defines as multi-vocality given that, as a symbol, it
represents different things of which aesthetics, identity and art history are but
strands of a polyphonic narrative. The collection also seeks to unify underlying
meanings of the symbol, or what Turner defines as the “unification of disparate
significata”, given that works of art are connected within through underlying
meanings of which the structure and character of a collection are but the tangible
evidence. Polarisation of meaning, whereby a collection in its status role as symbol,
may hold distinct poles of meaning or stand for historical and aesthetic
considerations is also the case. As argued by Turner, a dominant symbol
‘represents both the obligatory and the desirable. Here we have an intimate union of
the material and the moral’. 106
The ways and means how the character of a collection checks its inherently
permanent liminality stands for its identity. Rather than acknowledge aesthetics as
the main overriding value, such a collection brings together works of art in response
to a varied range of values inherent to the liminal frontier. These include, religion
and history, acknowledged as dominant overriding requirements to distinguish from
the other. This liminality of permanence is constantly addressed by the curator as he
shapes and guides collections development strategies. The liminality of the frontier
becomes a dominant influence on curatorial practice, and its extent or lack of
intensity over time, can be read in the curatorial choices shaping the collection,
particularly in the case of acquisitions.
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In general terms, and within the broader remit of theory, the Maltese case study
would stand somewhere in between Frederick Jackson Turner’s seminal
contribution on American identity first exposed in his 1893 essay ‘The Significance
of the Frontier in American History’ and the more recent geo-political analysis on the
clash of civilisations proposed in Huntington (1993). The coded data generated
within the remit of this thesis compares and contrasts in varied ways to both
theoretical models. Liminal and Frontier theory can guide the development of a
theoretical model for national collections pertaining to frontier cultural ecologies.
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CHAPTER 4

The Liminality
of Maltese Art History and Historiography
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This chapter shall discuss the character and qualities of Maltese art history. It shall
explore ways and means of how this is read and understood, shaped, informed and
defined during the period under review. The art history narratives acknowledged in
Malta shall be reviewed within the broader context of Malta’s liminal frontier identity
and the ways and means of how twentieth century Maltese colonial politics indirectly
inform these. Given the high intensity in liminality during the inter-war period, which
also happens to be the period during which the national collection of paintings and
sculptures is established and developed over two successive decades between
1919 and 1939, this chapter lays emphasis on this period. Indeed, the period under
review can be discussed as one of transition from a strong Italophile trust, kept in
check by Malta’s political status as a British crown colony, to a major shift towards
the Anglophile nonetheless weighed down an overpowering history.
Select coded data includes art history texts, papers and contributions published in
Malta and elsewhere which inform the Anglophile and Italophile connections in
Maltese art history. Indeed, the texts themselves, and related sources coded in this
chapter, constitutes a bibliography informing a specific and particular reading of
Maltese art history. The primary and secondary sources in hand however, do not
constitute a history of art in Malta. In 1987, well over a decade beyond the remit of
this thesis, the future Head of the History of Art Department at the University of
Malta, Mario Buhagiar, stated that ‘The History of Art in the Maltese islands has still
to be written.’107 Buhagiar probably referred to the traditional form of the discipline,
also popular during the first half of the twentieth century, known as kunstgeographie.
Maltese art history had to
‘...discuss the work not only of native-born painters but also of foreign artists of
repute who either lived for a time in Malta or else produced paintings for the local
market thereby impinging themselves and their styles on the local artistic milieu.’108
What was subsequently published over time is, to all intents and purposes, in
response to Buhagiar’s statement of a lack of kunstgeographie. Publications on the
early modern period manifest an interest in kunstgeographie, particularly Baroque,
These include Roman Baroque Sculpture for the Knights of Malta (2004), Baroque
Painting in Malta (2009) and Caravaggio to Mattia Preti – Baroque Painting in Malta
(2015) all three by Keith Sciberras. Other general art history publications include
Joseph Paul Cassar, Pioneers of Modern Art in Malta (2009), dealing with art in
twentieth century Malta also with particular reference to the local school and
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Charlene Vella, The Mediterranean Artistic Context of Late Medieval Malta,
1091-1530, (2013), which also deals with a specific period of Maltese history. These
publications are concerned with chronology and some also include catalogue
entries for artworks and pertinent provenance in line with nineteenth century
concerns with art topography, the documentation of monuments and works of art.
There is little which can be otherwise described as a comprehensive art history
except for Edward Sammut ‘A Handlist of Writings on Art in Malta’ published in 1954
and, preceding this, Art in Malta published in 1954 and subsequently reprinted in
1956 and 1960. 109 Edward Sammut’s contributions, jointly with Buhagiar’s are the
only ones which take on a comprehensive reading of Maltese art history over time
albeit still limited in subject matter, focus and choice of remit.
Sammut’s ‘A hand list of Writings on Art in Malta’ can be described as a compilation
of references to art in Malta, published within varied contexts, including the
historical. His hand list is a broad overview of contributions and research, including
archaeology, architecture and others beyond art history proper. Sammut does not
engage with the formal qualities of art. Instead, he lists architecture, armour and
other connected but not strictly related subjects along with art historical subject
matter. The bibliography also takes note of local contexts and includes history books
of particular communities and villages along with publications and papers on Malta’s
prehistory, Roman and Early Christian period. The bibliography is listed by artist and
cross-referenced to the generic texts. Sammut also provides a list of publications
which articulate the international context to his hand list. Art in Malta can be read
and understood in Mario Buhagiar’s statement acknowledging the mix of foreign
and local artists active in Malta. In his introduction to the hand list, Sammut also
includes a broad overview of Maltese art historiography which he traces back to
works published in the nineteenth century such as Stefano Zerafa’s Discorso sulla
Storia Artistica di Malta (1850). Both Zerafa and Sammut underpin artistic ethnicity
and its genius, placing an emphasis on painting from the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries as well as architecture and sculpture from the eighteenth
century. Zerafa does not mention Calleja’s Pittori e Pitture Maltesi that was written
as a preliminary introduction to a more comprehensive history of painting in
Malta.110
These generic sources, albeit not comprehensive in their overview of Maltese art
history, provide insight into the choice of accents within the acknowledged narrative
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of art history. Indeed, the narrative is decidedly focused on the early modern, with
the late medieval covered mostly by Buhagiar. Sammut, on the other hand, admits
that ‘the position of painting in Malta, even in its barest outlines, is hard to define
before the end of the 16th century.’111 Indeed, the period was also historically
significant and Malta’s identity narratives were and, to a certain extent, are still
grounded in the times of the Order of St John in Malta.
The Structure of Maltese Art History
The art historical production from the times of the Order of St John in Malta is the
core lynchpin of Malta’s art history as scripted in the twentieth century. This
repertoire is championed by Vincenzo Bonello, the first curator of the Fine Arts
Section, who underpinned the relevance and significance of this period also in
comparison to the perceived decadence of the artistic production of the nineteenth
century which he describes as a period of compromise and amateurism. 112 Bonello
clearly states that
‘ ...we are duty bound to make as complete as possible (a picture) and to evaluate
XVIIth Century Art which so well characterises all artistic activity.’ 113
He also refers to the Italian connection in clearer terms
‘What has impressed every artistic achievement in Malta is undoubtedly XVIIth
Century Italian Art. It is a well - known fact that if the vast exuberant field of the
imposing ‘Seicento’ were to be explored, Malta would emerge as an important
milestone.’ 114
Bonello’s comments have a context in the rethinking of the relevance and
significance of the seventeenth century, also described as ‘il Seicento’ by Italian art
historians and subsequently promoted in major exhibitions. The art of this period
was acknowledged as the logical conclusion of the Renaissance and eulogised in
the superlative. 115
The Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e Settecento, which in English reads as
exhibition of Italian seventeenth and eighteenth century painting, held at Palazzo
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Pitti, Florence, in 1921 was the first in a series of exhibitions to define a general
chronology for the period. This general chronology included masters, followers and
schools, rethink the relevance and importance of secondary or relatively unknown
artists and propose connections between them within a scientific framework. The
main objective of this project was to bring the artistic production of this period to the
attention of Italian and international publics and subsequently construct a historical
and critical narrative validating its relevance and significance. 116 Over one thousand
paintings were exhibited, the majority of which were loaned by Italian museums and
private collections. Loans from French, German, English and Austrian collections
were also on display. More focused exhibition projects followed suit. These include
the exhibition on the Venetian Settecento held in Venice (1929), the Spanish
‘seicento’ held in Rome (1930), La mostra del Settecento Bolognese held in
Bologna (1935) and many others. 117
The concluding report presented by art historian and art critic Ugo Ojetti, the then
President of the executive committee of the exhibition, provides insight into the
reasons behind the project, objectives, choice of works and perceived
achievements.118 The exhibition re-asserted the supremacy of the Italian schools,
now brought together within the remit of the Kingdom of Italy, and their standing as
a reference point for European schools including the French, connected to Rome,
the Spanish and the Flemish, both inspired by Venice. Ojetti claims that the key
works of the seventeenth century European schools had relegated to oblivion the
Italian sources to which they are indebted. The exhibition reinstated them as the
source and inspiration of the seventeenth and eighteenth century European
schools. The exhibition also rethought the significance of the art of the period,
thoughtfully bracketed within two centuries of continuity, which also stands as the
logical conclusion of the Renaissance. Works of art of the period were also
recognised as spiritual testimonies of faith and a sure reference for Italian
contemporary artists to reconnect with tradition.119
The exhibition’s perceived character and achievements merit further review.
Besides an intended scientific remit, the exhibition was also set up to commemorate
victory over Austria during World War One with the specific objective of bolstering
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patriotism, sustain national pride and place an accent on Italian national identity and
its complex regionalism. 120 The exhibition was well received and described as a
heroic achievement albeit generic and incomplete.121 Ojetti also underpinned the
sheer complexity of the project then dealing with relatively unknown subject matter.
Indeed, Ojetti would have been the right choice for such an undertaking. A lawyer by
profession, Ojetti was initially keen on a diplomatic career before moving to
journalism, literature and subsequently to art history.122 He was actively involved in
pro-Italian propaganda during World War One and acknowledges the
propagandistic role of the exhibition clearly referring to art as a tool for moral and
political propaganda.123 The exhibition was not Ojetti’s first project exploring the
dialectic between art and politics. The Italian art historian and critic Lionello Venturi
rightly describes La mostra del ritratto Italiano dalla fine del Sec. XVI all’anno 1861,
held in 1911 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Unification of Italy, as
the preamble to the 1922 exhibition and likewise given an overtly political tinge by
Ojetti.124 This exhibition was part of a cultural programme including the inauguration
of the National Monument to King Victor Emmanuel II, known as Il Vittoriano, and
the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna (National Gallery of Modern Art) in Rome
(Plates 7, 8). The politics of exhibition which the Kingdom of Italy and particularly
the Italian Fascist state promoted during the period under review are described as a
spectacle which subsequently becomes art history and, in the long term, a
judgement on civilisation.125

These are particularly manifest in rapid succession

during the second half of the 1930s and concern, more often than not, the same
political ambitions that the Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e Settecento fostered
and that would mostly concern tradition.
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Plates 7, 8: (top) The Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna and (bottom) Monument to King Victor Emmanuel II
also known as il Vittoriano
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The second objective of the Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e Settecento
concerned the dialectic between Baroque and contemporary art, particularly in Italy.
Ojetti does comment on the pressing need to expose contemporary artists to
acknowledged sources and the exhibition provided such an opportunity with the
selection of works on display. 126 Indeed, Ojetti urged Italian artists not to feel
intimidated by the challenge which international art movements seemingly posed. 127
He does acknowledge the exhibition as having a two-fold potential to hit two birds
with one stone. The exhibition could acknowledge the relevance and significance of
the art of a previously neglected period and secondly, promote the period as a
secure and solid reference for contemporary artists to follow. This practice might
have been adopted beyond works in the exhibition. For Italian artist and fascist
politician Cipriano Efisio Oppo (1891-1952), Giorgione’s Tempest, which he saw
shortly after its acquisition for the Italian national collection, was the evidence of the
supremacy and originality of Italian art in the context of the international styles from
Impressionism to Picasso. 128 Indeed, such a comment can be certainly read as
nationalistic and as acknowledging the supremacy of national narratives in the arts
as promoted also by Ojetti through the 1922 exhibition.
The exhibition promoted lesser-known seventeenth century artists, connecting them
in context of masters, schools and followers. These included Giovanni Battista
Ruoppolo, Salvator Rosa and Mattia Preti amongst others.129 The exhibition
featured twelve works by Preti, described by Carlo Gamba Ghiselli, Vice President
of the Executive Committee, as the most brilliant amongst the Neapolitans featuring
in the exhibition.
‘Amongst them, the most brilliant is Mattia Preti, whose dramatic effects are
obtained through livid play of light and shade: he fascinates us here with the Feast
of Belshazzar, with the Crucifixion, belonging to the Duca d' Albaneta, with the
Martyrdom of S. Gennaro, and other works’. 130
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What was, perhaps, the main attraction of the exhibition was Michelangelo Merisi da
Caravaggio (1576-1610) described as the exhibition’s triumphant re-discovery and
the revelation of a new art world. 131 Caravaggio is also chosen as the exhibition’s
watershed for two reasons. According to Ojetti, Caravaggio stood for a connection
with the past acknowledged by one and all. He also claims that Caravaggio takes
back the art of painting to its origins and that Rembrandt was born in the arms of
this giant. The exhibition featured twenty out of the then thirty five works securely
attributed to Caravaggio and purposely selected for this exhibition by art historian
Roberto Longhi. 132 This focused selection presented a formalist reading of the
artist’s repertoire rather than underpin Caravaggio’s realism, which historian Lionello
Venturi (1885-1961) actively promoted, or the artist’s classicism, which art historian
and critic Matteo Marangoni (1876-1958) sought to underpin. Indeed, Longhi
believed that the work of art had to be considered in its purest form, independent of
subject matter, and connections with the impressionists, including Paul Cézanne
(1839-1906), Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) and Edouard Manet (1832-1883) were
actively sought. 133 History was of no interest to Roberto Longhi and certainly
disconnected from his formalist reading of the artwork.
Longhi’s formalist reading of Caravaggio’s work also includes comparisons with
Cézanne, proposed by Longhi way back in 1913. Both are discussed as ‘…
trasfiguratori di materia’ or transformers of pictorial matter.134 Similar juxtapositions
featuring sevententh-century artists and impressionist painters were proposed by
other scholars too. Lionello Venturi juxtaposes Valentin de Boulogne’s Cardsharps
(currently at the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen,
Dresden), then attributed to the school of Caravaggio with Cézanne’s The Card
Players (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) in Il Gusto dei Primitivi (Zanichelli
Bologna, 1926), (Plate 9).
The exhibition’s relevance and significance for ‘Seicento’ studies, with particular
reference to Caravaggio, was later considered secondary by some scholars to the
Mostra del Caravaggio e dei Caravaggeschi held at Palazzo Reale, Milan, in 1951
and curated by Roberto Longhi. Writing in the Burlington Magazine, the British
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collector and Italian art connoisseur Denis Mahon (1910-2011), describes the
exhibition as providing vital stimulus to the study and understanding of
Caravaggio. 135

!
Plate 9: Valentin de Boulogne’s The Card Players juxtaposed with Paul Cézanne’s version of the same
subject in Il Gusto dei Primitivi (Zanichelli, 1926)

Mahon does not refer to the 1921 exhibition at Palazzo Pitti, which provided the
opportunity for comparative analysis of Caravaggio paintings for the first time, and
describes the Milan Caravaggio exhibition as providing
‘ …the first time comparisons of (for example) handling and colour (which) are
possible by at most walking from one room to another, instead of relying exclusively
on photographs and storage in the memory.’136
The German art historian Walter Friedlaender (1891-1984) instead considered the
exhibition as a decisive achievement
‘This display of almost all the known works of Caravaggio, officially stamping him as
a great master for the first time, marked the conclusion of an important phase of
research, just as the ‘Seicento’ Exhibition, thirty years earlier, marked the
beginning.’ 137
In his review Friedlaender describes Longhi as the scholar who ‘has become the
almost dictatorial - though not always unchallenged - master of Caravaggio
Denis Mahon (1951). ‘Egregius in Urbe Pictor: Caravaggio Revised’ The Burlington Magazine. 93
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philology’.138 Friedlaender also had issues with some of Longhi’s attributions which
he believes ‘contain many half-truths, and even some incomprehensible
misconceptions’. There is no question about the quality and significance of Longhi’s
studies which, according to Friedlander are
’often painstakingly detailed and always written in a high literary style, (and which)
contain a remarkable number of brilliant attributions and trouvailles; they also offer
many striking insights into the nature of Caravaggio's genius.’ 139
Friedlaender also acknowledges Lionello Venturi’s research in L’Arte (1909-1910)
and his subsequent publication of a small book on Caravaggio (1921) as of equal
standing, at least in the early years of the twentieth century. Both were to publish
their book on Caravaggio in the early 1950s within the span of a few months which
Friedlaender also described as ‘scholarly memoirs’ in his reviews.
Caravaggio’s re-thought referential status within the Italian ‘seicento’ tradition had
been earlier on contested by British theorist, artist and art critic Roger Fry
(1866-1934) in his contribution to the Burlington Magazine, entitled ‘Settecentismo’
published during the same year as the Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e
Settecento. 140 Fry’s point of departure is aesthetic formalism, which leads him to
reject the enthusiasm towards research on the art of the seventeenth century when
still ‘devoted to elucidating the tangled history of the fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries’. He also blames Italian art historians, which he refers to as ‘young Italian
writers’, for their actions which lead ‘to the formation of a creed and a dogma and
which is opposed to the critical spirit’. Fry disowns Caravaggio’s art, describing it as
the product of ‘essentially journalistic talent’ akin to cinema, and acknowledges his
untapped potential in comparison to what he painted. He also disowns Caravaggio’s
significance as a watershed and claims that not
‘... all Italy went a-whoring after the new idol... among those who were infected by
the malady there were many cases of recovery.’ 141
Indeed, Fry would have still acknowledged Italian sixteenth century art as a linchpin
art historical narrative which ‘holds the supremacy and calls the tune for the
sixteenth century’ yet ‘in the seventeenth century Flanders carries on the more
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fertile and central doctrine.’ 142 Fry acknowledged the seventeenth century as ‘one of
the most prodigious events in the history of European art’ with Peter Paul Rubens
as ‘the only one to uphold and carry on its spirit when Italy herself had lost the
clue.’143
Caravaggio does not feature anywhere in Fry’s contributions at this point in time.
Instead, he is critical of what he describes as a restless style, which he attributes to
ethnicity and politics. He claims that
‘The strange thing is that the aspect of the Italian character which creates Futurism
and Fascism should have taken so long to find its expression in art. For, up to the
seventeenth century it is hard to find any trace of it.’ 144
In doing so Fry seemingly echoes Bernard Berenson’s concluding statements in his
1907 essay on northern Italian painting
‘…although in the last three and a half centuries [Italy] has brought forth thousands
of clever and even delightful painters, she has failed to produce a single great
artist.’ 145
Fry does connect Caravaggio to Futurism, particularly his ‘turbulence and
impatience’, and his appeal ‘to the love of violent sensations and uncontrolled
passions … Like them he mocked at tradition. Like them he was fundamentally
conventional and journalistic’. 146 I have not evidenced any counter-reactions by
Italian art historians of the time to Fry’s argument save for a veiled comment by
critic and art historian Valerio Mariani (1899-1982) which rejects the idea that
Caravaggio did not interpret life in any way and that his art was essentially
journalistic.147
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There is, indeed, a sharp contrast between Longhi’s promotion of ‘seicento’ art and
Fry’s counter-arguments, sharp criticism and dismissive stance. However, both
acknowledge and endorse a surprisingly similar methodology. Besides being both
formalists, the two also acknowledged the dialectic with Cézanne. Whilst Longhi
compares Caravaggio to Cézanne, Fry studied Cézanne by copying his works,
including Cézanne’s self-portrait in the National Gallery, London, which coincided
with his publication Cézanne: A study of his Development (1927). In copying
Cézanne’s portrait, Fry did not resort to extracting the essential aesthetic idea of the
picture but copies his model in an almost slavish manner, suggesting an interest in
studying, understanding and emulating the essence of this painter. 148 Much like his
Italian counterparts, Fry also advocated a new aesthetic language which could only
be grounded in the past, unlike the dictates of mainstream modern art. Fry’s
collection included the works of impressionist and post-impressionist painters
including works by Derain, Bonnard and Rouault but few works which feature
dramatic subjects such as those from Caravaggio’s repertoire.
(i) Caravaggio, Mattia Preti and the politics of art history
Caravaggio and Mattia Preti’s connections with Malta refer to their presence on the
island. Caravaggio’s short stay in Malta, between June 1607 and October 1608,
concerns five paintings produced by the artist in Malta, two of which are still in situ
in Valletta. 149 Caravaggio’s restricted repertoire of works was patronised by a close
circle of knights including the then Grandmaster of the time Alof de Wignacourt and
the artist’s works only had a measure of impact on local followers, of which one is
the better known. 150 By comparison, Mattia Preti’s Maltese period is longer,
spanning close to forty years between 1661 and 1699, during which time the artist
ran a very productive workshop and produced works for local communities besides
his key works for the Order of St John. Preti’s Maltese repertoire is much bigger and
includes works in local churches besides his major projects at St John’s CoCathedral.151 Indeed, Preti’s impact in Malta is far greater than Caravaggio’s thanks
to the patronage of local communities who could acquire works of art that were as
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stylistically novel as the works being commissioned in Rome, Naples and other
major Italian cities.
Caravaggio and Preti’s Maltese repertoire would have undoubtedly acquired new
meanings thanks to the renewed interest in ‘seicento’ art promoted by Roberto
Longhi and others, besides major exhibitions happening during the period under
review. This renewed interest in the Maltese repertoire of both artists happens within
this broader context of ‘seicento’ studies and greatly improved the understanding,
documentation and valorisation of Caravaggio and Preti’s Maltese period, including
new, rejected and secured attributions. In the case of Caravaggio, the Beheading of
St John the Baptist (1608), in the Oratory of the Beheading at St John’s CoCathedral was the only one securely identified and others mentioned in nineteenth
and early twentieth-century inventories were subsequently dropped from
Caravaggio’s repertoire. 152 Caravaggio’s St Jerome, then hanging in the chapel of
the Langue of Italy at St John’s Co-Cathedral, had been attributed to Jusepe Ribera
and assigned to Caravaggio’s repertoire at this point in time.153 The painting was
also exhibited at the Mostra dei tre secoli della Pittura Napoletana held at the
Castello Angioino, Naples, in 1938. 154 Longhi’s studies on Caravaggio, also connect
and relate to studies on other artists of his time including Mattia Preti (1913), Orazio
Borgianni (1914), Battistello Carracciolo (1915), Orazio and Artemisia Gentileschi
(1916) and Carlo Saraceni (1917). 155 The presence of artists and artworks in Malta
would have also bridged Malta to Italy thanks to the revisionist approach to art
history which Italian art historians continuously advocated, Roberto Longhi first and
foremost, since the beginning of the twentieth century.
The literature by Maltese scholars on Caravaggio’s Maltese period during the period
under review is scant.
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contemporary Italian scholarship, including Matteo Marangoni’s Il Caravaggio
(1945) and earlier works including Lionello Venturi’s Il Caravaggio (1925) and also
refers specifically to then recent publication by Borenius Later Italian painting from
Titian to Tiepolo (1946). Bonello too is conversant with the bibliography on
Caravaggio’s studies. In his review of Hannibal Scicluna’s The Church of St John in
Valletta (1955), Bonello challenges the author’s attributions to Mattia Preti and
underpins his bibliographic knowledge, particularly with reference to Caravaggio. 157
Bonello questions Scicluna’s deficient bibliography which primarily refers to
Berenson, also described by Bonello as a dissident, and Longhi’s 1914 essay. A
clarification on documents and primary sources concerning Caravaggio’s stay in
Malta was also published in 1935,158 and, in 1974, Mina Gregori published her ‘A
New Painting and Some Observations on Caravaggio’s Journey to Malta’ which
refers to Caravaggio’s ‘Knight of Malta’ then captioned at an exhibition dedicated to
Caravaggio and the Caravaggists in the Florentine Galleries held at Palazzo Pitti in
1970 as “artist unknown”. 159
The Caravaggio bibliography cited here would have been undoubtedly known by
those keen on legitimising fascist authority and irredentist claims over Malta. 160 This
is the case of Valerio Mariani’s essay Malta, Caravaggio e Mattia Preti, published in
1939. Mariani connects Caravaggio to Naples as he compares his swift passage
through Malta like a meteorite radically succeeding in changing the mannerist taste
then prevalent in Malta. He also connects Caravaggio to Mattia Preti who would
have come to Malta well conversant with the new Caravaggism. Mariani claims that
Preti would have had his first hand encounter with Caravaggio in Malta. The
author’s overtly political agenda is clearly spelt out in his conclusion. Mariani claims
that the presence of both artists on the island is but clear proof of Italian civilisation,
rooted in the past albeit relevant and topical. It is but the proof of the legitimate right
of return of the island to Italy and the reaffirmation of Italy’s Mediterranean Sea.
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Only then, Mariani claims, shall these masterpieces of Italian genius be
reconnected to Italy’s artistic patrimony. 161
The visuals included in Mariani’s paper may be perceived as disconnected on first
impression. Indeed, Mariani does not discuss Classical Roman sculpture in his
paper given that his focus is entirely on the, by then, established political dialectic
between Caravaggio and Mattia Preti. The twinning of Classical Roman sculpture
and Seventeenth century Baroque art promote the same political agenda of Italian
Imperial political agenda which found its justification in Imperial Rome and its
modern aspirations in the supremacy of Italian ‘Seicento’ first expounded by Ojetti
in his 1922 Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e Settecento. Indeed, Mariani’s
contribution on ‘L’Arte’ was written on the eve of Italy’s entry into World War Two
and the overtly political reference might have been by then expected (Plate 10).

!
Plate 10: Images entitled Arte Romana a Malta featuring a female portrait from the Domus Romana, Rabat,
and a portrait of Emperor Claudius from the same site. The page entitled Arte Italiana a Malta features the
two paintings of Caravaggio in Malta

Valerio Mariani (1940). ‘Malta, Caravaggio e Mattia Preti’. Bollettino dell’Arte. 1939-1940. V-VI. pp.
305 - 307. ‘Questi documenti inoppugnabili di una civilta italiana, cosi vicina nel tempo e cosi attuale
nei suoi valori, sono sicura conferma della legittimita, dell’azione che, vittoriosamente impegnata,
suggellera l’intergrita del notro mare restituendo all’Italia l’isola mediterranea. Cosi queste opere
dovute al genio italiano, brani vivi di una storia che continua, saranno ricongiunte, e non soltanto nel
sentimento degli italiani e nella logica dei fatti, al nostro patrimonio artistico.’
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(ii) Mattia Preti’s Maltese repertoire in context
On the eve of the twentieth century, Preti’s repertoire stood for the political and
historical relevance of the island-fortress paradigm endorsed by the British and
grounded in the history of the Order of St John’s. Preti’s ‘Maltese’ biography,
extracted from De Dominici’s Le Vite (1742-1745), was published in Italian in Malta
in 1864 to coincide with the restoration project of the vault paintings of St John’s CoCathedral, painted by Preti two centuries before.162 A second contemporary
publication, entitled Sacra Serie di Santi ed Eroi dell'Inclito e Crociato Ordine di San
Giovanni, includes lithographs of the saints and heroes of the Order of St John
painted by Mattia Preti seated on either side of the oval windows in the main nave
of St John’s Co-Cathedral. These sources would have still been available to
historians and connoisseurs half a century later and can also be read as clear
reference to Preti’s historicity, over and above the artistic relevance and significance
to his repertoire, and the historic significance of his works as politico-religious
imagery. The historic significance of Preti’s repertoire also relates to its subject
matter which includes a sizeable proportion of works, including altar paintings,
which bridge the public political agenda of the Order of St John with faith and
religion.
Indeed, Preti’s repertoire can be understood, at least in part, in terms of Simon
Shama’s notion of ‘patriotic scripture’ and has been discussed in such terms. 163 By
comparison, Caravaggio’s Maltese repertoire is decidedly less political and certainly
much more subtle in content when compared to Preti’s. Coded data suggests that
Preti, rather than Caravaggio, could stand for the political and aesthetic, to
spearhead the political agenda of the supremacy of ‘seicento’ art and, by
consequence, sustain Italophile identity narratives (Plates 11, 12).
Studies on Mattia Preti published by Italian scholars of the time also inform the
renewed understanding of ‘seicento’ art in Malta. Some of these refer specifically to
his Maltese period. Roberto Longhi’s studies on Preti, which revise the artist’s
Baroque legacy, were first published in 1913,164 also acknowledging the relevance
of his art as a source of inspiration to European painting of the time. 165
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Plates 11: The Virgin Mary with Sts. John the Baptist and Paul the Hermit (Verdala Palace, Rabat)
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Plates 12: St George on Horseback (St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta)

A second essay published in 1943 builds on his earlier 1913 essay.166 Longhi was
not specific about Preti’s Maltese period and was more inclined on his Roman
works, particularly those between 1630 and 1650 for which he compiled a list of old
and ingeniously new attributions, approaching the artist’s repertoire through
166
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aesthetic formalism. Others, including Alfonso Frangipane (1881-1970), Roberto
Paribeni (1876-1956) and Valerio Mariani (1899-1982) refer much more to the
Maltese period. Frangipane is, perhaps, the first to discuss Preti’s Maltese period at
length. His earliest publication on Preti, contemporary to Longhi’s essay, includes
clear references to Preti’s Maltese phase and his works in Malta. 167 Roberto
Paribeni’s 1925 publication entitled Malta, Un Piccolo Paese dalla Grande Storia
also includes clear references to both Preti and Caravaggio, including an
assessment of their undisputed relevance to Malta. 168 Valerio Mariani’s Mattia Preti
a Malta (1929) is the first known publication focused entirely on Preti’s Maltese
period. Mariani features most of what today are considered to be Preti’s most
important paintings on the island including some that were already at the Fine Arts
Section of the then Valletta Museum, acquired later or subsequently transferred.
Vincenzo Bonello, the first Curator of Fine Arts, championed Mattia Preti studies
during period under review and I shall here review some of his seminal contributions
to the subject. His contributions and studies are nonetheless grounded in the
historical, with particular reference to St John’s Co-Cathedral.169 For Bonello, St
John’s Co-Cathedral was the site of the Calabrian colossus and a mecca for artistic
pilgrimages from all over the world given its status as a shrine of art history. 170
Bonello also reviews the 1913 Preti centenary exhibition held in Calabria (Italy), and
related issues of heritage care and management.171
Two essays in particular, written in 1913 to coincide with the third centenary from
Mattia Preti’s birth are clear examples. The first, entitled ‘Nel III Centenario di Mattia
Preti’ (1913) concerns a painting by Preti depicting the Martyrdom of St Catherine of
Alexandria, back then at the Palace, Valletta and now in the MUŻA collection. 172
Bonello describes the painting as encompassing the soul of the artist (tutta l’anima
del Preti) and singles out Caravaggio’s Beheading of St John the Baptist as a fitting
comparison given that the true Preti would not hesitate to engage with Caravaggio.
Thanks to the technical knowledge garnered through his restoration and
Bruno Chimirri & Alfonso Frangipane (1914). Mattia Preti ditto Il Cavalier Calabrese. Milan: Alfieri &
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conservation practice, Bonello concludes that this painting, originally conceived as
the Martyrdom of St Paul, was completed albeit left in the studio and, following a
long span of time, was rethought into a martyrdom of St Catherine of Alexandria.
Recent studies on the painting during planned conservation works have confirmed
this hypothesis and Bonello’s intuition.173 The second essay, ‘Intorno a un
capolavoro di Mattia Preti’ (1913) is an art-historical review of the painting of Christ,
the Virgin Mary and Souls in Purgatory painted by Preti in late 1658 and still in situ
at the Church of All Souls in Valletta. 174 Bonello’s description is inspired by Italian art
historical contributions and drawn from close observation during restoration works.
Bonello’s major contribution to Preti studies concern the Church of Our Lady of
Sarria, built in commemoration of the plague of 1676, to designs by Preti.175 There
are also various references, particularly to Preti in reports and related paperwork
concerning his position as inspector and curator of fine arts. 176
Bonello’s contributions are grounded in history and do not manifest any interest in a
formalist reading of the artist’s repertoire as Longhi and Matteo Marangoni had
proposed for Caravaggio. Even when Bonello compares Preti to the painter
Doménikos Theotokópoulos known as El Greco (1541-1614) in his essay Intorno a
un capolavoro di Mattia Preti (1913), his arguments are exclusively historical
aspiring to the rediscovery of Preti akin to the ways and means how El Greco was
rediscovered by contemporary artists, including American John Singer Sargent
(1856-1925) and Spanish painter Ignacio Zuloaga (1870-1945). Bonello’s
arguments would be in sharp contrast to the ways and means of how his peers
would have acknowledged the rethinking of El Greco’s significance. Ardengo Soffici
(1879-1964) describes the art of El Greco as bridging with the art of the twentieth
century through Cézanne.177 Soffici also identifies El Greco as Cézanne’s master
and, by consequence, the precursor of cubism. No such connection is proposed by
Bonello in the case of Preti.
(iii) A historiography for Mattia Preti and the liminal frontier
Preti is the subject of a broad range of contributions, writings and research. Besides
the more scientific ones just reviewed, others go beyond a strict reading of art
history even if weighing in favour of history. Beyond Longhi, whose aesthetic
See Sandro Debono (2013c). ‘Catalogue entry for Mattia Preti, Martyrdom of St Catherine of
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formalism guided much of his writings on ‘seicento’ art, most contributions are
political in varied ways and means, oftentimes going beyond art history.

The 1913 Preti exhibition proved to be the symbolic point of departure for rethinking
Preti’s relevance and significance as an artist. Besides the academic input on style
and context, which Longhi and others promoted, Preti’s artistic persona and his
repertoire inspired patriotic writings informed by necessities of kunstgeographie. In
the inauguration speech of the 1913 exhibition in Catanzaro (Calabria, Italy),
delivered by a high ranking prelate of the Italian catholic church, Preti is described
as the Catholic painter par excellence alive today thanks to his paintings. It is
almost as if death had not challenged Preti’s venerable status, more akin to
adoration in the eyes of the Maltese. 178 Similar feelings are expressed by
Frangipane who claimed all Maltese adored Preti and considered him to be their
peer and describes the 1913 Mattia Preti exhibition as a patriotic initiative.179 In
Malta, the Anglophile politician Sir Augustus Bartolo underpins Preti’s knighthood
and his appeal to arms then ‘considered the best test of reason’, compares him to
one of Alexander Dumas’ musketeers and claims that the ‘man who would probably
have been remembered in history as a daring knight if he had not been the great
artist he was’. 180 Malta, claims Bartolo, holds the largest and most varied collection
of his pictures which nevertheless had not attracted much attention from early
twentieth century art history scholarship. ‘In such circumstances, Malta can be
identified as the country of his adoption’, Bartolo claims. By the early 1930s, Preti
becomes a tool of the politics of irredentism. Malta, Un Piccolo Paese dalla Grande
Storia written by the Italian archaeologist, academic and historian Roberto Paribeni
(1876-1956) also includes clear references to Preti besides Caravaggio, including
an assessment of their undisputed relevance to Malta. 181 Later in 1932, Guido
Puccio delineates geographic claims, race, language and culture as strong values
with an overtly strong Italian imprint. He also cites Mattia Preti and his works on the
island as strong evidence to back Italy’s irredentist claims. 182
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For the British establishment in Malta and the Colonial Office in London, then
increasingly pressured by Italian politics of irredentism, Preti would have held
differing meanings. Indeed, the use of art history for the purpose of identity politics
would have been considered by the British colonial authorities of the island as
anything but positive, particularly during the 1930s, also given the divergent art
historical narratives acknowledged by either side. The difference between British
and Italian art historical narratives was indeed tangible, including how and in what
ways the Renaissance should be read, understood and interpreted. The 1930
exhibition of Italian art at Burlington House, London, entitled Italian Art 1200-1900
had brought to the United Kingdom some of Italy’s major masterpieces; this in spite
of staunch resistance to the contrary by museum curators, art historians and
others. 183 Particular requests forwarded by the exhibition committee had also been
met with strong reservations from the Italian side. Francis Haskell quotes a letter
dated 6 April 1929 which briefly sums up the reaction of the Italian side
'... they are leaking all over the place: they have included some rubbish unworthy of
an exhibition of this kind and omitted other first class and particularly interesting
works which would not be difficult for me to obtain. Contenti loro, contenti noi.'184
Seventeenth and eighteenth century painting in this exhibition was also met with
indifference by British audiences, certainly not comparable in any way to the
response to the Mostra della Pittura Italiana del Sei e Settecento held at Palazzo
Pitti (Florence) eight years earlier in 1922.
The 1938 exhibition Seventeenth Century Art in Europe held at Burlington House,
London is another case in point.185 The exhibition lays much more emphasis on the
European followers of Caravaggio, including Vermeer and Velazquez, rather than
the Italian schools which Italian scholars had been advocating in previous decades.
Only one painting by Orazio Gentileschi is considered ‘the most ambitious Italian
example in the exhibition’ of Caravaggism. The Flemish Caravaggists are given their
due recognition which Roberto Longhi noted as missing in the Mostra della Pittura
taliana del Sei e Settecento.
What is of value and art historical significance in Malta is also measured by the
British establishment accordingly. Kenneth Clark, the then director of the National
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Gallery in London did not mince his words when approached to advice on the
conservation and preservation of artworks in Malta.
‘As far as I can gather, there are very few pictures on the island of any importance,
except for the Caravaggio in the Co-Cathedral, though there may be others by the
same artist which have as yet not been recognised... I cannot see that the good
pictures on the island are numerous enough to justify training two fully qualified
native restorers ...’. 186
Clark’s opinion about merits and quality of paintings in Malta are contested, in part,
by the Colonial Office in London.
‘I am not sure that Kenneth Clark does not underrate the number of pictures in
Malta which are worthy such attention from the purely aesthetic standpoint. But, on
the other hand, there are a number, as far as I remember, which have an historical
or other incidental value and which are, for decorative purposes, well worth keeping
in proper conditions’. 187
The comment underpins the distinction between the aesthetic remit of art history
and a broader, historically-grounded remit which the pro-Italian narrative of Maltese
art history vehemently promoted. Clark represents the British yardstick of art history
for Malta on the eve of the Second World War and differs substantially from what
the Italian equivalent sought to rethink and promote. Clark goes beyond Roger Fry’s
‘Settecentismo’, acknowledges Caravaggio, albeit leaving out Preti and the bridging
which Maltese and Italian art historians constantly promoted.
Clark’s complete disregard for Preti, then being rethought in relevance and
significance by Italian art historians, also has a context in the art historical narrative
which British art historians endorsed. No studies on the artist had been published by
then in Anglo Saxon literature, and Mattia Preti was only included in the National
Gallery collection in 1966 with the acquisition of The Marriage at Cana, and which is
still to date the only work by the artist in the National Gallery.188 Preti’s Feast of
Herod, proposed for sale by Colnaghi and which the National Gallery was keen on
adding to its collection, was instead acquired by the Toledo Museum of Art (Ohio,
USA). This was underpinned as a missed and much lamented acquisition.
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‘The loss of these key pictures, especially of the Preti, is inexcusable ... the
Neapolitan School [is inadequately represented], Preti among others being a
desideratum’.189
These comments, and the acquisition which the National Gallery was to eventually
endorse, suggest a search for Preti’s banqueting scenes. The choice concerns a
subject which is absent from Preti’s Maltese phase and connects with the
banqueting scenes of the Flemish painters, particularly Peter Paul Rubens. Indeed,
Preti may have been inspired by Rubens’ banqueting scenes, particularly the one
which he might have seen in the collection of the Flemish collector and connoisseur,
Gaspar Roomer in Naples, known to have been purposely commissioned by
Roomer. 190
The acquisition of Preti’s Marriage at Cana was described as having come ‘at least
fifteen years too late’ possibly referring to Longhi’s late studies, published in 1943,
and sustained efforts to acquire the best example of Preti’s repertoire for the
London National Gallery. Colnaghi art dealers had found difficulties in assigning
works to Preti given that
‘The literature on Preti is still lamentably meagre. Apart from Longhi's essay recently
republished in a volume of his collected works, there is nothing to help us ... ‘
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The statement omits Frangipane’s and Mariani’s earlier contributions, let alone
those written by Vincenzo Bonello and Edward Sammut. Besides, there were very
few contributions written by British art historians on Italian Baroque art and on
specific ‘seicento’ artists. By the time the National Gallery acquired its Preti picture,
public taste and general perceptions towards the ‘seicento’ had also changed
considerably. The exhibition Italian Art in Britain put up by the Royal Academy in
1960 reviews the taste and the genesis of Baroque scepticism which the British
public had adopted over time. 192
The lack of interest in Preti studies might relate to the historicist approach,
discussed here and which is yet again a case in point with the Council of Europe
exhibition held in Malta in 1970. The exhibition’s deliberate and intentional historicist
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approach to the topic, bridging history and art history, purposely twinned to create a
‘much greater scope ... to highlight the main theme of the exhibition’.193 The title was
also historical albeit with clear references to art history. The Order of St John in
Malta with an exhibition of paintings by Mattia Preti – Painter and Knight was to
highlight ‘one of the most significant aspects of European history’ with exhibits
identified as ‘fundamentally documentary’ and a ‘specifically artistic’ purpose. The
exhibition also sought to showcase how ‘far and in virtue of what achievements the
order is a coherent expression of a particular period in the history of art.’
The exhibition curator, Italian art historian Raffaello Causa (1923 - 1984), is less
historic in his statements than the general statements of the catalogue tend to be.
Causa states that this exhibition was a first in terms of number and extent of works
selected ‘on the strength of their high quality’ which showcased ‘the artistic
achievement and cultural level of Mattia Preti.’ 194 The exhibition review written by
the then future director of the London National Gallery, Michael Levey, is much less
keen on the historical and highly critical of the exhibition narrative, choice of artwork
and more. At the time of the 1970 exhibition, Levey was Keeper to the National
Gallery in London and was later to become the National Gallery’s director between
1973 and 1986. He had then just published his Early Renaissance (1967) and
earlier in 1962 also published his From Giotto to Cézanne: A Concise History of
Painting. There is very little in Levey’s work which connects to the ‘seicento’ as
understood and read by Italian art historians and is instead grounded much more in
the British art history narrative thanks to his publications. This might suggest that his
opinion would have also carried weight within the National Gallery itself which
means that Preti continues to be a second-rate artist well beyond the purchase of
The Marriage at Cana which Levey considered as one of his works that can be
acknowledged as a personal contribution to art. 195
In his review Levey acknowledges the ‘generous Italian contribution’ to showcase
Preti in spite of the fact that ‘the painter proves no great genius.’ Indeed, Levey also
highlights the challenges at charting a chronology for Preti’s works due to the fact
that the ‘influences he adopts and adapts are bafflingly numerous and he seems to
have become overworked in Malta’. Levey also expressed his reservations about
the paintings on display which he described as ‘largely dreadful portraits, often
optimistically and even absurdly attributed.’ He describes the exhibition as a ‘hodgeVarious Authors (1970). The Order of St John in Malta, with an exhibition of paintings by Mattia
Preti. Exhibition Catalogue - Council of Europe. pp. 17 - 18.
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podge of historical titbits ... with a sprinkle of art ... accompanied by total
indifference to the best opportunities offered by both setting and subject’ and
underpins the need for a well-thought curated choice with ‘fewer items but better
arranged’ which would have shown ‘these men as personalities’. Levey’s criticism of
the exhibition was not well received by all which might be understood and
interpreted as far from being a unanimous opinion amongst scholars. Michael
William Lely Kitson, an art historian and international authority on Claude Lorrain
who also curated the inaugural exhibition on the artist at Hayward Gallery, London,
is dismissive of Levey’s review claiming that ‘... He certainly might have been
fairer.’ 196 Hanno-Walter Kruft (1938-1993), then at the Kunsthistorisches Institute in
Florence, also speaks his mind ‘Only today I saw the rather superficial review of the
Malta Exhibition on the Burlington. The man has no reason to be so arrogant.’ 197
Both reactions were then sent to the curator of Fine Arts of the time, John Cauchi.198
Twentieth Century Art and Maltese Art History
Modern and Contemporary art in twentieth century Malta, particularly during the
period under review, has been understood and interpreted as regional and, more
often than not, insular. 199 Indeed, the major twentieth century European art
movements are completely absent from the national collection of paintings and
sculptures. There is no connection with mainstream art historical narratives of the
time and the connections that start to take shape towards the end of the period
under review which are sporadic and akin to compromise. The study of Malta’s
contemporary art scene prior to the opening of the National Museum of Fine Arts in
1974 is complex given the lack of bibliography on the subject.200 The character of
Maltese twentieth-century modern and contemporary art has been discussed as ‘no
volcanic truce between provincial Baroque and Modernism but rather an attempt at
continuity as things shift … a sub-Neapolitan visual idiom’ and a ‘Neapolitan branch
of costumbrista art’.201
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A comprehensive study of contemporary art in twentieth century Malta is beyond the
remit of this thesis. I opted instead to approach the subject through Malta’s liminal
frontier context, which is clearer during the period between the two world wars albeit
continuing well into the 1950s and ‘60s. Three hypotheses which, collectively and
individually, refute and sustain perceptions and misconceptions concerning Malta’s
twentieth century modern and contemporary art history, can be put forward. The first
concerns the overpowering dominance of the Italophile art historical narrative,
including twentieth century aesthetic thought, on Maltese artists and which, thanks
to the first curator of fine arts Vincenzo Bonello, continues to be relevant in post-war
Malta. The second concerns the ways and means how the westernised modern and
contemporary art historical narrative slowly comes to be in Malta during the period
under review and the pressure it was subject to from the heavy regulatory
processes initiated and sustained primarily by the Catholic Church in Malta. The
third concerns the impact of this very particular context on the Maltese artist and th
artist’s ensuing struggle with the liminal frontier as he or she adopts a dualism which
seeks to appease the establishment and concurrently nurture a contemporary
aesthetic idiom. Maltese artist Emvin Cremona (1919-1987) whom I here choose as
my case study is a good example.
(i) Vincenzo Bonello and the Italianate narrative in Maltese contemporary art
Bonello’s studies and promotion of seventeenth century art as the apex for Maltese
art history is the point of departure for the understanding of modern and
contemporary art in twentieth century Malta. Indeed, his studies and his role as
curator of the Fine Arts Section, his role at the Malta Government School of Art and
his contributions on art in Malta put him in good stead to promote modern and
contemporary aesthetic taste in the arts. There is no question that Bonello’s
understanding of art is essentially historical, complemented by the practice of
conservation and restoration which brought him in direct contact with works of art.
Sammut clearly refers to Bonello’s archival research as mainly concerned with ‘…
delving through the thousands of manuscript volumes in the Archives of the Order of
St John, in search for new material.’202
Bonello promotes an Italophile perspective of Maltese art history, akin to the one
which was endorsed by the institutions of which he also formed part. His
connections, with Italian artist Cipriano Efisio Oppo (1891-1962) is a case in point
although in no comparison to his relationship with Roberto Longhi whom he
probably got to know in Malta. In 1925, Oppo was invited by Bonello to sit on the
interviewing board for the appointment of teaching staff at the Malta Government
202
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School of Art.203 Bonello’s choice is indeed telling. Oppo had just been appointed on
the executive committee of the Venice Biennale and, shortly after his brief sojourn to
Malta, elected to parliament on the ticket of the Confederazione Nazionale de
Sindacati Fascisti, Professionisti e Artisti.204 His political activity, and his
commitment to contemporary art as a fascist propaganda tool, was to become much
more influential in the 1930s. Oppo, then considered as one of Mussolini’s most
trusted men, was landed with the design and layout of the Mostra della Rivoluzione
Fascista at an exhibition venue known as the Palazzo delle Esposizioni, and
promoted a politico-cultural agenda which underpinned the eclectic nature of Italian
art acknowledged by the fascist state. In Oppo’s own words Fascist art is that
produced during the fascist period. 205 Oppo’s legacy also includes the Quadriennale
di Roma established in 1927 as a periodical contemporary art exhibition and
subsequently established as an institution proper (Plate 13). Oppo was also part of
the anti-futurist movement promoting a moderate way forward for contemporary art
which would have been of interest to the like-minded Bonello.

!
Plate 13: Cipriano Efisio Oppo at the first Quadriennale di Roma (1927) touring a guest

Bonello’s approach to contemporary art is, indeed, conservative and far removed
from any connections to the contemporary art movements of the twentieth century,
even those that are showcased in Italian art exhibitions.206 He is known to have
dismissed such movements and comments negatively and, for example, describes
203
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the works exhibited in the 1914 Exposition des Indépendants as the triumph of
worthless art from a lunatic asylum. 207 Italy remains his benchmark, particularly
those narratives which were broadly recognised as the art of the fascist period, and
continues to be sustained even during the post-war period when the narrative of
Italian art began to change radically albeit still informed by the needs and
aspirations of a modern post-war Italian nation.208 This approach might be expected,
given that he was employed by a highly-conservative establishment which
constantly sought to keep in check Malta’s liminal frontier. His overtly historical
approach singles him out as one of the guardians of memory who constantly strove
to sustain the frontier narrative and checking its liminality.
Bonello’s aesthetics can also be approached through the study of his designs and
sketches, including architectural drawings, prepared in response to public
commissions he was entrusted with during the post-war period. Bonello was also a
member of the Giunta per la tutela delle antichita e opera d’arte ecclesiastiche, also
known as the Giunta which was the regulatory body of the Maltese Catholic Church
on matters concerning aesthetics, and projects in churches or for ecclesiastical use.
Bonello’s published collection includes approximately 1,200 drawings, almost all of
which date to the post-war years. 209 Given Bonello’s role as member of the Giunta,
which he held from 1926 until his demise in 1969, he would have exercised a
decisive role on matters concerning taste and aesthetics for the Maltese Catholic
Church then being the dominant regulatory institution within the context of Malta’s
liminal frontier. The style of his drawings, including the more detailed architectural
versions, recalls early Renaissance models. Some are inspired by the Gothic or
Romanesque style and few drawings refer to the Baroque style. Those which do
include show simplified formal elements.
Bonello’s search for simplicity, potentially understood as a neo-Renaissance style,
can be compared to efforts of Novecento, the Italian artistic group led by Margerita
Sarfatti (1880-1961), a staunch Fascist and also for a while Benito Mussolini’s lover,
which goes back to classical antiquity in search for inspiration.210 Novecento
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recognised classical antiquity, purity of forms and compositional harmony as fixed
reference points and the chosen name of the group was also underpinned as a
direct reference to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as the great periods of
Italian art and of which the ‘Seicento’ was the natural conclusion. Sarfatti promoted
Novecento as a national school, given her commitment to establish an aesthetic
yardstick that is both modern and classicising. She also invested in innovation and
was committed to a ‘return to order’ in style and artistic production.211 Novecento
artists were inspired by the Renaissance masters, their elementary forms and
volumes, which could be studied in public collections and temporary exhibitions.
Exhibitions on Renaissance art throughout the 1930s included the Mostra di
Melozzo (da Forli) e del quattrocento Romagnolo (1938) the ones about Giotto and
the thirteenth century in Florence (1937) amongst others. Indeed, Novecento artists
were considered as constituting a neo-Renaissance that was political in essence
and similar to Ojetti’s supremacy aspirations of the Italian state promoted through
the Mostra della Pittura taliana del Sei e Settecento. Indeed, Ojetti sat on the
honorary committee of the movement until 1928, at a time when Sarfatti was keen
on organising the initiative into a structured movement following the group’s
invitation to the 1924 edition of the Venice Biennale. 212 The last major public
presence for the group concerned the 1932 Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista,
curated and project-managed by Oppo, where six rooms were designed by
Novecento artists. 213 Bonello might have been conversant with Novecento
aesthetics through Oppo and Longhi. In Malta Oppo had presented an etching by
the Italian artist Carlo Carra (1881-1966) who then, like Sironi, was considered to be
a Novecento artist. This etching still survives in the national collection. 214 Carra was
also a personal, long-time friend of Roberto Longhi.215
Bonello’s comments on public projects in Malta are also telling. A monument
commissioned to the Maltese sculptor Vincent Apap (1909-2003) is described as
simple in its clear and solid design.216 Bonello reacts positively to the ceiling
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frescoes of Maltese painter Joseph Briffa at Senglea Parish Church which show the
artist’s potential to grasp the secrets of the old masters. 217 Bonello also underpins
the power and rhythm of the Early Renaissance, citing the Italian Renaissance artist
Piero della Francesca in his works.218 This connection with della Francesca could
have come from Longhi, who compares this Renaissance master to Cézanne and
also authors a book about him.219 In the case of the Senglea project, destroyed
during the Second World War and known in part thanks to surviving studies, the
scheme was evidently inspired by Preti’s ceiling project for St John’s Co-Cathedral
(Plates 14, 15). This iconographic choice would have been sympathetic to that
advocated by Ojetti as one possible legacy of his exhibition at Palazzo Pitti.
(ii) The struggle to introduce a contemporary artistic idiom
The second hypothesis concerns the struggle which Maltese artists embarked on to
introduce into Malta a contemporary European aesthetic idiom, one also recognised
as the international yardstick of art history. Given the intensity of the Maltese liminal
frontier during the inter-war period, and the strong Italianate cultural narrative, these
efforts become tangible and more effective during the post-war period given the
outcome of World War Two. The struggle for self-expression includes a measure of
censorship by the Maltese Catholic Church on exhibitions and artistic projects. In
the late 1940s, a painting of the Sacred Heart of Jesus commissioned to Maltese
artist Anton Inglott by the Malta Society of Arts, Manufacture and Commerce was
heavily criticised because it did not conform to the traditional and established
iconography of the subject.220 In this context, the Fine Arts Section can also be
acknowledged as a regulatory institution in its own right, although its regulatory
function is somewhat indirect and is related to the collections development
initiatives undertaken during period under review. Indeed, the Malta museum
institution acknowledged the Italianate narrative of art history even within the
context of what was then recognised to be contemporary art and rejected other
yardsticks which Maltese modern and contemporary artists began to openly
acknowledge during the post-war period.
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Plates 14, 15: (top) The vault paintings of St John’s Co-Cathedral as completed by Mattia Preti and (bottom)
bozzetti for Briffa’s destroyed vault paintings at Senglea Collegiate parish Church

The fact that modern and contemporary Maltese artworks were not acquired until
the late 1960s confirms that the national collection of paintings and sculpture
remained much more grounded within a frontier narrative with little regard to the
frontier’s liminality and instead indirectly supported efforts to keep it in check.
The struggle for a contemporary artistic idiom within a liminal frontier context can be
understood through the lens of three elements which, rather than being distinctively
separate, are tensioned like a braid with each overlapping the other. The first, which
specifically concerns Bonello’s authority and influence in the sector, is the artistic
formation which aspiring artists could have access to, including access to
knowledge. The study of this element has been difficult to engage with given the
lack of bibliography on the subject. A history of the Malta Government School of Art
remains unpublished although a traditional and classicist approach particularly
during the inter-war period was certainly the case. Indeed, Bonello’s connections
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with Italy, such as in the case of Efisio Oppo, and the fact that scholarships for
further studies were only available in Italy would have consolidated the Italian
connection even further. The choice by Maltese up-and-coming artists to further
their studies abroad was initially coordinated by the Malta Government School of Art
which awarded scholarships for students to further their studies in Rome. The
situation changed shortly after World War Two when a younger generation of artists
began to further their studies elsewhere, particularly in the United Kingdom and
France. 221 The political situation in the post-war years, and a milder, less restrained
political liminal frontier made this possible. The strict regulatory institutional
framework also had a negative impact on the type and extent of art education at the
Malta Government School of Art. Live classes were officially prohibited by the
ecclesiastical authorities save for a few sporadic and short-lived exceptions. The
negative impact of this drastic regulatory approach affecting such a basic
requirement for art education is discussed by one of the artists concerned as late as
1965
‘The human body is a basic fact in art and in Malta not only do you hardly dare
exhibit a nude painting, but you simply cannot get a model… even if you could, our
society is so un-attuned to it that reaction could be hostile… In Italy no one would
dream of working with a dummy model. The absence of human models is stultifying
art in Malta. You can see this from the mannerisms that are prevalent in any of the
few paintings that treat the human body.’ 222
The second element concerns the aspirations and subsequent employment of
Maltese artists. Maltese artists were primarily employed as educators, particularly
art teachers in local schools. 223 This is not just a case of employment for the
purpose of earning a living but can be also understood as a commitment to educate
about modern and contemporary art. A statement by the Modern Art Circle, one of
the artists groups established in the immediate post-war years, suggests that this
was the case. The group’s 1952 exhibition was intended as an educational
experience and an introduction to twentieth century art.

221Biographies

of six modern artists have been published in Victor Fenech (Ed. 1991) Malta: Six
modern artists. Malta University Services. For a further case study see also Joseph Paul Cassar
(2006). Antoine Camilleri - His life and works. Malta: PIN.
Manwel Gauci (1965). ‘How Does Art Stand in Malta? – Emvin Cremona Interviewed’. Sunday
Times of Malta. 12 December.
222

Sandro Debono (2012a). ‘Malta l-ewwel u qabel kollox’. Mario Cutajar (ed). Mintoff – il-bniedem u listorja. Malta: Sensiela Kotba Socjalisti. p. 486.
223

93

‘...the exhibits hanging in this section can hardly be classified as modern, indeed
none of them belongs to any of the advanced schools of contemporary modern art.
Even so the majority of these exhibits are not in the least academic and may
displease that art critic whose appreciation of art is restricted to what is classical or
romantic... On the other hand there will be a few who will be disappointed on seeing
reproduced here what in Europe was already old a century ago.’224
The complete absence of private art galleries during the period under review, and a
curatorial profile which was and remained institutional, left Maltese artists with no
choice other than to push for the promotion of their work and also demand the
setting up of a Maltese art gallery showcasing their work.225 Indeed, Maltese artists
took upon themselves the responsibility of educating their publics in the aesthetics
of modern and contemporary art, beyond the historicist approaches which Bonello
and others continued to validate and promote.
The third element is the presence of British artist Victor Pasmore who became a
permanent resident in Malta in the 1960s. 226 The artist’s presence in Malta is
acknowledged as a turning point for contemporary artistic expression given that a
number of local artists acknowledged his presence and many would engage in
exchanges and discussions with him. Given his connections with the art scene in
the United Kingdom, including continued exchanges with art critic Charles
Biederman (1906-2004) and former National Gallery Director Kenneth Clark,
Pasmore served the purpose of a connection for his circle of contacts in Malta which
included some of the island’s most important twentieth century modern and
contemporary artists. 227 Some of Pasmore’s iconic works produced in Malta at this
point in time were also given titles with Maltese connections, particularly sites and
landscapes, and also exhibited at the National Museum of Fine Arts in 1975, an
event which he also describes in a letter to Kenneth Clark. 228 Pasmore must have
given the right push for contemporary art to assert itself within Malta’s liminal
permanence. Indeed, he can be acknowledged as a connection which underscored
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the frontier’s liminality and which certainly diminished the impact of the frontier on
the local art scene, particularly through the presence of his works in the national
collection of paintings and sculptures then slowly loosening its hold on the frontier
narrative in its capacity as an indirect regulatory institution.
The impact of the liminal frontier on Maltese contemporary art is beyond the scope
and remit of this thesis, particularly due to the fact that the curators of the national
collection of paintings and sculptures acquired only a handful of modern artworks
during the period under review and towards the late 1960s, shortly before the
opening of the National Museum of Fine Arts in 1974. Suffice to say that a stylistic
transition did, indeed, happen and was also manifest when comparing pre-war to
post-war works of art.
For example, a comparison of two pictures depicting the same subject, one painted
during the pre-war years and the other painted in the post-war years, can explain
this transition in visual terms (Plates 16, 17). In 1951, Maltese artist Frank Portelli
painted Good Friday, the same subject painted by Maltese artist Edward Caruana
Dingli decades earlier before World War Two. Both artists were inspired by
traditional processions held annually on Good Friday but the subject matter is
treated differently. Caruana Dingli’s choice of narrative is descriptive and to a certain
extent romantic, observing the procession from a distance as it moves along the
street. The main feature is the processional statue of the crucifixion perhaps chosen
to emphasise atmosphere and context. In Portelli’s version, the hooded lay
confraternity members are the protagonists, blocking the view of a processional
statue of the Virgin of Sorrows, seen in the distance. What was previously
considered as a narrative had now gained emotive content, mood and gravitas, far
removed from the folkloristic overtones of a colourful Mediterranean palette.
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Plate 16: Good Friday Procession by Edward Caruana Dingli
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Plate 17: Good Friday by Frank Portelli

(iii) The artist’s response to the liminal frontier: the case of Emvin Cremona
(1919-1987)
Maltese artist Emvin Cremona was amongst those Maltese artists, perhaps the
more prominent, to have experienced first-hand the impact of Malta’s liminal frontier
and its power to exert control and foster artificial narratives. He had been a student
at the Istituto Umberto I, the Italian school in Malta subsequently closed down by
the British Colonial authorities in the 1930s, and his artistic formation also happened
in Italy at the Accademia di Belle Arti in Rome (1938 -1939), where he reputedly
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also joined the Gioventù fascista.229 Cremona returned to Malta reluctantly on the
outbreak of hostilities with Italy in 1940 and in 1945 he was awarded a scholarship
to further his studies at the Slade School of Art (London), and at the École Nationale
Supèrieur des Beaux-Arts in Paris. His choice of metropolis where to continue his
studies may have been dictated by the British colonial establishment seeking to
completely sever ties with Italy, including cultural and artistic ties. It certainly
exposed Cremona to a contemporary artistic idiom that was more international than
what he would have experienced in Italy.
Upon returning to Malta, Cremona would have found the liminal permanence of the
frontier challenging and opted for a duality of style which addressed the needs and
requirements of the frontier whilst also aligned with efforts to introduce aesthetic
modernity (Plates 18, 19). Works which evidently relate to the latter took time to be
shown in public and would eventually be those acquired for the national collection of
paintings and sculptures. This deliberate choice of a duality of style, possibly
dictated by a prevalently ecclesiastical clientele, tends to bridge with contemporary
artistic idiom albeit remaining true to the historic and classical connections
advocated by Bonello and others. This intentional duality is manifest throughout his
artistic career and not simply restricted to his early years of artistic activity. In spite
of the positive response which his public art was met with, particularly his
ecclesiastical projects, the artist himself did not consider this substantial and
significant portion of his repertoire as that which defined him as a person and an
artist.230 It is, perhaps, a repertoire which he developed in response to the aesthetic
requirements of the frontier which Bonello staunchly supported, possibly also
inspired by Novecento aesthetics. Bonello’s repertoire of stamp design is much
more contemporary when compared to his major ecclesiastical projects.231
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Plate 18, 19: (top) Abstract work on paper by Emvin Cremona and (bottom) the post-war mural for the apse
of St Publius Parish Church, Floriana
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In spite of his post-war studies in London and Paris, Cremona’s style still evinced
Italian influences and the latest studies point to the artist Mario Sironi (1885-1961)
whom Cremona may have discovered during his studies in Rome. 232 Described as
one of the most prominent Fascist artists, Sironi also practised as a designer
producing Fascist propaganda in various media.233 Furthermore, Sironi was also
part of the Novecento group of artists involved in the Mostra della Rivoluzione
Fascista (1932-1934) coordinated by Oppo whom Bonello had invited to Malta in
1925. 234 Sironi designed the architecture and interior of four rooms within the
exhibition, although he might have had a crucial role in planning the entire exhibition
project given his role in the ‘aestheticization of politics’ particularly during the
1920s.235 Even if Cremona may have sympathised with Fascism, particularly during
his stay in Rome, his acknowledgement of Italophile narratives is coincidental, at
best very subtle and certainly not explicit as Valerio Mariani’s twinning of Roman
statuary with Caravaggio’s Maltese paintings. 236
Taking Oppo’s statement that Fascist art was the art of the Fascist era, Cremona’s
sources would have been merely a question of aesthetic taste. Fascism fostered a
culture ecology whereby no single movement was endorsed by the state suggesting
instead a plurality of artistic expression although, by default, Fascism promoted the
aesthetics of incoherence. 237 The only subtle reference which may be proposed
concerns a work entitled Cisterna Romana ta’ Kaccatura, which is an image of a
Roman cistern at ta’ Kaccatura area in Malta, described by scholars as an
impressive exercise in abstraction and published in the 1939 summer edition of the
literary magazine Collezione Melitensia.238 Irrespective of whether the choice of
subject matter was deliberate or otherwise, the work can be easily associated with
ambitions of fascism’s ‘mare nostrum’.
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Plates 20, 21: (top) Design of a stamp commemorating the anniversary of the Great Siege of 1565 (1965) by
Emvin Cremona and (bottom) A project for a new altar at Fort St Elmo by Vincenzo Bonello

The connection may again be Bonello, who was known to have patronised and
supported Cremona in ways and means described as ‘artistic slavery’.239 Bonello
publicly acknowledged Cremona as an artist of his time, firmly grounded in the past
in the style and manner of the great masters.240 Cremona’s official style which
guided his public works, including those specifically commissioned by local
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ecclesiastical authorities, can be compared to Bonello’s designs, drawings and
commissions for the same ecclesiastical authorities (Plates 20, 21). Some are
similar in style, choice of convention and interpretation. A design proposal by
Bonello for an altar at Fort St Elmo (1952) can be compared to Cremona’s designs
for stamps, particularly commemorative issues.
It is perhaps pertinent to contextualise Cremona’s style within ‘Novecento’
aesthetics rather than just the direct and exclusive connection with Mario Sironi
proposed by Vella. The visual comparison proposed here below concerns graphic
designs for book cover by Guido Marussig (1885-1972) and a poster design by
Cremona. The style of each is surprisingly complimentary even if it is not known

!

whether the two artists were ever in contact (Plates 22, 23).

!
Plates 22, 23: Poster by Emvin Cremona (right) in comparison with book cover (left) by Italian artist Guido
Marussig

Works by Cremona in the style of his public and ecclesiastical works were not
acquired for the national collection of paintings and sculptures. What was acquired
shortly after the artist’s solo exhibition held in the foyer of the National Museum at
Auberge de Provence in 1969 was a contemporary work from a series which
Cremona entitled ‘broken glass’. The exhibition had understandably created a stir,
given that Cremona had created an unusual aesthetic language in comparison to
his public and ecclesiastical commissions. The display of his work at the National
Museum of Fine Arts was also far from unanimously acknowledged (Plate 24). An
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anonymous letter sent to the then assistant curator of the National Museum of Fine
Arts is a case in point (Appendix II).

!
Plate 24: Emvin Cremona’s Glass Series piece in the national collection

Cremona’s personal aesthetic idiom emerged from a frontier context regulated by
prohibitions and prescriptions. This aesthetic choice went public gradually, at first in
his design for philately, and the glass series exhibition can be acknowledged as
further detachment from the frontier context which can be traced back to the 1950s
when the artist began to produce abstract works featuring found objects (objets
trouvès). These were personal works and were not intended for particular clients or
for sale.
Syntheses
This chapter underpinned the complexities and deficiencies of Malta’s art historical
narrative during the period under review. The literature is relatively scant and most
of what had been written was decidedly more historical than aesthetic. A case in
point is the nature of art history, and its overtly historical character with little
reference to aesthetic noted as late as Sammut’s hand list. This is but a hybrid
collection of sorts also going beyond the historical. It is less about local artists than
artists coming from outside, particularly Italian, and who shape the Maltese artistic
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landscape in a very decided manner. Apart from being less concerned with
aesthetic and formal qualities than history, the hand list includes a substantial
number of contributions and publications which concern religious, ecclesiastic and
sacred subjects. Given the connection between history and the sacred, as well as
how this becomes much more pronounced in frontier liminal frontier ecologies,
Sammut’s hand list stands for a frontier art history narrative, rather than a generic
hand list of art-related contributions and publications. His list belongs to a periphery
which is a distinct culture ecology in its own right albeit kept in check by a frontier
narrative. The sacred qualities of history, to which Nietzsche objects, are evident in
Sammut’s hand list. This conservative history is the same which kept modern and
contemporary art by local artists away from the national collection of paintings and
sculptures up to the 1960s.
Malta’s twentieth century largely unwritten art history, particularly during the period
under review, is unequivocally aligned to Italian art historical narratives, particularly
‘seicento’ art, then being rethought as a logical conclusion of the Renaissance.
These narratives would have rethought what had been perceived to be a decadent
artistic production albeit historical into a significantly relevant style. They were also
assimilated within Maltese art history as prevalently historical and did not engage
with formal qualities as Italian art historians of the time sought to explore. This
realignment was in addition and by default also political and no efforts were spared
to maximise on this. The fact that the Anglophile art historical narrative did not
acknowledge this extensive rethinking of ‘Seicento’ art also underpinned the
perceived political character of these developments, particularly pressing within the
context of colonial politics.
The type of art history that would have informed the collections development
practices of the national collection of paintings and sculptures certainly had much of
the qualities of kunstgeographie, a geography of art which looks specifically at place
and time. The geography also extended to mainland Italy which would have suited
the purpose of colonial politics and Italophile narratives but remained aloof from the
latest contemporary art developments showcased in Italy throughout the period
under review.
The Maltese case study of kunstgeographie is also characterised by the liminal
frontier. The spatial linkage between art and its corresponding politico-historical
characteristic shaped and defined a distinct art historical narrative which is
oftentimes caught between the frontier regulatory structures and its inherent
liminality. There are precedents and parallelisms to the Maltese micro culture
ecology which is here under review. An Italophile art history for Dalmatia, then
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claimed by the Kingdom of Italy, was written by Italian scholar Adolfo Venturi and the
political claims to Bohemia which Czech and Austro-German art historians have
supported through their writings are two historic examples dating from the inter-war
period. 241 These are far from isolated circumstances. The most recent debate
concerns Eastern European states gaining political autonomy and independence
after the fall of the Soviet Union. Estonia, in particular, has been actively promoting
a new history of Estonian art which seeks to extract its narrative from that promoted
by the Soviet Union and the Baltic States in general broadly follow suit. 242 Estonia is
particularly interesting in that it spearheaded a process of identity construction
through the re-scripting of art history, determining the artists shaping the canon and
their connections with European art history, at the same time as Malta. 243 Art has
also been understood as a valuable historical source and as a relic of the past.244 In
the case of specific territories, such us the Netherlands, the historical significance of
art has been, in part, attributed to the major role of art in Dutch history and the
importance of history to the origins of the Dutch nation given the claim to self-rule
derived from the interpretation of historical events. 245 It is however difficult to
compare the Maltese case study with other territories within the Commonwealth
such as New Zealand.246
In the case of Malta, kunstgeographie would have asserted the relevance and
significance of the frontier, beyond the westernised model of art history which would
have completely eliminated the liminal connections with the southern Mediterranean
region. There are, nonetheless, interesting connections with the ‘other’ and which
concern the ways and means how Islamic art has been studied and understood. 247
Islamic art does not distinguish between the secular and the sacred. This lack of
distinction, which is the hallmark of the Renaissance and the westernised model of
art history in general, is certainly the case with the overtly historical narrative of
Maltese art history guiding collections development practices, this being also in part
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due to the dominant role of the Maltese Catholic church in politics and culture. The
second concerns the hybrid character of Islamic art which encompasses a mixture
of cultures, styles and aesthetic notions with no attempt at streamlining. These two
characteristics can also be traced in the case of Malta, although the mixture of
cultures and styles is processed in response to the frontier characteristics and the
distinction from the other. Acknowledging the yardsticks of particular artistic centres
of production and by consequence, ignoring Malta’s liminal frontier characteristics,
holds the risk of creating artificial narratives of art history. Van Gennep’s arguments,
that the only remaining social distinction in modern society is the one between
sacred and profane, do not hold for the Maltese case study.
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CHAPTER 5

Maltese Histories as Twentieth-Century Hagiography
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The central focus in this chapter concerns the elements and characteristics of the
history that inspires the development of the Maltese national collection of paintings
and sculptures throughout the twentieth century. I shall focus on the historic context
within which art historical narratives are grounded and how these are manifest and
understood within a liminal context, review how these are developed and discuss
how these impact the development of the national collection of paintings and
sculptures.
Select coded data includes texts and historical contributions in general
systematically reviewed, along with visuals that serve the purpose of highlighting
trends across media. Given the high intensity in liminality during the inter-war
period, during which time the national collection of paintings and sculptures was
established and developed, this chapter lays emphasis on this period. This is
characterised by a transition from a strong Italophile liminal frontier, kept in check by
Malta’s political status as a British crown colony, to a major shift towards the
Anglophile nonetheless held down by the sacredness of history.
This chapter also considers how and in what ways the building blocks of such
histories can acquire the character of myth and legend generally associated with
national narratives. In the case of Malta, I consider these myths as the building
blocks of a very specific hagiography, made necessary by liminal qualities of Malta’s
frontier status. The term hagiography is derived from religious studies, used to
describe the lives of Christian saints that is often a mix of fact and fiction in
response to a sacred identity often implying a lack of authenticity. Indeed, as a
genre it is generally associated with the untrue, beyond historical accuracy and the
implicitly devotional in response to religious zeal. 248 Hagiography is also recognised
as similar to a literary genre with a moralising objective often overriding the need for
historical accuracy and in response to a moralising trait. The common ground which
exists between varied hagiographic texts also suggests a specific typology of
sanctity supporting the moral and didactic purpose of hagiography. The use of the
term hagiography has a context in the dialectic between religion and nationalism.
The strong affinities between a nation and religious ideology is covered by an
extensive bibliography which can be traced to Rousseau’s religion of the citizen
which ‘has its dogmas and rituals, its external cult prescribed by law ...’. 249
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The religious connotation of the word hagiography, and its adoption to describe
narratives informing or emerging from a national collection of paintings and
sculptures, has a context in the literature covering the dialectic between the nationstate and religion. Benedict Anderson refers to religious communities as one of
three stages character defined by communal self-determination. 250 He rightly claims
that nationalism cannot be understood by aligning it to ‘self-consciously held
political ideologies’ but instead, compares well to the large cultural systems that
preceded it, one of which is rightly recognised to be the religious community.
Anderson also recalls Durkheim’s reflexive, political and civil religion of things
‘purely secular in nature’ subsequently transformed ‘by public opinion into sacred
things’, a religion with its ‘dogmas, altars and feasts.’251 Durkheim’s claims, and
Anderson too, suggest that collective social identities can be conceptualised as
religion, including creeds and commitments.252 The religious aura of nation states,
which implies obedience and devotion by its members, undoubtedly requires
fictional narratives to sustain the central role played by the image of a nation in
creating national realty.253 Carlton Heyes’ Essays on Nationalism (1926) suggest
that nationalism mobilises a ‘deep and compelling emotion’ that is also ‘essentially
religious’. 254
Kedourie builds further on Anderson’s arguments and looks closely at powerful and
implicit citations of traditional religious forms. He claims that history and religion can
be a powerful tool for the mobilisation and manipulation of the masses which, when
harnessed by elites, can address collective emotions generally associated with
traditional religion.255 His statement is indeed clear ‘... nationalism is the religion of
history sacralising the authentic past of the community in its ancestral homeland.’ 256
In spite of this, Smith considers Kedourie’s version of nationalism a ‘secular,
modern, and invented European ideology.’ 257 His reading of nationalism is a more
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refined and sophisticated religion of the people, in both a substantive and functional
sense, with national heroes and leaders acknowledged as the equivalent of
prophets and saints. Smith acknowledges that religion, along with its beliefs and
practices, both shapes and inspires nationalisms. Counter arguments to Anderson
and Kedourie were presented by Hamilakis and Yalouri who argue in favour of the
incorporation of religious ideological and cultural elements.258 This secular religion
of Hellenism, grounded in antiquity, has a direct connection with Greek Orthodoxy
from which it also draws a measure of authority.
A distinctive religious form of nationalism, almost Freudian by comparison, has been
proposed by Friedland. He defines nationalism as ‘a state-centered form of
collective subject formation’ and ‘a program for the co-constitution of the state and
the territorially bounded population in whose name it speaks’; and as ‘a set of
discursive practices by which the territorial identity of a state and the cultural identity
of the people whose collective representation it claims are constituted as a singular
fact’. 259 For Friedland, religious nationalism is an institutional project.
The relationship between religion and nationalism is indeed and nonetheless
complex. Barbara-Ann Reiffer’s review of the topic and Rogers Brubaker’s four
approaches to the topic review the extensive literature on the subject. 260 Rieffer, in
particular, does point out that religion influences on the development of a nation can
have a negative impact including authoritarian governments. It must be said
however, that Reiffer’s definition of religious nationalism is rather within the strict
sense of the word, rather than in the substantive and functional sense.
Maltese Nationalism in Context
The literature reviewed provides the background for a better understanding of
Maltese nationalism and its roots in religion, specifically Catholicism. How the
Catholic church regulated and to a certain extent still regulates the cultural calendar,
its overpowering political influence particularly during the period under review as
well as its presence in practically all aspect of Maltese twentieth century social life
stand for a powerful connection between the two. Indeed, rather than being
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grounded in religious systems that precede it, as generally argued by Anderson and
Smith, Maltese nationalism can perhaps be proposed as a form of Catholic
secularism, akin to the secular religion of Hellenism proposed by Hamilakis and
Yalouri. The impact and measure of influence of Catholicism on Maltese nationalism
may also be comparable to the impact of Protestantism on English nationalism or
Catholicism on Polish nationalism, amongst other European examples. In 1940, on
the eve of World War Two, Hans Kohn described English nationalism as religious,
political and social at the same time given its context in the Tudor reformation. 261
German nationalism, as discussed by Hartmut Lehmann, is described as a
secularisation process of the religious going back to Martin Luther’s 1520 ‘To the
Christian Nobility of the German Nation.’ 262 With regards to Polish nationalism,
Genevieve Zubrzycki builds her arguments on Martin Riesebrodt’s distinction
between religion or religiousness and religious tradition claiming that it is oftentimes
difficult to extrapolate religious acts from political ones. Zubrzycki describes Poland
as a place where national identity has been historically constructed through
religious tradition and institutions. 263 A greater symbiosis between religion and
nation is proposed by Lucian Leustean in the case of the Balkans where the
relationship between church and state is guided by the concept of symphonia which
draws from the Byzantine tradition of a universal Christian society ruled by an
emperor yet spiritually guided by the church. 264 The distinction between the two is
often blurred with religious leaders having political roles and political leaders
influencing the church’s policies. This is also particularly the case of Malta.
Studies on the dialectic between Maltese nationalism and Catholicism have so far
concentrated on church-state relationships particularly during period under review.
Historian Henry Frendo covered this aspect extensively in his research. Frendo’s
definition of Maltese religion stretches beyond the mere spiritual to include those
social functions, outlook on life and ‘extramental’ reality that have long influenced
and characterised the inhabitants’ lifestyle.265 Frendo rightly claims that the church

Hans Kohn (1940). ‘The Genesis and Character of English Nationalism. Journal of the History of
Ideas. 1(1). pp. 69 - 94.
261

262

Hartmut Lehmann (1982). ‘Pietism and Nationalism: The Relationship between Protestant
Revivalism and National Renewal in Nineteenth - Century Germany’. Church History. 51 (1). pp. 39 53.
Genevieve Zubrzycki (2012). ‘Religion, Religious Tradition, and Nationalism: Jewish Revival in
Poland and “Religious
Heritage” in Quebec.’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 51 (3). pp. 442 - 455.
263

Lucian N. Leustean (2008). Orthodoxy and political myths in Balkan national identities. National
Identities. 10 (4). pp. 421 - 432.
264

Henry Frendo (2009). ‘The Influence of Religion on Maltese Society: Past and Present’. M. Farrugia
(Ed.). Hide and Seek: Reflections on Faith and Culture in Dialogue. MKSU/APS Bank.
265

111

in Malta has been traditionally very close to the seats of power, economic and
political. He also notes the use of religious phrasing for political motives and mass
communication including such adjectives as ‘veri nsara’ [true Christians] and ‘glieda
qaddisa’ [literally, holy war] which suggest a strong overlap between religion and
politics. Churches still dominate the skyline of Malta’ towns and villages and the
religious calendar still regulates most people’s social and communal obligations.
Frendo’s latest publication, ‘Europe and Empire: Culture, Politics and Identity in
Malta and the Mediterranean - 1912-1946 (Midsea Books, 2012) also delves into
the subject on the same lines as his previous contributions and reviews churchstate relationships within which the dialectic between Maltese nationalism and
religion are grounded.
Twentieth century Malta nonetheless falls short of adopting a religious kind of
nationalism even if the institutions and the regulation of authority are comparable to
the institutional structure of the Catholic Church. Indeed, it cannot be compared to a
confessional state where organised religious belief, its institutions and the
establishment are one and the same thing with the establishment.
Malta’s Island-fortress Identity
Malta’s twentieth-century hagiographic narratives are prevalently informed by
Malta’s island-fortress identity. The islands had been frontier territory to the
advancing Ottoman Empire for centuries, particularly during the times of the Order
of St John of Jerusalem. This military and hospitallier chivalric order, ruling Malta
between 1530 and 1798, had effectively transformed the outpost island into a
powerful fortress. The frontier has been understood to be a place under threat, in
need of standing armies and a strictly imposed reactionary political framework
promoting otherness.266 Malta was such a territory on the European frontier
particularly during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when the Ottoman
Empire had a dominant presence in the Mediterranean. 267 Military installations were
an ever-pressing necessity and no expenses were spared to keep the island’s
military installations ready to repel potential attacks, and symbols of chivalry,
including heraldic escutcheons, clearly promoted allegiances and authority. This
historic narrative was endorsed by British Colonial authorities as from the early
nineteenth century when Malta became an outpost of the British Empire gaining
much more importance with the effective takeover of the Suez Canal in 1882.
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Two major events define Malta’s island-fortress identity. The Great Siege of 1565, a
four month long onslaught by a powerful Ottoman force which the knights and the
islanders resisted heroically and stood for the deed to emulate and celebrate. That
was the event which recognised Malta as the bulwark of Europe (Propugnaculum
Europae) and imagery, particularly maps, celebrated this heroic legacy. 268 The
Second Siege of Malta during World War Two concerned heavy and consistent
bombing by Axis forces commencing in June 1940 with the declaration of war by the
Kingdom of Italy against Great Britain and France, as Malta became allied frontier
theory. World War Two gave Malta a frontier status similar to that of the times of the
Order of St John of Jerusalem albeit not as protracted. This second frontier status
was telescoped and condensed into a brief historic time-frame during which time
both coloniser and colonised had to fight a common enemy. Absolute dedication to
the British cause was then considered a fundamental necessity and the values
which had stood for the frontier during the times of the Order of St John were now
evoked in the collective subconscious.
The hagiographic qualities of the narrative of the Great Siege were nonetheless
acknowledged primarily for two reasons. The Ottoman perspective was relatively
unknown and one of the first of such accounts was to be published as late as 1998
and the known narrative understood more in terms of a ‘morality play’.269 Somehow,
this established narrative was understood to be tainted
‘... it is due to the passing of so many years, influenced by growing national pride
which made the Maltese blow-up this event out of its true historical proportions. The
Siege was a comparatively minor event ... just one link in an imposing chain of
historical events some of which have been brought to light by modern research
workers.’ 270
The hagiographic reading of the Great Siege throughout the twentieth century has
its context in the relative lack of ‘a comprehensive and altogether account of the
past’ noted by contemporary scholarship.271
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The recognised narratives of the Great Siege of 1565 and the World War Two Siege
of Malta share interesting similarities. 272 The relief force sent by the Spanish Viceroy
in Sicily to assist the knights at the eleventh hour in 1565 has its counterpart in
Operation Pedestal which delivered the crucial supply of fuel for the war effort on
SS Ohio and five other merchant ships which successfully sailed through the Axis
blockade of the island-fortress. Operation Pedestal is also recognised as the event
which turned the tide of the siege much as the relief force from Sicily helped liberate
the islands from the Ottoman invaders albeit the threat continued unabated.
In 1927, shortly after the founding of the Fine Arts Section, the then Maltese colonial
government under the first self-government constitution granted to the islandfortress in 1921 commissioned a monument commemorating the Fallen in the Great
Siege of 1565 known as the Great Siege Monument, also referred to as the
‘monumento nazionale’ (National Monument). The project was commissioned to the
Maltese sculptor, then director of the British Academy in Rome and later director of
the Fine Arts Section Antonio Sciortino (1879-1947).273 Sciortino’s monument
features three allegorical figures. A central male figure representing Courage stands
tall behind his shield, bare-chested, dressed in a stylised helmet and wearing
armour only from the waist down. Two female complementing allegories, Religion
and Civilisation, stand one on each side. To his left, Religion holds the papal tiara in
her hand and, to the right, Civilization holds a crowned portrait bust representing
Liberty.
The Monument to the Fallen of the Great Siege of 1565 soon acquired the trappings
of a national shrine where patriotic speeches took place, including those in Italian,
which were anything but favourable to the British colonial authorities. 274 In spite of
this, the British authorities acknowledged the values for which this monument stood
and wreath laying ceremonies were recognised as a token of admiration to the
heroism of the Maltese forebears. 275 As from its inauguration, the monument
became the focus of national identity and venue for celebrating Malta’s national day,
then celebrated on 8 September in commemoration of victory at the Great Siege of
1565 which historically coincided with the Catholic festivities of the nativity of the
Virgin Mary. The 8 September was later rethought to also stand for Allied victory in
the Mediterranean and both began to be jointly commemorated every year in front
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of Sciortino’s monument. In 1943, Malta was awarded the George cross ‘to bear
witness to a heroism and devotion that will long be famous in history.’276 From that
point in time, the Great Siege of 1565 and the Siege of Malta during World War Two
are consequently woven into one narrative of identity and the symbols that stood for
either are also jointly promoted. The twinning of the George Cross with the eightpointed cross is consistently featured on stamps and the state gift presented by
Great Britain to the Maltese people on Independence in 1964 is also a combination
of the two. The intended twinning of these two icons, which the Independence gift of
the United Kingdom to Malta physically fused into one, stands for a historic interface
between identity narratives, which Said refers to
‘ …the power to narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and emerging is
very important to culture and imperialism and constitutes one of the main
connections between them’.

277

Britishness and the Order of St John
The historic connections between the Order of St John and the United Kingdom
mainly concern the English Langue, one of the eight Langues of the Order of St
John, which was eventually suppressed during the Protestant reformation and
reactivated for brief spells by successive monarchs.278 The Most Venerable Order of
the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem constituted by Royal Charter in 1888 claims to
be the direct descendant of the historic Langue. 279 Indeed, the revived interest in
crusading activity is also inspired by a manifest Victorian interest in chivalry and
knighthood which are mostly manifest in the literature of the period. Attempts at
reviving the crusading ideals origionally inspired the revival of the English Langue in
1827, in response to the need of supporting Greek efforts during the war of
independence against the Turks. The head of this revamped institution was the
British monarch and the former ancient Priory of Clerkenwell its seat. The Venerable
Order was also closely connected to the British monarchy (Plates 25, 26).
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!
Plates 25: Portrait by Maltese artist Edward Caruana Dingli featuring King George V in the regalia of the
Order of St John in the British realm
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!
Plates 26: Portrait by Maltese artists Edward Caruana Dingli featuring King Edward VIII in the regalia of the
Order of St John in the British realm

The context for the reinstatement of this, by then, defunct Langue or institution was
a renewed interest in crusading ideals, then also manifest in the literature of the
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time such as Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819) and The Talisman (1825) which together
with more specifically crusade-inspired literature such as de Chateaubriand’s
Itinéraire de Paris à Jerusalem (1811), were very popular and widely read. 280 Scott’s
novels were also recognised as defining episodes in the emergence of English
nationalism.281 Connections between English crusading ideals and British military
exploits leading to the 1922 British mandate in Palestine have also been identified.
Field Marshal General Allenby’s advance on Jerusalem during World War One in
late 1917 might have been understood as the embodiment of crusading-inspired
fiction. British soldiers entered the city on foot visiting the churches of Jerusalem
and Bethlehem ‘much like the days of the Old Crusaders’ and connections between
commanders and knights who fought in the wars of the crusades were underpinned
within the remit of English nationalism and the crusading story (Plate 27). The
London Times of 23 March 1918 published a description of the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre and the tombstone ‘underneath which the Anglo-Norman knight Sir Philip
Daubigny has lain undisturbed for nearly seven centuries waiting for the English to
come again’. 282

!
Plate 27: General Allenby enters Jerusalem on foot out of respect for the Holy City

General Edmund Allenby’s military exploits in Palestine were later to inspire Vivian
Gilbert’s The Romance of the Last Crusade – With Allenby to Jerusalem (1923).
The book cross-references biblical narrative and crusading history with General
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Allenby’s campaign described as one of two successful crusades ‘organised and
equipped to free the holy city’, the second and earlier one being the one led by
Godfrey of Bouillon in 1066. 283 Troops are described as using bibles as guidebooks
to Palestine and references to Richard the Lion Heart, the English Crusader king,
are referenced to the burial place of St George, patron Saint of England. The
analogy is taken further with ‘King George’s men’ described as attending services
‘in their own church of St George’ outside the Damascus Gate of Jerusalem. 284
Other books on the same subject, published after World War One also include
Khaki Crusaders (1919), The Modern Crusaders (1920) and The Last Crusade
(1920), all connecting English nationalism to the crusading ideal. The same spirit
was also caught in visual form. A contemporary cartoon published on Punch
Magazine featured King Richard looking down on the holy city and captioned ‘My
dream came true’. Crusading ideals were often cited as an ambition driving a
military campaign and were not exclusive to the connections between Britain and its
mandate in Palestine. Both World Wars, as much as the Crimean War (1853-1856)
before, were acknowledged as crusades in speeches by British Prime Minister Lloyd
George, poems by F.W. Orde and General Eisenhower’s accounts of the European
campaign.285 Three cartoons published by Punch Magazine during World War Two
evoke the crusading spirit as juxtaposed with the deeds of St George (Plates 28,
29).
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Plates 28, 29: (Left to right) cartoons entitled Salute to Malta (1942) and The New Sword (1942)
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The connection between General Allenby’s military exploits and the Venerable
Order concern the essence of what the restored institution stood for. A revival of the
crusading ideals had been promoted by Sir William Hillary, one of the founding
members of the Order of St John within the British Realm, in his Suggestions for the
Christian reoccupation of the Holy Land as a Sovereign State by the Order of St
John of Jerusalem (1841) which mooted the idea of a protectorate, with particular
reference to the Old City of Acre, to secure this territory in ‘Christian hands and
restore the order of St John to its original splendour’.286 Indeed, Hillary had
envisaged a Christian reoccupation of Palestine, led by the Order of Malta then in in
disarray following the loss of Malta a few decades earlier in 1798.287 General
Allenby was also a Knight of Justice of the Order of St John within the revived
English langue and Venerable Order. Other members of the Order had also taken
part in the Palestinian campaign including the Grand Prior, Field Marshall H.R.H.
The Duke of Connaught, also described for his bravery in battle (Plates 30, 31).

Plates 30, 31: Portraits of H.R.H. the Duke of Connaught by Maltese artist Edward Caruana Dingli as Grand
Prior of England and an identical version as member of the Order of the Garter, Museum of the Order of St
John, Clerkenwell, London
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The British colonial administration might have also had other public officers that
were members of the Venerable Order. Sir Harry Luke, Lieutenant Governor to
Malta (1930-1938), had served in Palestine and Cyprus and his portraits show him
wearing the paraphernalia of the Venerable Order. Sir Harry Luke had previously
served in Palestine and Cyprus, both territories with a crusading history, about
which he also wrote books published before his posting to Malta. 288
Luke’s knowledge of Palestine, and connections with the Order of St John, would
have been the backdrop for his friendship with the Secretary for the Colonies
William Ormsby Gore (1936-1938), a staunch supporter of the Zionist movement
who had also served in Palestine. Ormsby Gore sat on various museum
management boards and administration committees and an author of at least three
art books.289 Luke and Ormsby Gore had travelled the Mediterranean together as
university undergraduates and Luke, probably also supported by Ormsby Gore, had
unsuccessfully pitched for the governorship of Cyprus (Plate 32).290
The Venerable Order was also brought back to life in response to Victorian interest
in knighthood and chivalry, claimed to have the same origins as the Sovrano Militare
Ordine di Malta based in Via Condotti, Rome. None officially recognised the other
until 1963 yet both draw from the same historic narrative as either looks back at a
select past to legitimise authority. 291 Two distinct narratives have been identified
namely, the crusading ideal and Englishness. Indeed, the British mandate in
Palestine provided the historic context for the Venerable Order to set up hospitals
and provide medical services, legitimising their identity by laying claim to the history
of the Order of St John. For Malta and the island-fortress paradigm, the English
connections were few but nonetheless acquiring a hagiographic quality.
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Plate 32: Portrait of Sir Harry Luke wearing the paraphernalia of the Langue of England in the British realm

The strongest connection was Sir Oliver Starkey, the Latin secretary to
Grandmaster and hero of the Great Siege Jean de Valette ‘who also lies in the crypt
with his chief, the only person not a Grandmaster to whom this honour was
granted.’292 Another English connection is Sir Nicholas Upton, the head of the
English Langue in Malta and responsible for the coastal defences during the early
years of the Order of St John in Malta after being ceded the islands by Charles V of
Spain in 1530.
Marble plaques were set up to commemorate both Upton and Starkey. Starkey’s
plaque was placed in the crypt of the Grandmasters at St John’s Co-Cathedral in
the second half of the nineteenth century, to read that he had written the epitaph on
Grandmaster de Valette’s sarcophagus only to be erroneously identified as marking
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his resting place. 293 In 1936, a second marble plaque was placed on the main
facade of Starkey’s house in Valletta and includes a reference to his previous
dwelling in Vittoriosa where a third marble plaque placed on the site of the Auberge
d’Angleterre also refers to Starkey (Plates 33, 34).294

!
Plate 33, 34: (left) Marble plaque placed on the main façade of Auberge d’Angleterre at Vittoriosa and (right)
streetscape and the site of the Auberge d’Angleterre

Sir Nicholas Upton’s marble plaque was placed close to the Collegiate Church of St
Lawrence in Vittoriosa, previously the Conventual Church of the Order of St John
until the 1570s. These marble plaques, all in English, were part of a greater number
Giovanni Bonello (2002). ‘Sir Oliver Starkey: Paragon and Victim’. Giovanni Bonello (Ed.) Histories
of Malta: Versions and Diversions. 3. Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti. pp. 42-53.
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placed in Vittoriosa and Valletta to commemorate historic sites and events
predominantly related to the knights of St John and the Great Siege (Plates 35, 36).
The site of the post of Castille during the Great Siege of 1565 was meticulously
described on the surviving marble plaque ‘this bastion was stormed by the Turks in
the Great Siege of 1565. They were expelled by a counter-attack, during which
Grandmaster De Valette was wounded whist at the head of his troops.’ Sites with an
English connection, such as the Church of St George in Vittoriosa demolished in
1833, also received a marble plaque, along with prominent English personalities
with a Maltese connection including Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lord Byron and Sir
Walter Scott, all of whom visited Malta for a short span of time.

!
Plates35, 36: (top) Marble plaque commemorating Sir Nicholas Upton and (bottom) the streetscape and the
site of the marble plaque
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Sir Adrian Fortesque, the English knight beheaded by King Henry VIII on Tower Hill
for refusing to deny the Pope’s authority, would have been a more sensitive
connection (Plate 37).

Plate 37: Print of the Knight of Malta Adrian Fortesque

Fortesque is noted as a hero of the Order of St John in the history of the langue of
England, in spite of his prevalently Catholic connections. Images of Fortesque
mostly intended for English speaking audiences are published in Malta, inspired by
Mattia Preti’s painting of the knight in the Oratory of St John’s Co-Cathedral and his
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deeds also acknowledged in the Catholic narrative of the Order of St John promoted
by Maltese Italophiles in their research and publications. 295
Fortesque would have been an English connection within both hagiographic
narratives, including the crusades-inspired Anglophile version and the Catholic-Latin
counterpart. The British would have acknowledged a Catholic martyr within their
ranks, particularly after the coming into force of the Roman Catholic Relief Act
(1829), whose Catholic credo would have been positively underpinned by the
Rome-based Order of St John and Maltese Italophiles as anti-Protestant and, by
consequence, anti-British.
The interest in the suppressed English Langue, possibly confused with the
Venerable Order in the British realm continues well beyond Malta’s Independence in
1964. The 1970 Council of Europe exhibition also included a special section
featuring the seals of the Priors of England and other loans brought over to Malta
from Clerkenwell.296
Italianità and the Order of St John
The backdrop to the Italian hagiographic identity of the Order of St John was
provided by Guido Puccio, educator, journalist and writer, in his Il Conflitto Anglo
Maltese (1932). 297 Puccio states that the Maltese were politically British, but had a
decidedly Italian ethnography, ethnicity, history and culture besides a spirituality
which they embraced thanks to their use of the Italian language. This is, indeed, a
powerful statement, mostly buttressed by the language question in theory over by
the mid-1930s. Frendo also describes it as ‘an attempt to keep the candle burning
but there was no raging bonfire and little if any militant irredentism.’298 Irredentist
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claims are also discussed by Deborah Paci in comparison to Corsica.299 In both
cases, language was singled out as the identity construct to suppress and both
territories were subject to pro-Italian propaganda with very similar outcomes. The
vehicle through which Italianità was promoted in Malta was the Istituto Italiano di
Cultura established in Valletta in 1932 and closed down by the British colonial
authorities in July 1936. 300 The Institute’s events were part of a cultural programme
promoting Italianità which were also well attended by local elites. 301
Italian culture and civilisation in Malta were recognised to be a centuries-old legacy
and, thanks to the Order of St John, the island could achieve culture and artistic
emancipation. Puccio claims that Malta’s Italianità was geographic, with particular
reference to the shallow reef connecting Malta to Sicily, racial, linguistic and vested
in a shared religious credo.302 The Italian artists Caravaggio and Preti are also
singled out as two major exponents. 303 The former is further singled out as having
been brought to Malta by Italian knights. 304 Puccio also claims that St John’ CoCathedral, the former conventual church of the Order of St John, showcased
paintings that were almost entirely the work of Italian artists and the funerary
monuments of the two Italian Grandmasters, Gregorio Carafa (1680-1690) and
Marc’Antonio Zondadari (1720-1722) were singled out for their magnificent
bronzes. 305 The dominion of the seas by the Order’s fleet, whose admiral was
always Italian, was the Order’s key mission also aptly depicted by Preti on the
internal facade of St John’s Co-Cathedral.306
The Order of St John was essentially a Western European construct, including
French, Spanish, German and English knights coming from kingdoms and territories
of Medieval Europe. Italy, only unified in 1870, would nonetheless claim the Order of
St John as Italian ‘to be as much a part of Italy’s heritage in the Aegean as were the
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Genoese and the Venetians.’307 In 1930, the review of an exhibition on the Order of
St John in Paris was heavily criticised for the lack of references to the dominant role
of the Italian Langue in both Malta and Rhodes. 308 The review suggested an
exhibition as a form of redress to underpin the significant memory of an institution
with an overtly Italian identity. 309 The title of Bailiff of the Order of St John bestowed
on Benito Mussolini carries overtly political connotations when read in this context
(Plates 38, 39).

Plates 38, 39: Benito Mussolini as Bailiff of the Order of St John and detail

This narrative, as grounded in the history and heritage of the Order of St John,
would have indirectly buttressed Italian ambitions in the Mediterranean
acknowledged to be Italian (Mare nostrum). The historic justification was found in
the Roman Empire during which time, and only at this point in time, the
Mediterranean was one entity. Mussolini had been drawn to ancient Rome for his
model of nationalistic and imperial claims by 1932, by which time the urban
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landscape of Rome was being rethought and shaped to portray Rome as the sacred
centre of a new universal political religion. 310 This narrative would have been
certainly well consolidated by 1938, when a series of restoration projects, including
the reconstruction of the Ara Pacis and the Mausoleum of Augustus, complemented
the Mostra Augustea della Romanità, an eight month long exhibition of
reproductions created to represent ancient Rome. 311 Copies of artefacts in the Malta
national collection also featured in this exhibition. 312
How Italian connections with the Order of St John were understood and interpreted
during the inter-war period is prevalently manifest in Italian-held Mediterranean
territories. These include the Dodecanese islands, held by the Order of St John
between 1309 and 1522, and Tripoli, granted in fief by Charles V, together with
Malta, in 1530, to be lost to the Ottomans twenty one years later in 1551. The
Italians had taken possession of the Dodecanese in 1912, and subsequently
recognised as ‘legitimate’ colonisers by the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, only to be
integrated with Greece in 1947. Tripoli had been conquered by the Italians in 1912
during the initial phase of the Italo-Turkish War to be later conquered by Allied
forces in 1943 during World War Two. As from 1934, Tripoli also became the capital
of Libya following the merger of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica.
(i) The Dodecanese Islands then known as Le Isole Italiane nell’Egeo
Nicholas Doumanis’ Myth and Memory in the Mediterranean – remembering
Fascism’s Empire (1997) provides a broad overview of how the Italians kept
irredentist claims, this time originating from Greece, under check and how
hagiographic narratives were construed to suit colonial purposes. Doumanis
underpins the relevance of counter-memories in a bid to contextualise the strict
patriotic principles guiding Greek historians writing on the Italian occupation.313
The Italian colonial authorities sought to promote a hagiographic narrative which
assiduously promoted an almost continuous Italian influence in the Dodecaniese
Islands since Roman times, in a bid to establish continuity with the past. The historic
310
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connections with the Order of St John bridged with those of Imperial Rome to
provide a continuity that is usurped by the Ottoman Turks in 1522 before being
restored by the Kingdom of Italy in the twentieth century. 314 In their quest for
continuity, the Italian colonial discourse relegated the Ottoman period to an
irrelevant historic interlude. The term ‘Venetico’ became a key descriptor for the
architecture of the times of the Order of St John, 315 perhaps the outcome of the
bridged connection between the Order of St John and the Italian maritime republics,
and most of the medieval town of Rhodes, including the Grandmaster’s Palace was
virtually rebuilt after the historic citadel was cleared of Ottoman period architecture
to be rethought in line with medieval European ideals.316
The Italian colonial authorities also established an archaeological mission. Italian
enthusiasm for local antiquities, to which the regime paid great attention, was
consistently manipulated as new findings were meant to confirm historical
connections and a continuity of influence with Italy. 317 Findings and discoveries were
published in a scholarly archaeological journal and a classical museum was
subsequently set up in the Old Hospitallier Infirmary in Rhodes once restored. 318
The image below shows the main courtyard of the former Grandmaster’s Palace as
rebuilt between 1937 and 1940 by Italian architect Vittorio Mesturino also featuring
statues from classical antiquity prominently displayed within the main courtyard
(Plate 40).
In both Malta and Rhodes, the history of the Order of St John was the context for an
Italophile hagiographic narrative to develop albeit used diametrically opposite in
Malta. In the case of Rhodes, the loss of heritage made reconstruction necessary
and the claims to continuity between classical antiquity and the times of the knights
of the Order of St John could not claim the Baroque artistic heritage of the
seventeenth and eighteenth century which Malta held instead. The broader cultural
context of the Italian Dodecanese is however similar to Malta. Both Malta and the
Dodecanese were strategic territories and the island of Leros, where the Italians
had one of their key naval bases, was often described by locals as ’Malta of the
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Aegean’. 319 Religion and language are also identity constructs which the colonisers
engage with, much like in the case of Malta. In 1934, attempts at establishing an
autonomous patriarchy from the Patriarchate in Constantinople were swiftly labelled
as a conspiracy and suspiciously noted as efforts to convert the Dodecanese
islands to Catholicism. 320

Plate 40: View of the main courtyard of the Grandmasters Palace in Rhodes reconstructed by the Italian
colonial authorities

Much like the case of the Italian language in Malta, the colonial authorities of the
Dodecanese islands also embarked on initiatives to suppress the Greek language .
This is considered by Doumanis as the most sinister feature of Italian occupation. 321
Indeed, and much like Malta, the Dodecanese is yet another case of colonial and
anti-colonial counter-narratives albeit the latter concern a strong Hellenic identity, 322
and a much much stronger counter-narrative than Malta ever experienced. As in the
case of intra-European colonialism, Europe was, for the Italian Dodecanese islands,
a symbol of high culture in comparison to what Turkey stood for, and the
identification of Greece with an idealised Western Europe served as a generic
model for the nation’s cultural development. 323
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(ii) Tripolitania
Tripoli, the capital city of modern Libya since 1934, is the second Mediterranean
possession with an Italophile narrative bridging with Malta and the Order of St John.
Within the context of colonial discourse, as in the case of the Dodecanese,
connections were rethought into historical narrative bridging coloniser and colonised
and the Italophile colonial discourse sought to bridge with a shared historic past,
particularly Imperial Rome. Public manifestations such as the Tripoli trade fair drew
heavily from this narrative intended akin to a solemn declaration of the return of
Italian possessions to Rome.324 The triumphal arch commemorating Marcus
Aurelius in Tripoli, constructed circa 165 AD, is one of the very few surviving
monuments from the period. The Italian colonial authorities would rightly consider
this monument as highly significant, duly restored and its environs cleared, including
removing housing considered to be accretions, in response to a longed-for national
decorum, apart from artistic reasons.325
The connection between the Order of St John and Tripoli was indeed weak and
short-lived. The Castle of Tripoli, known as Assai El Hamra [Red Castle], would
have been the only historic monument with connections to the twenty year presence
of the Order of St John albeit heavily remodelled during the Ottoman period. This
historic period is nonetheless underpinned in late April 1939 with the visit of
Grandmaster Chigi della Rovere Albani to Tripoli then heading a delegation of the
Order. The Grandmaster was met by the Governor of Tripoli, Italian Air Force
Marshal Italo Balbo, also a Knight Grand Cross of the Order of St John, who
inaugurated a commemorative plaque in Tripoli castle to honour the ‘ancient deeds
of the chivalric Order’ and later attended the consecration of a new church
dedicated to St John the Baptist ‘of the Knights’ (Plate 41, 42). 326
Shortly after Chigi Della Rovere Abani’s visit to Tripoli, and the welcome reserved
for him akin to any other head of state, he stopped briefly in Malta for a private visit
and also made contact with the then Chief Justice Sir Arturo Mercieca, known to the
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Plates 41, 42: The Grandmaster of the Order of St John, Fra Ludovico Chigi Albani della Rovere, arriving in
Tripoli Harbour accompanied by the Magistral Grand Cross Knight of Malta and Italian Governor Airforce
Marshall Italo Balbo
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British colonial authorities as a staunch Italofile. 327 This private visit might suggest
that the Grandmaster’s official visit to Tripoli would have been known in Malta.
Whether this was also understood within the context of Italian Mediterranean
colonial politics would require further research to articulate in a more systematic
way. A public lecture, held by Ettore Rossi at the Aula Magna of the University of
Malta in January 1924, nonetheless underpins the Italian colonial narrative,
identified in the flag of the House of Savoy hoisted high on the sixteenth century
gate of the Castle at Tripoli, then recently rebuilt to designs by Italian architect
Armando Brasini and inspired by Malta’s monuments. 328
The historic and architectural connection is clearly focused at bridging with the
Order of St John and its legacy in Malta albeit the lecture as published also quotes
the preceding Roman, Byzantine, Norman and Genoese periods, even if the latter
add up to only a few days followed by a Siculo-Spanish period interrupted by an
Ottoman dominion. This colonial narrative proves to be, yet again, hagiographic.
Early twentieth century Tripoli, a Phoenician foundation, was an Ottoman city and
almost all traces of the Arab period had been destroyed by the Spanish who, rather
than the Sicilians, had controlled Tripoli between 1510 and 1530.329
British Mediterranean Colonial Interests
British Mediterranean territories, then including Cyprus besides Gibraltar, had very
few shared connections of the type which Italian colonialism vehemently promoted
and fostered. Gibraltar had become British during the Wars of the Spanish
Succession and Cyprus had passed from being a British protectorate (1878-1912),
under British military occupation (1914-1922) to a crown colony (1922-1960).
Cyprus, in particular, has been the subject of comparative research by Frendo. 330
Malta and Cyprus are territories with a close proximity to Europe, an ancient
civilisation, a central role of religion and related institutions, and both rejected any
colonial classification akin to African or Asian colonial territory. Frendo also claims
that the main difference was language, given that Italian was not the language of
the Maltese as Greek was the language of the Cypriots, with the exception of a
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restricted group of upper middle class elites. There is also no clear intent at
promoting irredentism by the Maltese Catholic church, in contrast to an openly
manifest union with Greece promoted by the Cypriot Orthodox church.331 This does
not happen in spite of easing tensions between the Italian fascist state and the Holy
See after the Lateran Treaty of 1929.332
Economic reasons also militate against irredentism.333 One other major difference
concerns the national collection of paintings and sculptures. There is no equivalent
in Cyprus to the collection of Western European art which could still be found on the
island during the period under review, also due to the fact that there are few historic
connections to Early Modern European art and systems of patronage which Malta
had.
Clear statements exist, particularly with regards to Maltese cultural heritage, which
are tantamount to an admission of failure. The British were also conversant with the
colonial interests and related projects of competing colonial powers and were
conscious that their lack of interest in what they define as antiquities was not just
restricted to Malta.
‘The meagre interest which we took in these matters was constantly contrasted with
the works of France in Syria and North Africa, of the Americans in Iraq and of the
Italians throughout their possessions. I do not think that the political consequences
of our neglect are always fully realised. We get the reputation of being ‘Northern
Barbarians’ materialistic and philistine, with none of the quick and sympathetic
appreciation of the Latin for things of aesthetic and cultural significance. I am not
saying this with reference purely to Malta. It is a general attitude which one meets
with. But as regards the Mediterranean Dependencies generally it has always
seemed to me most important that we should show both the inhabitants of our
territories and the people in the outside world that British ‘culture’ is as much alive to
these questions as that of any other nation.’ 334
The equivalent to Puccio’s statement, published in his Il conflitto anglo Maltese
(1932) claiming British authority in Malta as the only identity value which Malta then
had compared to the British view, perhaps best explained in Gerald Strickland’s
Phoenician Malta (1922) published ten years before Puccio’s. Strickland claims that
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'By tradition, history, religion, geographical contiguity, cultural affinity and political
usage the Maltese people are Christian Europeans with a language and a
nationality of their own sharing like other Europeans in the Great Heritage of
Western civilisations’ and advocating a common ancestry with the Phoenicians who
‘may be called the English of the Old World’, the Maltese and ‘the main section of
the British race’.335
Strickland’s publication coincides with Laurence Waddell's Phoenician Origin of
Britons, Scots, and Anglo-Saxons (1924), also suggesting that his theory also had a
contemporary context to it.336 The popularity and relevance of the Phoenician
connection to the British public was nonetheless in its heyday and by then a residue
of the Victorian era.337 Incidentally, Waddell’s publication was also negatively
reviewed.338
For the British, and in spite of the Colonial authorities’ commitment to react to Italian
cultural penetration, eliminating Italian culture from the broader Mediterranean
context proved to be a daunting task.
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This is also manifest at times of heightened

liminality, particularly during World War Two. The exhibition English Art and the
Mediterranean; a photographic exhibition exploring the connections and relations
between Britain and Mediterranean cultures is a case in point.340 The project,
spearheaded by the Warburg Institute, showcased photographs of monuments in
comparison with British examples and travelled across Britain throughout World War
Two. Contemporary reviews of the exhibition catalogue described it as a laboratory
research project; discussed in terms of a traditional art exhibition project.341 It was,
nonetheless, acknowledged for its overtly political connections as fascism
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threatened the cultural relations between Britain and the Mediterranean, understood
to be predominantly grounded in Italian culture. The Burlington Magazine editorial
too acknowledges its overtly political character describing it as ‘a most happy and
timely choice.’ 342 Other reviews consider ‘the persistence of the Mediterranean
tradition in England through all vicissitudes of her history’ to be ‘a witness to the
essential unity of European civilisation’ which meant ‘the study of the cultural
influence of Italy.’343

The Regia Diputazione Storia Patria: Hagiography in the making
The institutional mechanism studying, researching and promoting cultural
connections between the Kingdom of Italy and the Order of St John was the Regia
Diputazione Storia Patria di Malta. This was then one of seventeen Italian national
institutions each given the remit of researching and publishing national histories of
their respective territory. The Regia Diputazione was established by Royal Decree
of the Italian King in 1935 and was the only one concerned with the history of nonItalian territory. The scope of this institution was to promote the history of Malta and
its Order, illustrate the relations between Malta and the other Italian regions as well
as support cultural initiatives promoting ethnography, Maltese folklore and dialect. 344
The statutes specifically refer to the study of the dominions of the Order of St John
with particular reference to the Maltese archipelago. By default this remit included
Tripoli and the Dodecanese islands then Italian colonial territories.
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The then Grand Master of the Order of St John, Chigi Della Rovere Albani, was
nominated president of the Regia Deputazione and the Order of St John was given
the right to jointly regulate membership and nominees. Members included wellknown names connected to the Italian fascist administration of the time. These
included the archaeologist Giulio Quirino Giglioli, who also masterminded the 1937
Mostra Augustea della Romanita; the lawyer, historian, politician and former Minister
of National Education, Francesco Ercole, and Giovanni Calabritto who had been
previously expelled from Malta.346 Roberto Paribeni, the author of Malta – un piccolo
Tancred Baronius (1942 Ed.). ‘Editorial: English Art and the Mediterranean Source’. The Burlington
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paese dalla grande storia (1925) was an honorary member (Plate 43). In 1928,
three years after publishing his book Paribeni had been Direttore Generale per le
Antichità e Belle Arti and was behind the Italian Mediterranean Imperial political
agenda with a focus on the Italian Dodecanese, particularly Rhodes, Tripolitania
and Malta. 347 Paribeni’s book is a good example of Italian hagiographic narratives.
He disowns any connection with the Phoenicians and claims that the artistic
heritage at St John’s is almost entirely Italian, that Caravaggio had been called to
Malta by Italian knights and singles out the tombs of two Italian Grandmasters for
their richness and high quality.348

!
Plate 43: Roberto Paribeni (in jacket and tie behind Mussolini) in a Fascist meeting of the IV Leva Fascista
in Rome, 1930

Andrea Paribeni (2014). Roberto Paribeni - Biografia. Enciclopedia Treccani. 81. (http://
www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/roberto-paribeni_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ - Accessed on 20.08.2017)
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The Regia Diputazione also took over the journal Archivio Storico di Malta originally
published in 1929 by Benvenuto Cellini, later nominated member of the MalteRegia
Diputazione, and the preface to the first edition was written by Roberto Paribeni.349
The Regia Diputazione was also responsible or directly involved in, at least two
major exhibitions. A request for the replicas of archaeological artefacts from Malta
for the 1937 Mostra Augustea della Romanita, which proposed a highly
archaeological narrative grounded in antiquity, connecting Imperial and Fascist
Rome, was also processed by this institution. 350 The Mostra della Italianità di Malta
inaugurated in May 1941 was acknowledged as a testimonial to Malta’s Italianità
through the ages, from Roman times to the contemporary (Plates 44, 45).351
The exhibition also included works by Maltese artists then in Rome, including Willie
Apap (1918-1970), Giorgio Preca (1909-1984) and Carmelo Borg Pisani
(1914-1942) who was later to be sent to Malta as a spy, caught by the British
military and executed for high treason. 352
A portrait of King Victor Emmanuel III with Fort St Angelo in the background, painted
by Maltese artist Willie Apap (1918-1970) and shown in this exhibition was to land
the artist in trouble with the British colonial authorites and, given that he had also
relinquished his British passport to the Italian Fascist Government on the outbreak
of hostilities, he was later to stand trial albeit eventually absolved (Plate 46).353
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Plates 44, 45: The Mostra dell'Italianità di Malta inaugurated in May 1941
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Plate 46: Portrait of King Victor Emmanuel III of Italy with Fort St Angelo in the background
(whereabouts unknown)

The regulations of the Regia Diputazione also provided for non-Italian nationals to
become members. These included the then Crown Colony Chief Justice Sir Arturo
Mercieqa, the leader of the Maltese Nationalist Party Enrico Mizzi, Carlo Mallia and
Luigi Arnaldo Randon. The other two Maltese were the director of the then
Museums department and Valletta Museum, Themistocles Zammit and the curator
of the Fine Arts Section Vincenzo Bonello. These non-Italian nationals, with the
exception of Themistocles Zammit who passed away a few months after the
constitution of the Maltese Regia Diputazione, would have certainly raised
suspicions within the British colonial establishment and some were known for their
openly manifest pro-Italian sympathies. Carlo Mallia, previously Minister for Justice
in two successive legislatures during the 1920s was at the service of the Italian
fascist government broadcasting what was then considered by the British colonial
authorities in Malta as propaganda material. He was one of the reasons behind the
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introduction of relay broadcasting of the BBC British News Bulletin in Malta. 354
Vincenzo Bonello, along with Sir Arturo Mercieqa and others were also closely
monitored by the British secret service. Bonello is described in a confidential
intelligence report as ‘a rabid-pro Italian and a directing centre of Italian intrigue...
extremely cunning and clever’ and ‘the leader of the cultural and propaganda
movement, even going so far as to handle the Italian funds’.355 The authorities could
not present any proof of espionage but were nonetheless convinced of his
involvement in propaganda which the British labelled as cultural.
Bonello was indeed well connected with this milieu. The same report states that his
close circle of friends included Carlo Mallia, Enrico Mizzi and Alberto Hamilton
Stilon, all connected to the Regia Diputazione. Bonello was also presumably in
close contact with Umberto Biscottini, the author of publications about Malta and
Corsica promoting Italian irredentism. 356 Bonello might have also had connections
with Roberto Paribeni, whom he proposed as honorary member of the Malta
Historical and Scientific Society and Cipriano Efisio Oppo, art critic for the
newspaper La Tribuna and artistic director of the Exhibition of the Fascist
Revolution, whom he brought to Malta as examiner.357 These connections could well
have had a measure of impact on Bonello’s potential to acquire works of art and
heritage items from Italy.
Anglophile Narratives in the National Collection: Tracing the evidence
This hagiographic narrative would have been both backdrop and context for the
collections development initiatives shaping the national collection of painting and
sculptures during the period under review. The emphasis on ‘seicento’ art would
have been acknowledged through Italian art historical narratives and rejected by
their Anglophile counterparts. The collection would have been acknowledged
through both hagiographic narratives given that Malta’s history as read and
interpreted at that point in time, particularly the history Order of St John, was
acknowledged by both sides.
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Indeed, British art in the national collection of paintings and sculptures, acquired
during the period under review, was a relatively small percentage in comparison to
the larger corpus of Italian artworks. These include two portraits of a lady and an
officer (M.A.R. 1926-27) by British artist Charles Allingham (1778-1850), a
nineteenth century wax bust portrait of Lady Ball (M.A.R. 1926-27), works in oils by
Harold Frederick Waver Hawkings (1893-1977) known as ‘Raokin’ (M.A.R.
1930-1931) and others by Edward Lear (1812-1888) including a view of St Julian’s
Bay (MAR 1930-31). Works of art associated with the Anglophile hagiographic
narrative, such as those by Maltese Anglophile and Imperialist artist Edward
Caruana Dingli (1876-1950), begin to feature in the national collection of paintings
and sculpture mostly after the end of World War Two. 358 The following two case
studies explore how the Anglophile hagiographic narrative, particularly the reference
to the understanding of the Maltese population as one of ‘natives’, the language
question, and the island-fortress paradigm, is manifest in the national collection.
(i) Case Study 1: Edward Caruana Dingli’s Works in the national collection
In 1953, the then Museums Department was given the opportunity to acquire
watercolour paintings of Malta origionally published way back in a promotional
picture book entitled Malta (Plate 57 refers). This picture book, featuring paintings of
Malta-related subjects and views, was commissioned to Maltese artist Edward
Caruana Dingli in 1927 by a specially appointed propaganda sub-committee,
answerable to the Malta Tourism Committee, and chaired by the staunch pro-British
politician Sir Augustus Bartolo (1883-1937). That same year, the Antiquarians
Messrs Thomas Vassallo of Valletta had held a public viewing of a set of original
works featuring in this album with the intention of attracting responses and securing
sales. Response was meagre and so they approached the museum authorities
proposing a list of works by Caruana Dingli for possible acquisitions.359 The decision
to acquire, communicated three months later, shortlists three works, namely A street
Corner in Gozo, Section of Good Friday Procession and Procession Passing St
John’s Co-Cathedral.360
The three works acquired formed part of a larger group of five which dealt, directly
or not, with religious subjects from a total of twenty nine works offered for sale.
Records suggest bargaining to obtain a good price, but this probably had little to do
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Plate 47: Maltese Lady wearing the national dress, known as ‘Faldetta’ (Phoenicia Hotel Collection, Valletta)

with the final choice of works acquired. The list also included a picture entitled
Maltese Lady wearing the national dress, known as ‘Faldetta’, which was
surprisingly not acquired. The reasons for not shortlisting this particular visualisation
of identity might have been aesthetic (Plate 47).
The picture recalls a postcard image of the same subject which suggests that this
subject was a visual used extensively to promote colonial Malta. Besides, Caruana
Dingli’s female type looks fashionable, sporting a grey shirt and bright yellow scarf
visible underneath the national dress. Rather than Maltese, the young female looks
oddly British, definitely foreign, and therefore potentially misleading as a
visualisation of identity.
The reason for such a deliberate choice to acquire religious works, in spite of the
broad selection available, is a good example of Durkheim's strong dialectic between
144

religion and organised communities. 361 What was not acquired also stands for a
deliberate choice; the evidence of a continued resistance to Anglophile hagiographic
narratives during the aftermath of World War Two. The 1927 Malta picture book
featured reproductions of watercolours, the majority of which depicted locals in
traditional clothes inhabiting Malta’s cultural landscape. The city dwellers wearing
fashionable clothes, also depicted by Caruana Dingli in some of his other paintings,
are curiously missing from this picture book and what gets represented instead is
the indigenous heritage. Caruana Dingli’s Malta picture book certainly does not
represent a cosmopolitan colonial society and complement’s British perceptions
towards the Maltese then recognised as Africans, rather than Europeans. The front
cover is a synthesis of British Imperial interests, informing the Anglophile
hagiographic cultural narrative. 362
The statue of Neptune, standing high in the foreground, guarding the entrance to
Grand Harbour where British warships, possibly a reference to the British
Mediterranean fleet stationed in Malta, can be seen sailing towards and into
harbour. A typical Maltese church cupola, crowned with the eight-pointed cross of
the Order of St John is depicted on the right. Neptune stands for Malta’s maritime
and military vocation as a British fortress at the service of Empire also protecting
Malta’s essentially catholic cultural heritage. The view chosen by Caruana Dingli
corresponds to the view from one of the public gardens overlooking Grand Harbour,
known as Upper Barracca Gardens, save for the statue of Neptune which stands in
the main courtyard of the Grandmaster’s Palace in Valletta (Plate 48).
This example is not an isolated circumstance exclusive to Caruana Dingli’s kind of
works for this picture book. The Epic of Malta (1943) is another picture book of the
same type. The visual content of this book describes Maltese farmers during
harvest time and indigenous activity including lace workers and fishermen in ways
similar to Caruana Dingli’s picture book. The Epic of Malta has been described as a
pictorial museum and the work of a Maltaphile Englishman documenting aspects of
Maltese social life.363 Visuals showing the inhabitants of the islands, a far cry from
what one would encounter in European cosmopolitan centres, are complemented
by images of the war effort to keep Malta supplied and its response to the Axis
onslaught.
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Plate 48: Front cover of the picture book Malta

The book serves the purpose of an introduction to the Maltese islands, about which
the reader would have possibly never heard of previously and which was now
widely recognised for its devotion to the Imperial cause also thanks to the George
Cross award prominently displayed on the last page of the publication (Plate 49).
Indeed, the purpose of the book was spelt out in the introduction by then British
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Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill ‘to contribute in some measure to the
alleviation of their suffering and to portray to distant eyes the scene upon which
their heroism is enacted.’364 Indeed, this book presents the reasons for the award of
the George Cross and the decisive role of its recipients albeit natives.

Plate 49: Endpaper for Epic of Malta by Ernest Charles Wallcousins (1883-1976)

The Italophile cultural hagiographic narrative and its continued presence through
the Italian yardsticks of art history informs the context for the acquisition of the
Caruana Dingli watercolours. The choice of religious subject matter may also refer
to the politics of ‘religio et patria’ which also connects to collections development
initiatives in manifold ways. Incidentally, the same concerns which this case study
presents are also manifest in a secret memo to Her Majesty’s Government dated 28
July 1953, now declassified, which describes Maltese perceptions towards their
colonial status and how this was understood within the British establishment:
‘... The Maltese, as a European people boasting a civilisation older than our own,
resent their “Colonial” status, more particularly their inclusion in the same
constitutional category as the peoples of the African colonies …’ 365
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Avoiding visuals of what British imperial politics recognised as natives might have
been intentional. Acknowledging ethnographic subjects as visualisations of identity,
and acquiring them for the national collection of paintings and sculptures, would
have gone against the conviction of the primacy of Maltese civilisation and an
admission of a resented colonial status.
(ii) Case Study 2: The views of Valletta and Grand Harbour by Louis Ducros
In 1945, the Trustees of the National Art Collections Fund acquired five views of
Malta by Swiss painter Louis Ducros (1748-1810). These paintings, once belonging
to the Bayfordbury Collection, were acquired from Christies of London to present
them ‘to the people of Malta as a tribute to their courage and fortitude during the
Second World War’.366 This acquisition and subsequent presentation was an
exceptional gesture motivated by the same reasons which led King George V to
honour the ‘heroism and devotion’ of the Maltese with the award of the George
Cross in April 1942. The choice of paintings may have been accidental given that
much depends on what is available for acquisition at a given point in time and, in
the case of the National Art Collections Fund, acquiring for the colonies was not
their main focus. The fund relied almost exclusively on public subscriptions and had
by then successfully acquired key works of national and historical importance for
British museums and collections with the intention of keeping them in the United
Kingdom.
The Ducros Valletta and Grand Harbour views are probably amongst the earliest
Maltese landscapes commissioned by the British military soon after taking over the
island from the French in 1800. Ducros documents the main thoroughfares
connecting city and harbour and prominently feature the island’s inhabitants in
traditional costumes busy going about their daily chores. The presence of British
soldiers, possibly marines, denotes an exploratory attitude as some are depicted
indicating vantage points or courting young Maltese females. Indeed, the presence
of locals is a recurring feature in Ducros’ paintings but the presence of the British
military, also complemented by the red ensign of the British navy featured in some
of the paintings, classifies the pictures as works of art with a British historic legacy.
This in spite of the probable difficulties which British troops had when
communicating with local inhabitants given that most Maltese could not understand,
let alone speak English at the time. The utopian qualities of these paintings sustain
the Anglophile hagiographic narrative in subject matter, particularly the exchanges
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and conversations depicted and the landscape which at the time of donation in 1945
had been heavily bombed and substantially destroyed. Subject matter and
acquisition timing may have sustained what both Anderson and Smith refer to as
intentionally misleading beliefs. 367 Those seeing these paintings for the first time in
Malta could have easily made connections with the present situation and the
presumed fraternal bond with the British colonisers that World War Two had
presumably strengthened. 368
As was the case of the Caruana Dingli paintings, the Ducros views of Valletta and
Grand Harbour might have been caught in the dialectic of colonial politics. Their
overtly Anglophile connection complements the carefully selected visuals published
in the Epic of Malta and all four paintings stand for a historical significance on par
with the George Cross, given the timing of the donation, scope and objective. 369
This is beyond their aesthetic merit, art historical significance and value as historic
documents of Valletta’s past cultural landscape. Indeed, they might have been more
recognised for their aesthetic qualities rather than for their political overtones and
explicit connection to the George Cross. The Museum Annual Reports do not refer
to the reasons behind this donation listing the works along with a donation of works
of art by the British World War Two artist Leslie Cole (1910-1976) presented by the
War Artists Advisory Committee Board. 370 As was the case of Edward Carauna
Dingli’s shortlisted acquisitions, any political overtones, especially those connected
to the Anglophile hagiographic narrative, might have been intentionally subdued on
the pretext of their overriding aesthetic significance.
Syntheses
This chapter underpins the hagiographic qualities of Malta’s histories as developed,
scripted and rethought during the British colonial period. Colonial politics become a
major influence through which select narratives are chosen and highlighted, and
Malta’s liminal “frontierity” increases this intensity in no small measure. The history
of the Order of St John, which also informs and defines Malta’s island-fortress
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identity, is rethought to connect and bridge with Mediterranean colonial politics.
Indeed, the histories which inform the development of the national collection of
paintings and sculptures, particularly during the years following its foundation, are
by consequence a fabrication prevalently in response to and guided by Italianate
cultural narratives. The British connection in the national collection of paintings and
sculptures is a minor, low key influence in comparison to the mainstream Italian
connection albeit also related in varied ways to colonial politics. Indeed, this may
have been the outcome of a deliberate attempt at defending Italian culture in Malta
although this seems to preclude any intent at fostering irredentist claims, at least by
Italophile Maltese nationals noted by the Italian consulate in Malta and Italophile
newspapers. 371 This however is in contrast with claims by the then British Governor
Campbell made in 1932 that ‘there seems little doubt that Italian Irredentism is now
a factor which has seriously to be reckoned with in Malta …’ which is ‘… starting to
assume the proportions it had in Trieste before the war, and is now a recognised
aspect of Italy’s aspirations.’ 372
The politics of culture and the hagiographic review of Maltese cultural heritage has
been explored in a relatively articulate way in a series of contributions, including a
Masters thesis presented at the University of Malta, with a focus on Maltese
archaeology and prehistory. 373 This topic has also been approached at the Malta
Venice Biennale project 2017 albeit in broader terms. 374 This hypothesis can also be
compared with conclusions and hypothesis for the colonial politics of Malta’s
archaeology and prehistory and how these respond to culture politics. Much the
same as what happened with the narrative of art history, objects and sites with
liminal identities were appropriated by guardians of memory, including social and
political groups, advocating a distinctive identity. 375 There is, however, a major
difference. The archaeological narrative which pervades text-books and mass
media revolves around the perceived existence of a native Maltese group that
outlived successive civilisations and retained its distinct ethnic identity over
centuries and, by consequence, providing the necessary myth-making for the
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nation.376 As from the early twentieth century, scholars such as Arthur Evans and
Albert Mayr underpinned the importance of an ancient historic culture, in existence
well before the Phoenician presence on the island, and hence beyond the liminality
of any frontier on which the narrative of the Fine Arts Section was constructed. The
grounded centrality of this narrative was nonetheless palatable to the British colonial
authorities insofar as the Maltese were, to this effect, not Italian. 377 Parallel to this,
the overriding dominance of Catholicism would have indirectly promoted a close
identification with the Roman Imperial period, and particular sites, in a bid to
underpin roots and origins of the Christian faith to St Paul and his presumed
shipwreck in Malta in 60AD. 378 This is even the case during the post-war period
when integration with Britain was actively contemplated and subsequently
negotiated. Religion stood firm as the key identity construct also in view of the fact
that the ‘very broad definition of culture in the case of Malta has to take note of the
religious tradition of Malta and hence narrowed down to cultural Catholicism.’ 379 The
author also claims in clear terms ‘gentlemen, in Malta Catholicism imposes its
philosophy’ given that culture is an ‘interchangeable synonym with cultural
catholicism’.380
Much of what emerged in this chapter relates to Smith’s authorised heritage
discourse.381 It guides the development of the national collection of paintings and
sculptures which is predominantly Italian-leaning mainly guided by the rethinking of
‘seicento’ art as the logical conclusion of a much celebrated Renaissance. This
authorised heritage discourse is nonetheless also tentatively appropriated by the
Anglophile narrative and, when considering the overlapping and ever changing
degree of liminal intensity, becomes consolidated and subsequently institutionalised.
There is very little beyond this indirect appropriation that informs the established
authorised heritage discourse during the period under review. The case studies
presented here suggest how this indirect appropriation relates, historically and
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ethnically, to the Anglophile narrative. Heritage, describe by Smith as ‘inherently
political and discordant’ is endorsed by an interest group to which the first curator,
Vincenzo Bonello, belonged.382

Indeed, it is not only the artistic production of a

given point in time which is informed by Warburg’s understanding of cultural theory.
Collections development too can be informed by the cultural historical which, to
quote Warburg himself, ‘increasingly takes down the dividing walls between
disciplines…’. 383 The type of cultural studies advocated by Warburg would be the
outcome of history and the theory of memory. 384
Hagiography implies a mix of varied shades of truth, or subjective interpretations of
a historical narrative guided by the institutional regulatory requirements of keeping
in check the liminality of a frontier narrative. Liminality would acknowledge multiple
meanings and occasionally conflicting values related or pertinent to the same
historic event and heritage object. The constant tensioning between each meaning
and value would breed a hagiography that is permanently and intrinsically liminal.
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Chapter 6
The Malta National Collection and
its Twentieth Century Museum Institution
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In this chapter I shall discuss the development of the national collection of paintings
and sculptures and the collections development policies, curatorial practices and
museum context that shaped it. I shall chart its history during the period under
review with a focus on some of the main questions raised by studies in the field
including the interaction between government and museum curators and the cultural
identity to which they relate.
Being the lynchpin chapter of my thesis, coded data in this chapter includes the
Museum Annual Reports published throughout the period under review which
mainly list acquisitions and donations. Sources produced or authored by each of the
curators under review are also coded. Sources also include personal collections
and pertinent inventories, correspondence and evidence of networking with
international scholars, research papers, publications by and contributions on the
local press. This chapter is also taken as my case study to explain the grounded
theory model and approach in my research methodology chapter. 385
Central to the main arguments in this chapter is the bibliography on the dialectic
between museums and identity particularly for national museums. Whilst taking note
that the main thrust of this thesis is the reading of this dialectic through Malta’ liminal
frontier identity, a cursory look at the bibliography can provide a context for the
arguments proposed in this chapter. Ellen Chapman notes that national museums
are, by definition, funded institutions that play ‘an important role in shaping and
mediating public discourses of national identities’ even though they are not the only
museum sites who can aspire to reach such objectives.386 National museums are
state-owned and funded by default, hence defined by a relationship bridging
museum, state and public. What defines national museums is the ways and means
how they articulate national identities.
The dialectic between national museums and their historic-political approach to
heritage and identity has been discussed in the bibliography on the subject. Sharon
Macdonald claims that a national museum traditionally defines the uniqueness of
the nation through its exhibitions. 387 Mason also argues for the primacy of national
museums, understood as museums ‘of’ the nation, which present the ‘typical’ of that
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nation through their collections development policies, strategies and initiatives. 388
He describes the museum as a narrative of the country’s national history and
national museums ‘play an important role in articulating, challenging and responding
to public perceptions of a nation’s histories.’ 389 This role, according to Mason, is one
of the core functions of the museum. His suggested reading of national museums in
context, and their inter-relational dynamics, can be bridged with Sharon
Macdonald’s arguments on collections and contents. Macdonald rightly argues that
each national identity differs and has a deep seated distinctiveness which we are
called upon to express, much akin to personal identity. In Macdonald’s own words,
‘The possession of artefacts from other cultures was itself important for such
artefacts were, for colonialist nations, also signs of the capacity to gather and
master beyond national boundaries.’390 Macdonald also pins down temporal
narratives which museums were capable of articulating, including the distinctively
national, as a triumphant outcome of a successive progression and the immemorial
expressed particularly in the museum’s architecture.
The relationship between national identity, its material dimensions and politics is
also explored by Flora Kaplan.391 Museums are discussed as institutions which
validate social claims and legitimise relations of power quoting case studies from
around the world to buttress her claims. National museums are particularly singled
out to illustrate how narratives of the past can be manipulated to demonstrate
historical continuity in response to interests that are, more often than not, political.
Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach consider how these provide insight into the shaping
of a national identity and public memory, also referring to internal museum
processes, such as acquisition policies and curatorial decisions with specific
histories.392 Hooper-Greenhill describes museums as official authorities producing
knowledge and keepers of the past emphasising particular narratives. 393 Duncan
builds on this finding by claiming that art museums present culture through their
collections and museum publics perform a ‘ritual of citizenship’ made possible
thanks to the museum’s organisation of artefacts and knowledge, put together akin
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to a script. The ways and means how art museums present culture is also the case
with a broader remit of museums. Tony Bennett takes on a broader remit of
museums, rather than focus on art museums specifically, and draws similar
conclusions. 394 For Bennett, museums are sites that exemplify a new relation
between national governments and culture which become vehicles for inscribing
and broadcasting messages of power.395 Beyond the art museum institution itself,
Laurajane Smith argues that there is no such thing as heritage. Rather than being a
thing, heritage is an ‘inherently political and discordant’ practice grounded in the
present.396 Smith’s authorised heritage discourse defines what constitutes heritage
and what is decidedly peripheral, which is also a role taken up by the national
museum institution. The ways and means how this is done and consolidated is
complex in more than one way. The latest contributions on the subject include an
edited volume by Simon Knell and others entitled National Museums – New studies
from around the world which claims to be ‘some initial thinking on the place of
national museums in societies.’ 397
The Malta Museum Institution as a Historic Container
The national collection of paintings and sculptures is grounded within a context
which is essentially historical, also expressed in the chosen location for the museum
institution during the period under review. Indeed, we can state that Malta did not
have an art museum for most of the twentieth century and that the period under
review concerns the development of a national collection of paintings and
sculptures within the context of what can be essentially defined as a history
museum. This phenomenon is also the case of a broad range of art museum
institutions which were also conceived as part of rather than as a museum
institution proper. 398 It is however not the case that Malta did not have an art
collection before the twentieth century although the status, location and relevance of
this collection dispersed in various public buildings requires further in depth study.
The strong and overpowering historical identity of the museum institution would
have been complemented by the choice of historic site within which it is located.
The Malta museum model belonged to the public historical sphere, committed to
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producing and circulating meanings of the past. 399 It was a place ‘wherein were
housed the records of our past civilization.’ 400 The National Museum of Fine Arts,
established as an independent institution in 1974, is the outcome of this process but
can also be read as a hybrid amalgam of aesthetics and history.
Three historic venues housed Malta’s twentieth century museum institution. None
was purposely built to house a museum collection and it is probably the case that
the distinction between historic building and museum was oftentimes blurred, with
one being easily mistaken for the other. The use of historic buildings to function as
museums may be described as the historical concretisation of space which can be
traced back to revolutionary France when historic buildings were taken over and
comprehensively reinvested with a specific history in the chronology assigned to
space and contents. 401 The first of these sites, Palazzo Xara, had originally been the
seat of the Malta Society of Arts, Manufacture and Commerce established by the
then British Governor Sir William Reid in 1854. The building, destroyed during the
Second World War, was located just opposite St John’s Co-Cathedral, the former
Conventual Church of the Order of St John. The choice of building seems to have
been a fortuitous one, given its central position.
Auberge d’Italie, built by the Italian knights of the Order of St John as their
administration building and hostel, was the chosen venue as from 1920 albeit plans
might have been in hand as early as 1914. 402 The decision to establish the new
museum at this historic venue dates to February 1920. The Honourable Enrico
Mizzi, a member of the Council of Government and acknowledged as a strong
Italophile advocate mooted this proposal. The statement as recorded in the debates
recommends that the collection of paintings and artworks which the new Inspector
of Fine Arts Vincenzo Bonello shall bring together should be brought to one palace,
possibly one of the monumental Auberges of the Knights of St John. 403 Auberge
d’Italie was then used by the British military but which is civil government property.
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In 1954, the Valletta Museum had to be dismantled to make way for the law courts
to be relocated to Auberge d’Italie and, following a short period of uncertainty, the
museum officially reopened as the National Museum at the Auberge de Provence,
built by the French Provencal knights as their administration building and residency,
in January 1958. 404 This relocation happened out of necessity given that the building
then used by the law courts had been destroyed during World War Two. Earlier in
1944, the Antiquities Committee had strongly recommended a suitable alternative
venue, at least one ‘sufficiently large to contain the Archaeological Section’. 405 A
token museum was established instead at Casa Leoni; a country house located a
few kilometres away from Valletta but only for a few years between 1954 and 1958.
The venue which served as the seat of the National Museum of Fine Arts between
May 1974 and October 2016 is a historic house built in 1762 as a residence for a
Portuguese Knight. 406 Prior to becoming the seat of the Fine Arts Section it had
been used by the British admiralty and hence known as Admiralty House since
1821. In 1956, the then Maltese Prime Minister Dominic Mintoff made the first
known formal request for the building which would have been a necessary
requirement in view of his plans to develop the area into a Government
administrative hub. 407 The official transfer did not materialise in time also due to
expected resistance by the British military establishment and the building was only
vacated in 1961. The final decision to relocate the Fine Arts Section to this building
was taken in late 1971 although a cultural use for this historic building had been
proposed way back in 1961. Dr Paul Cassar, a medic by profession who also
published various papers and studies on Maltese history, had suggested a cultural
use for Admiralty House as ‘the best way to retain the beauty of this edifice unspoilt
is to hand it over to the museums department ... for the exhibition of paintings,
ceramics, silverware and other works of art.’408 Such relocations might have been in
the pipeline for some time, given the need of more space brought about by everexpanding collections. The complete rethink of Auberge d’Italie into an Archaeology
Museum had already been considered in 1933. 409
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All venues were adapted to suit the needs and requirements of a museum and, in
some instances, interventions carried out are known to have been severely
criticised given their decisive impact on the historic fabric of the building. The
historic significance of practically all the buildings housing Malta’s museum
institution can also be understood within the context of Pierre Nora’s lieux de
memoire which, although not having a particular architectural language assigned to,
were all historic palaces. 410 The values which these historic sites stood for
complement and underpin the historic remit and identity of the collection which
would have been far removed from anything comparable to the original ambitions of
the Louvre, that of liberating art from history and the historic.411 It also proves to be
difficult to locate the museum building in its own time and culture in order to
understand the ideological significance encoded within the structure itself. 412
History, of the type which Nietzsche rejects, is the overpowering and dominant value
even though there seems to have been instances where a purposely-built museum
was considered or, at least, recommended.413 This is particularly the case in 1943,
when a new scheme for the rehousing of a new museum was being drawn. 414
Discussions concerning Maltese legislation of the time also hint at this. Rather than
exclusively regulating the movement of antiques and antiquarian heritage, anything
of historical significance, including a contemporary work of a historical subject, was
also considered at one point
‘... it would be desirable to add in art. 2, of said Ordinance, after the word
Antiquarian, in the third line, the word historical ... as the law stands a picture of
local historical interest, such as a portrait of a Grandmaster of the order by a
contemporary artist can be sold and exported without coming under the provisions
of the Ordinance.

After a discussion the committee agrees that this point be

likewise submitted to the Government for consideration.’ 415

See also Sophie Forgan (2005). ‘Building the Museum: Knowledge, Conflict, and the Power of
Place’. Isis. 96 (4). pp. 572 - 585.
410

Peter Aronsson (2011). ‘Explaining national museums – exploring comparative approaches to the
study of national museums’ Simon Knell et al. National Museums – New Studies from around the
world. Leicester University Press. p. 44.
411

412

Forgan (2005). pp. 572 - 585.

Arch. Nat. Mus. Fne. Arts. 12/54. Progress Report on Speech from the Throne – February 1954.
Report dated 3 March 1954. ‘The Auberge d’Italie does not meet any longer all the requirements of a
modern museum and, therefore, it is imperative that a new building be erected to satisfy such
exigencies.’
413

Arch. Nat. Mus. Fne. Arts. File G: Miscellanea. Director Museums to Lieutenant Governor. 13
August 1943.
414

415

Arch. Nat. Mus. Arch. Minutes of the Antiquities Committee. 18 March 1920. pp. 49, 50.

159

The Contents of Malta’s Twentieth Century Museum Institution
The collections housed within these buildings, which would also serve as a context
for the establishment and development of the Malta national collection of paintings
and sculptures, were also decidedly historic thus complementing the overpowering
historicity of the building itself. The museum institution established at Palazzo Xara
in 1903 had as its purpose and objective the gathering of dispersed collections,
mostly archaeological, in one place. 416 History was the main objective guiding
collections development strategies. The list of objects removed from the National
Library, then housing a collection akin to a cabinet of curiosities, and relocated to
Palazzo Xara, where the new museum institution was established in 1905, includes
various marble inscriptions, 417 coin dies of the Order of St John,418 framed copper
plates, 419 visuals connected to the Order of St John, 420 copies after known paintings
including Raphael’s portrait,421 and Beatrice Cenci, 422 and others identified by
subject matter. 423 The few paintings and artworks listed, and those which can be
identified in photographic records are mainly portraits and prints. Indeed, the
disconnected Maltese art historical narrative with mainstream Renaissance art, then
highly valued by both British and Italians alike albeit on different yardsticks, and the
as yet undervalued and seemingly decadent Baroque period which was until then
acknowledged as having more historical than aesthetic value, did not provide an
appropriate context for an art history section within the Museum.
By 1908, the Museum is described as containing archaeological evidence of the
people who ruled Malta as well as documents and objects from the times of the
Grandmasters of the Order of St John and the French occupation.424 The Museum
Annual Reports provide a brief description of its contents. 425 Greek and Roman
416
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inscriptions, capitals, columns and other heavy pieces were located next to the main
entrance. The main areas were used for the display of Phoenician, Carthaginian
and Roman pottery. Coins and medals were displayed separately; exhibits not
connected to the history of the island as well. Objects connected to the history of
the Order of St John were displayed in a central room which is being identified in
this visual (Plate 50).

!
Plate 50: One of the halls at Palazzo Xara, probably the one featuring a history section

The museum at Auberge d’Italie stands for a significant development as it moves
away from its exclusive focus on archaeology and antiquarianism to include natural
history and art. The focus on history is nonetheless ever-present and perhaps
consolidated even further with the building also described as a museum of the
nation.426 The Guide to the Valletta Museum (1932) describes the section dedicated
to the Order of St John in a measure of detail, but also refers to the presence of
history in other sections of the display. The report by Charles Squire and D.W.
Herdman on the museums of the British Empire published that same year also
compiled in 1932 acknowledges and positively rates the strong historical imprint of
the Valletta Museum.
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Plate 51: Plan of the Valletta Museum at Auberge d’Italie
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‘Sir Temi Zammit is enthusiastic in his efforts to preserve the local character of the
collections, and the space devoted to local history, particularly of the period of the
knights of the Order of St John of Jerusalem (16th to 18th centuries) is proof of the
very fine work which has been done in this direction’.427
The 1932 museum guide book clearly suggests that this is, more than anything
else, a museum on the history of Malta.
‘The museum is so arranged as to give the visitor a practical demonstration of the
physical features of the Maltese Islands, and their history ... Foreign antiquities are
kept apart so as not to get in any way confused with the antiquities found in the
island.’ (Plate 51). 428
The historic contents of the museum are also clearly described, particularly those
referring to the history of Malta during the times of the Order of St John
‘...many are the objects exhibited recording the two centuries of the domination of
the knights of St John of Jerusalem, from their characteristic coinage to the sacred
vestments emblazoned with their flaming escutcheons’.429
The 1932 museum guidebook features an extensive list of historic artefacts from the
times of the Order of St John. These include fifty maps of Malta, twenty prints
depicting landscapes of eighteenth century Malta including views of Valletta and
other fortifications, inscriptions, coat-of-arms of the Order and its Grandmasters. 430
Other historic artefacts included marble plaques and inscriptions, historic
documents and copper plates ‘from which bills of lading, visiting cards of the
knights, book illustrations would have been printed’. The display also included
seventy-one portraits of Grandmasters of the Order of St John engraved on copper
plates, the coat-of-arms of the Grandmasters who ruled over Malta between 1530
and 1798 and the plaster masks of Grandmaster L’Isle Adam, the first Grandmaster
in Malta and la Valette, the reigning Grandmaster during the Ottoman Siege of
1565, also hung on the walls. A detailed bird’s eye view of Valletta was prominently
displayed too. The location of some of these artefacts was also of relevance to the
427
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narrative of display. Besides the coat of arms displayed in the main corridors,
purposely built when the Auberge d’Italie was chosen as the site for the Valletta
Museum, the narrative of display concerning the Order of St John was set up next
to the main entrance. Historic artefacts from the French interlude and the British
period were also on display. These included historic documents, objects and
artefacts.
‘A number of documents connected with the short French occupation of Malta,
together with portraits of eminent personages both French and British, that took part
in the historical event, are collected in a framed wall case.’431
There was also a sense of inherent continuity in the display bridging various historic
periods into one sequential narrative (Plates 52, 53). The coin room featured coins
‘with Phoenician, Greek or Roman inscriptions’ which would have underpinned
Malta’s connection with classical antiquity, but also showcased ‘British and foreign
decorations and types of the famous octagonal crosses of the Order’ along with
‘British coins, paper currency from the Great War, decorations of the Order of St
John, medals awarded to local firms and societies on the occasion of exhibitions
and commemorations, coins mementoes of the Eucharistic congress of 1913
including medals, badges, programmes ...’.432
The narrative of display which the 1932 museum guidebook presents suggests that
the main objective of the museum was to illustrate, articulate and define the history
of Malta. Indeed, each specific acquisition may be understood as an act of retrieving
a missing piece of evidence from an unwritten history of Malta which the museum
was slowly bringing together. This narrative is essentially what the curators
responsible for each section sought to achieve which is also spelt out in Dr Mizzi’s
speech as a need to bring together the ‘precious and unique prehistoric collections,
the mineralogical and numismatic collections and a new collection of paintings and
artworks that had, as yet, to be set up.’ 433 This statement suggests that the
conservation and preservation of Malta’s artistic heritage, understood in part
through a liminal frontier approach, was a key value for the intended collections
development strategies for this new museum institution. In more practical terms, the
Valletta Museum was also firmly committed to the conservation and restoration of
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works of art, not only those located on site but also those located in properties
owned by the Government, particularly St John’s Co-Cathedral and churches,
former property of the Order of St John.

!

!
Plates 52, 53: Artefacts from the Roman period and coat of arms displayed in the purposely built corridors
along the perimeter of the courtyard at Auberge d’Italie

It has been very difficult to establish the display type and make of the museum at
Auberge de Provence given that no catalogue was then published. The Museum
Annual Report (1957-58) describes the museum as having ‘the more important
165

archaeological, artistic and historical collections…’ on show and ‘…the former are
displayed on the ground floor and the latter on the top floor or ‘piano nobile’…’. 434 A
more detailed description is included as Appendix III.
The main entrance of the Museum at Auberge de Provence featured a scale model
of the city of Valletta, coat of arms, commemorative monuments and other sculpture
works from the times of the Order of St John. The general layout might have been
similar to the display at the main entrance to Palazzo Xara. Archaeology was
displayed in the main hall and adjacent rooms, whose floor had been purposely
reinforced to take on the load. The piano nobile instead was taken up with the
display of historical objects and artworks. The largest hall was to showcase objects
from the times of the Order of St John including portraits of Grandmasters and
knights, sacred objects, weights and measurements. The remaining rooms were
occupied by the Fine Arts Section including some of Antonio Sciortino’s bronzes.
One room was reserved for the numismatic collection.
The Fine Arts Section in Context
The study of the history and development of the national collection of paintings and
sculptures essentially concerns two contributions, a paper and a publication, written
by former curator of fine arts Antonio Espinosa Rodriguez.435 In his 1984 paper,
Espinosa pegs his study to the provenance of two hundred and sixty five paintings
then in the collection of which close to fifty could be traced to the Grandmaster’s
Palace collection and most of the others acquired from thirty seven local private
collections. Espinosa also lists one hundred and twelve paintings as donations. This
corpus of works compares to what is listed in the Museum Annual Reports as
acquisitions by the Fine Arts Section during the period under review given that the
vast majority of works in the national collection of paintings and sculptures were
acquired then. Espinosa’s research was published ten years after the transfer of the
Fine Arts Section to Admiralty House in 1974. It is highly likely that this also includes
works acquired after 1974 but the extent and character of the collection had been,
by and large defined by 1974.
The Museum Annual Reports also list acquisitions year by year, but do not refer to
the transfer of works of art from the Grandmaster’s Palace, most of which were the
result of unrecorded deals and transactions. Espinosa refers to the main source of
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the palace collection, Blanche Lintorn Simmons’ Description of the Governor's
palaces in Malta of Valletta, St. Antonio and Verdala and catalogue of the pictures
(1895), which lists the works hanging at the then British Governor’s Palace but
refrain from going into the details of transfers save where clearly identifiable. By
consequence, there is no mention of transfers to the Fine Arts Section. Such
references are instead listed in a hitherto unpublished Inventory of the Oil Pictures
Existing in the Government Buildings - taken by Mr F.C. Bonavia in 1906. This is a
detailed inventory of oil paintings in government properties and can be read as an
inventory exercise which kept being used as a reference for many decades. The
earliest recorded transfer concerns a painting at Fort Chambray (Gozo) and
relocated to the museum in October 1910. 436 A painting of The Penitent Magdalene
then held at the Chief Staff Officer’s Office was transferred to the museum in May
1921 437 and in October of that same year, nine paintings of the apostles, 438 a
painting of Saints Cosmas and Damian,439 a painting of the descent of Christ from
the cross,440 and a painting on a panel known as The Madonna of the Fleet,441 now
at the Malta Maritime Museum, were also transferred. A comparative analysis of
nineteenth century sources concerning the Palace collection has also been
published.442
The overtly historic narrative of the Malta museums institution serves the purpose of
a backdrop and context for the establishment and subsequent development of the
Fine Arts Section. Although the Fine Arts Section can be acknowledged as
established with the appointment of the first curator of fine arts in 1921, also to
coincide with the new venue at Auberge d’Italie, references suggest that this had
been in the pipeline, at least as an objective, for a considerable amount of time. The
relocation of the museum from Palazzo Xara, its first venue, to Auberge d’Italie was
in all probability dictated by the need for space, which became more acute with the
donation of a collection of art and applied arts known as the Zammit Clapp
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Bequest. 443 The museum did not then occupy the whole building and the question of
enlarging the premises, raised way back in 1913, could have been partially
addressed with the takeover of those parts let to third parties eventually doubling
the exhibition space. 444 The Zammit Clapp Bequest also provided for funds to
renovate or purposely build a place where to present and display the collection
‘For the housing of the Zammit Clapp collection it is necessary to build a third storey
... for the proper exhibition of pictures, will have to be provided with top lights. The
space thus provided would be large enough to accommodate other gifts and
acquisitions and will, in time, develop into an Art Museum which is a great
desideratum in the Island’. 445
The 1932 museum guidebook provides a detailed description of the Fine Arts
Section established at the Auberge d’Italie.
‘In the art section, numerous interesting objects by both foreign and local artists are
shown together with fine drawings, lithographs, statuettes and art objects mostly of
local interest’ (quote). The collection was set out in four rooms. The first included
‘specimens of Italian schools of the 15th and 16th centuries’. The second room was
‘intended for schools of the 17th century’ including Mattia Preti’s works.’
The third room featured works by Maltese and foreign artist from 18th century
schools and the fourth was intended for contemporary art which
‘originated from the magnificent bequest of the Zammit Clapp family in 1923.’ 446
Successive Museum Annual Reports describe extensive list of works acquired from
private collections and auction houses in Italy and London. Some of the key works
that were later to be acknowledged as key were acquired during the early years of
the Fine Arts Section, particularly during the inter-war period, and the collection was
given a strong Italophile imprint also thanks to the renewed understanding of
Baroque art happening in Italy at that time. Particular acquisitions are also noted by
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the Journal of the Association of Museums of the United Kingdom. 447 The main
focus of the Fine Arts Section was, undoubtedly to present art history in Malta,
particularly ‘seicento’ art which was then being rethought and acknowledged as the
logical sequel and culmination of the Renaissance with Caravaggio as the pivot
defining seventeenth century European art.
This intended dialectic between art history and the museum institution has a
broader context in the bibliography on the subject. For Carol Duncan and Alan
Wallach, the discipline of art history and its evolution over the past century would be
inconceivable without the museum.448 Indeed, the art museum’s role is one of decontextualisation combining the domestic, the sacred and the scholarly and which
would also refer to the dismissal of any reference to the original function of the
artwork. Art history and the art museum institution also share common values. Art
history has been understood as having a museological function in the ways and
means how it goes about classifying artists and artworks.449 The museum institution
can also be understood as an active agent scripting art history complementing texts,
papers and publications. Indeed, the relationship between objects within a collection
can be read and understood as text and narrative within the context of display.450
The strategic decision to appoint a fine arts curator and the relocation of the
museum to Auberge d’Italie is connected and directly related to the politico-historical
narrative of the time. The thrust to relocate the museum from Palazzo Xara to
Auberge d’Italie was also arising from a need to establish a Fine Arts Section and
spearheaded by the Italophile lawyer Enrico Mizzi.451 The proposal underpins a
context which speaks of the liminal frontier on three levels. Mizzi’s arguments hinge
on the historic, with particular reference to the Order of St John which he describes
as chivalric, seemingly evoking the island-fortress paradigm. Secondly, they
juxtapose the Order of St John with the Kingdom of Italy established following
unification in 1861 and shortly to be taken over by Mussolini’s Fascist party.
C.C. A Munro (1927 Ed,). ‘Review of the Valletta Museum Annual Report 1925-26’. Journal of the
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Secondly, the cultural connection with Italy is clearly implied with the choice of
venue, to possibly also stand as an anti-colonial statement emphasising cultural
supremacy at a point in time in 1921 when Malta was on the eve of being given
constitutional government under British rule for the first time.

Plate 54: Entrance to the history section of the National Museum of Fine Arts (1970s)

Thirdly, the emphasis seems to be on transforming the Auberge d’Italie into an art
museum with the objective of preserving and protecting Malta’s artistic heritage. All
three elements are manifest in the ways and means how the Valletta Museum was
given shape even though the museum was to eventually house the various
collections owned by the Maltese authorities, some of which had been previously
located at Palazzo Xara of which a few had been transferred from the National
library at the turn of the century.
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The reason behind Dr Paul Cassar’s suggestion for the use of Admiralty House is
also essentially historicist and acknowledged as ‘the best way to retain the beauty
of this edifice unspoilt is to hand it over to the museums department ... for the
exhibition of paintings, ceramics, silverware and other works of art’.452 History is
again the overriding value but this does not concern only the building. The
relocation of the national collection of paintings and sculptures to Admiralty House
to subsequently become a National Museum of Fine Arts also retained a strong
historic imprint in museum narrative, then also including a history section featuring
‘applied arts, religious relics and Maltese antiquities, as well as a few miscellaneous
paintings, all connected to the Order of St John ... armour, models of forts, coins,
measures and manuscripts, as well as models of galleys and a superb model of a
man-of-war.’453 The main entrance to the section, located in the basement of the
building, also featured historic armour (Plate 54).
Curating the National Collection of Paintings and Sculptures
The choice of narratives within which the national collection of paintings and
sculptures is grounded during the period under review, is a curatorial remit shaping
its character and development. The act of collecting concerns a deliberate choice
dictated by taste, context and objective. Collecting becomes the material
embodiment of the act of classification and can be understood as an act in its own
right which transforms a series of haphazard purchases into a meaningful sequence
or narrative.454 Indeed a curator has a decisive role in shaping the museum through
his or her skills and views. 455 Gaynor Cavanagh states that curators write history by
the very act of collecting, which also implies choice and rejection, and by doing so
they are deciding what would be remembered and forgotten. 456 This would
undoubtedly be the case in the context of the British Empire, its dominions and
colonies, where art museum curators were more often than not administrative
connoisseurs.
Four curators successively head the Fine Arts Section during the period under
review. All of them were Maltese, although all were connected in varied ways to the
international scene. Some were art historians, others were also artists or historians.
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All of them practiced or had studied conservation. The first, who was also the
founder of the Fine Arts Section, Vincenzo Bonello (1891-1969), was a self-taught
art historian, conservator and historian. Bonello was a regular contributor to local
newspapers and journals on matters concerning history and art history and an
advisor to the local ecclesiastical authorities on matters of art. He also practiced as
a conservator and lectured in art history at the Malta School of Art. Bonello’s
contribution remains as yet largely unstudied save for an undergraduate thesis
presented at the History of Art Department (University of Malta) and a catalogue of
proposals and designs for church furniture items. 457 He also held the post of
Inspector of Fine Arts, responsible for the movement of works of art from national
territory and the safeguarding of public monuments. Bonello was removed from
office in 1936 on grounds of disloyalty towards the colonial authorities and
subsequently interned in Uganda.
The second curator of fine arts, Antonio Sciortino (1879-1947), was a sculptor by
profession whose artistic career was based in Rome, where he also ran a busy
studio in Via Margutta and also held the post of Director of the British Academy, to
which post he was appointed in 1911.458 From his studio in Rome, Sciortino also
took commissions for public monuments in Malta to where he was forced to return in
1936, when the British Academy was closed down due to the Abyssinian crisis, and
shortly afterwards appointed Curator and Inspector of Fine Arts. He passed away in
1947 after having spent his tenure as Curator of Fine Arts committed to saving
Malta’s Cultural Heritage from the ravages of World War Two.
The third curator of fine arts, John Cauchi (1913-1992), was a lawyer by profession,
having read law at the University of Malta from where he graduated in 1940.

459

Cauchi was the first curator with an academic formation in the discipline of art
history, with a certificate in art history obtained at the Courtauld Institute in London.
In 1955 he studied restoration at the technical department of the University of
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London and the following year at the Istituto Centrale per il Restauro in Rome. 460
His remit as curator of the Fine Arts Section concerns eighteen years between 1953
and 1971.
The fourth curator, Marius Zerafa (b. 1929) is a Dominican priest. He has an
academic formation in the discipline of art history, with a diploma in art history from
the State University in Rome and a degree in art history from the University of
London.461 He was originally appointed assistant curator to Dr John Cauchi in 1970,
and was later responsible for the transfer of the national collection of paintings and
sculptures from Auberge de Provence, then a section within a bigger museum to
Admiralty House. In 1974, the Fine Arts Section became the National Museum of
Fine Arts with Zerafa becoming curator of the Fine Arts Section in 1975.
All four curators had a measure of influence, some more than others, on the
development of the national collection of paintings and sculptures during the period
under review. Through the curatorial policies which they chose to implement, both
formal and informal, and the acquisitions which they secured, each curator
contributed his knowledge luggage to develop the Fine Arts Section into the
National Museum of Fine Arts.
(i) First curatorial tenure (1921-1937): Vincenzo Bonello
The defining moment of the national collection of paintings and sculptures is the first
curatorial tenure with studies on ‘seicento’ art, undertaken as of the early decades
of the twentieth century, as the main yardstick for the development of a national
collection of paintings and sculptures. Vincenzo Bonello is categorical in his
commitment to this curatorial strategy which he also clearly states in some of his
writings.
‘What has impressed every artistic achievement in Malta is undoubtedly XVIIth
Century Italian Art. It is a well–known fact that if the vast exuberant field of the

Arch. Nat. Mus. Fne. Arts. 252/55. Expenditure in connection with Dr John Cauchi’s scholarship.
These official records suggest that the Cauchi’s studies in London (10 October 1955 - 9 July 1956) and
Rome (1 October to 31 December 1956) were packaged as one. Cauchi was recommended for a third
course at the Courtauld between 13 and 26 July 1958 but the course intake was limitEd. A.N.M.F.A.
MUS32/58. Application by Dr. J.A. Cauchi to undergo a course on the Conservation of Paintings at the
Courtauld Institute of Art, London. Letter dated 27 June 1958.
460

See Catherine Sinclair Galea (2004). Caravaggio Diaries: extracts from Fr Marius Zerafa’s diaries.
Malta: Grimand.
461

173

imposing ‘seicento’ were to be explored, Malta would emerge as an important
milestone’.
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Bonello’s acquisition strategies, particularly those concerning seventeenth and
eighteenth century art, were guided by the newly-found relevance and significance
of ‘seicento’ studies.
‘In forming the new picture gallery, this fact was purposely kept in mind, and pictures
of this period, that are now no longer doomed to the prejudiced contempt of
connoisseurs, were eagerly sought after.’ 463
Bonello’s acquisition policies come across as decidedly historic. The connection
between early modern artworks, particularly seventeenth century, Cézanne and the
primitives proposed by Roberto Longhi and Matteo Marangoni, amongst others, and
which was also one of the declared objectives for the Mostra della Pittura Italiana
del Sei e Settecento at Palazzo Pitti, Florence, is not taken up by Bonello in his
acquisition policies. In 1921, Bonello dismisses eight paintings earmarked for
export, which he also qualifies as good, ‘but had no connection to the history or with
the archaeology of the island.’464 The committee subsequently granted a permit
export given that ‘the pictures were of no local antiquarian or archaeological
importance.’ Bonello also acknowledges history as his yardstick when discussing
the vicissitudes of the Palace collection, the seat of power during the times of the
Order of St John then in the hands of the British Colonial Governor. Bonello clearly
describes the works of art in the collection as treasures of little artistic value albeit of
huge historic relevance for the purpose of research and as a national treasure. 465
His journal as Curator and Inspector of Fine Arts covers the period 1929 to 1934
and also includes occasional detailed historical interpretations of works of art
earmarked for acquisition. In January 1930 Bonello describes two views of Valletta:
one of St George’s Square and a second featuring Merchants Street with the church
of St Catherine of Italy on one side and the Auberge de Castille on the other side
prior to the reconstruction of the main facade in the 1740s.
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‘... two old pictures in oils of Malta, representing, one the “Piazza San Giorgio” with
the Palace on the left, with a single entrance and open balconies; in the square the
old Wignacourt fountain and the colonna della fama; and to the right the Paggeria;
the other representing on the left the Church of S. Caterina d’Italia, when the actual
portico had a flight of steps for its base and the church of St James before its
reconstruction and, on the right the old one-storied Auberge de Castille.’466
Bonello considered his international contacts and travels abroad of fundamental
importance in keeping abreast with the latest developments. His connections in
Rome would have kept him updated about happenings in the museum and the
cultural scene. When discussing the transfer of Preti’s Doubting Thomas and
Baptism of Christ, Bonello refers to a portrait of Cardinal Corsini by Carlo Maratta in
the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica in Rome which had been deposited there by the
Civil Authorities. 467 Requests to travel abroad would also concern the need to
acquaint himself with the latest developments in the field of conservation and
restoration. In a partially surviving letter on the Valletta Museum letterhead Bonello
states that
‘My annual trips to the big art centres abroad (If I am at all to fulfil scrupulously my
manifold duties) are to me an indispensable need and not mere ramblings. ... it is
only by keeping ... keeping in touch with the top persons of the artistic world that
these problems can be tackled with.’ 468
Besides keeping abreast with the latest developments in conservation and
restoration practices, Bonello would also visit exhibitions for the purpose of art
historical research and attributions. In his application for leave to travel to Italy
forwarded in July 1935, Bonello mentions the exhibition of seventeenth and
eighteenth century art in Bologna (Mostra del Settecento Bolognese: May-July
1935), A Correggio exhibition in Parma (Mostra del Correggio: April-October 1935),
and a Titian exhibition in Venice (Mostra di Tiziano: April-November 1935). Bonello
claims that
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‘A visit to these shows will greatly help towards the proper attribution of a lot of
pictures awaiting yet to be ascribed to some school or master’. 469
Bonello’s known connections in Italy included eminent scholars and researchers
working on topics and subjects also broadly related or connected to Bonello’s remit
in Malta. These included, amongst others, Roberto Longhi (1890-1970), Valerio
Mariani (1899-1982) and Alfonso Frangipane (1881-1970). These and others would
have been known in Malta as leading authorities, not only to Bonello, although
Longhi’s brief stay in Malta in 1914, then still a student of art historian Lionello
Venturi at the Scuola di Perfezionamento per gli Studi di Storia dell’Arte Medievale e
Moderna di Roma might have put him in touch directly with Bonello.470 Roberto
Paribeni, author of the book Malta - un piccolo paese dalla grande storia (1925)
visited Malta and was a familiar name amongst local connoisseurs.471 Bonello also
reviewed Paribeni’s book about Malta in the Italian newspaper La Tribuna. 472 He
might also have met Ugo Ojetti when invited to Malta to deliver the inaugural
speech of the Italian Cultural Institute in Valletta in February 1932. 473 The speech
entitled ‘The Italian Character’ suggests that the content was nationalistic and
patriotic in line with his general approach to the subject. Bonello was certainly in
contact with Italian scholars researching and studying Preti and Caravaggio. His
studies are cited by both Alfonso Frangipane in his Mattia Preti (1913) and Matteo
Marangoni in his Il Caravaggio (1922) ‘in whose pages my views and opinions are
firmly endorsed.’ 474 For the purpose of this thesis I shall focus primarily on Roberto
Longhi and Valerio Mariani, given that both probably made a significant contribution
in shaping the national collection of paintings and sculptures. Bonello, Longhi and
Mariani belonged to the same generation and shared common interests in ‘seicento’
art.
Roberto Longhi’s studies, research and contributions on Caravaggio, Preti and
Seventeenth century art in general happen at a strategic time for Malta’s national
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collection of paintings and sculptures. Indeed, his early researches coincide with
developments leading to the establishment of the Fine Arts Section. Longhi
describes Bonello as a person committed to Preti studies and a fine restorer of his
works who could also recognise them first hand.475 Bonello is also known to have
accompanied Longhi, whom he described as one of the keenest critics of his times,
to St John’s Co-Cathedral and to view works of art, particularly by Preti.476 Bonello
also acknowledges Longhi’s ‘piercing and unfailing eye’ which led to the acquisition
of the ‘Portrait of a Lady’ attributed to Bernardo Strozzi (1581-1644). Longhi also
advised on the acquisition of four paintings attributed to Matthias Stom (1600-1650)
offered in lieu of export duty and which Bonello specifically refers to as having ‘most
heartily encouraged me, when I met him in Rome, to secure these pictures at any
cost’.477 Longhi subsequently donated a painting of a penitent friar by Alessandro
Magnasco (1667-1749) which Bonello acknowledges in one of his contributions to
The Museum Bulletin as Longhi’s ‘tribute to the island where the ‘seicento’ is all
pervading’.478 Longhi was aware that collecting seventeenth and eighteenth century
art was then unusual, almost verging on the adventurous and must have
acknowledged Bonello’s queries and exchanges as entirely positive initiatives.
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Bonello was, however, not as bold as Longhi might have thought given that his
acquisition policies were essentially historic, with the intention of retrieving works of
art similar to or which once belonged to the Grandmaster’s Palace Collection.
Bonello considered the historic collection to be akin to an inexhaustible resource
which, besides local churches which could be acknowledged as museums in their
own right, was in spite of the heavy losses sustained, the only collection of note on
the island.480
Valerio Mariani’s connection with Vincenzo Bonello concerns Preti whose works
were at the centre of Bonello’s acquisition policies and collections development
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strategies. Bonello had supported Mariani when the latter was working on his
publication Mattia Preti a Malta (1929) and who in turn describes Bonello in the
introduction to his book as a great connoisseur of ‘seicento’ art.481 Mariani features
most of what today are considered to be Preti’s most important paintings on the
island including some that were already at the Fine Arts Section of the then Valletta
Museum, acquired later or subsequently transferred. These include The Doubting
Thomas, The Baptism of Christ and The Glory of St Anthony. 482 Works in private
collections later acquired for the Fine Arts Section include the St Bartholomew. 483
The Martyrdom of St Catherine of Alexandria, then still at the Governor’s Palace, is
also listed. Mariani’s choice of works surprisingly corresponds to Bonello’s curatorial
choices. Earlier in 1927, Mariani also presented a study of figures and drapery by
his grandfather, the painter Cesare Mariani (1826-1901) to the collection of the
Valletta Museum. 484 Mariani might have had a say in shortlisting and endorsing
works by Mattia Preti, including those that were later acquired for the national
collection of paintings and sculptures.
Valerio Mariani may also have been the intermediary for the acquisition of a smallscale model believed to be a bozzetto for the figure of Christ, part of a group
representing the Baptism of Christ commissioned to Melchiorre Cafà for the choir of
the then Conventual church of the Order of St John.485 ‘Seicento’ bozzetti were then
attracting American collectors, including museum curators, given their potential
connection to a formal aesthetic approach, similar to the connection between
impressionist paintings and ‘seicento’ paintings proposed by Longhi and Marangoni.
Indeed, the sketch was then understood as the essence of the artist’s genius. 486
Valerio Mariani is described as a common friend and certainly present during the
negotiations with the antique dealer Augusto Jandolo.487 Besides the small scale
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model by Cafà, Bonello also acquired a portrait in marble bas-relief representing
Pope Innocent XI Odescalchi.488
Bonello’s acquisitions strategy was relatively easy to implement in view of the low
price which ‘seicento’ art, given its relative importance and recent rediscovery, was
fetching on the international market. This context would have potentially placed the
outcome of Bonello’s acquisition policies and collections development strategies at
a par with American museums, then trying to rival their European counterparts with
acquisitions of reasonably priced ‘seicento’ masterpieces most of which also had a
religious, oftentimes Catholic iconography.489 Aesthetic formalism also inspired
American museum directors and scholars to acquire and subsequently research
Baroque art, with the tendency being that of acknowledging the dialectic between
Cézanne and Baroque art.490 In spite of the relative lack of funds which records
pertaining to Bonello’s curatorial tenure suggest, he nonetheless succeeded in
acquiring works of art on the international market, particularly in Italy, save for a few
exceptions that were beyond his budgets. 491 He also created ingenious solutions to
handle major purchases in Malta such as a collection of thirty eight works of art
initially loaned to the museum and subsequently purchased in instalments over a
period of nineteen years between 1928 and 1947.492 In the interim, the paintings
were taken on loan and probably exhibited as well.
Bonello’s connoisseurship strengths, also due to his connections and frequent visits
to Italy, were undoubtedly ‘seicento’ art. Advice from foreign scholars, as in the case
of Longhi, was readily available to him but he also shows acumen and
connoisseurship in his acquisition campaigns. He rejects a painting offered to him
for sale and ascribed to Jusepe de Ribera (1591-1652) on grounds of being instead
by a Caravaggesque Neapolitan artist.493 Bonello, however, admits his hesitation
when attributing a painting on a panel representing the Virgin and Christ Child to
Alessandro Botticelli (1445-1510).
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‘It is not without much apprehension that I have ventured to tread the overcrowded
and very often baffling path of Quattrocento Italian art ...’

494

In other circumstances, attributions which Bonello took as a given, have been
revised due to an improved state of research. This is particularly the case of works
attributed to Maltese seventeenth century sculptor Melchiorre Cafà (1636-1667).
Bonello was committed to a Cafà attribution in the case of the model of the Baptism
of Christ acquired from Rome in early 1929, now rejected.495 He is more cautious in
the case of the acquisition of two wax statues representing martyr saints which are
ascribed to Cafà rather than acknowledged as works by Cafà. 496 A sixteenth century
painting broadly attributed by Bonello to an unidentified Spanish school, and
recently proposed as an eighteenth century copy of a well known original by the
Spanish painter Juan de Juanes (151-1579), is yet another case in point albeit more
complex given the lack of contact with Spanish scholars.
Besides ‘seicento’ art, Bonello also acquired works that can be broadly described as
having a Maltese connection. Bonello regarded Maltese nineteenth century art as
an impoverished and decadent production when compared to ‘seicento’ art. 497 His
acquisitions of nineteenth century works are nonetheless significant and were part
of a bigger corpus of works including ‘Maltese art; Maltese craft; Topographical
section; Print Room, etc., etc.’ which could be displayed in separate rooms
(Appendix IV). 498 Works by foreign artists, including British, were also acquired
because of their Maltese connection. A work by the Scottish artist David Roberts
(1796-1864) was published as sample work of a category of artists connected to
Malta.499 The acquisition of watercolour works by Edward Lear (1812-1888) were
also published as sample works inspired by Maltese scenery and works by artists
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‘some of high repute’ which Bonello felt ‘were still ignored by those who write about
the Maltese islands. ’500
Bonello has been understood as having no political past, other than being a
committed nationalist whose advocacy for the recognition of a shared ‘Latin’
civilisation with Italy was undoubtedly an inspiration for his collections development
policies.501 Others instead claim that Bonello was an extreme nationalist especially
in the 1930s.502 His involvement in the Italian cultural movement, his privileged
position in Rome and his being a perceived addressee of secret correspondence
from Italy through the Italian consular bag as a British secret service report dated
1932 concludes are a case in point. Bonello is described as a ‘traitor … spending
literally most of his time intriguing against British interests’ (Appendix V). 503 The
establishment’s perception was that his position as Curator of Fine Arts and his
Italophile affiliations were very blurred.
‘I have always been rather vague about the functions of the curator of the Fine Arts
Section of the museum – the job was held by the late lamented Bonello, whose
inability to confine his attention to artistic matters has recently deflected his from the
normal path of a civil servant.’ 504
Indeed, his interests in Italian art history and his connections with Italian academics,
some of whom were close to the Italian Fascist regime suggest this possibility.
However, it is also worth noting that Italo-British relationships only began to sour in
the 1930s, with open confrontation erupting during the 1935 Abyssinian crisis.
(ii) Second curatorial tenure (1937-1947): Antonio Sciortino
The second curatorial tenure is difficult to pin down given that the priorities of
Sciortino’s decade long tenure concerned the conservation and preservation of
Malta’s artistic heritage and its safekeeping during World War Two. Sciortino also
led a dedicated team of restorers and conservators and succeeded in saving
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numerous artworks from the ravages and destruction of war. 505 A letter sent by
Sciortino to the then Lieutenant Governor Sir Harry Luke just before his
appointment as curator of fine arts, provides hitherto unknown insight about his
knowledge of Malta’s cultural heritage.506 Sciortino admits his lack of familiarity with
the ‘vast number of treasures in this island’ as he comments and reviews restoration
projects and initiatives including restoration works at the Inquisitor’s Palace, Mdina
and other sites. His description of the museum is most telling. He laments that
several pictures were wrongly described and augurs that ‘funds will be soon
available so that all pictures and sculptures now in storage may be exhibited’. The
overarching concern expressed by Sciortino in his letter to Luke is the conservation
and preservation of Malta’s cultural heritage. Indeed, his tenure as curator of fine
arts may have been intended as a short interlude before taking over as Director of
Museums and head of the Museums Department. 507
Sciortino’s curatorial remit remains as yet unstudied and, by consequence, elusive.
In contrast, his artistic repertoire has been discussed extensively, and the latest
contribution has proposed a new corpus of previously unknown works, projects and
commissions that require further research and study. 508 Sciortino’s works bridge
with Italian Renaissance styles in their simplicity of line and essential form, certainly
removed from Longhi’s ‘seicento’ and related efforts to connect and bridge
seventeenth century art with contemporary art practice. 509 Sciortino’s works, a
substantial number of which were commissioned by the British and American
community in Rome, his role as Director of the British Academy in Rome would
have in theory brought him closer to a British aesthetic language which, until then,
had rejected Italian ‘seicento’ art of the type exhibited at the 1921 Mostra dell’Arte
Italiana del Seicento e Settecento. The main contradiction would have been the
works inspired by speed and velocity, which scholars acknowledge as inspired by
the futurists and their manifesto.510 Futurist aesthetics would have been
diametrically opposed to Roger Fry’s aesthetic ideals even though Sciortino’s works
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might have come across as an aesthetic compromise of sorts. Sciortino knew Fry
and had invited him to view his paintings, then in London, and review attributions.511
Sciortino’s personal collection of paintings and artworks, acquired in Rome
throughout his career, provides an insight on the type of connoisseurship that might
have guided his acquisition policies. The collection including seventy-five works by
old masters and one hundred and sixty modern works, referring to artists
contemporary to Sciortino. By the time of his imminent departure from Rome in
1936, Sciortino’s collection totalled three hundred and thirty pieces including two
hundred and ten nineteenth century works and one hundred antique pieces. The
collection was split between Rome and London and highlights included two
paintings each by Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1732-1806), Paolo Veronese
(1528-1588) and Cima da Conegliano (1459-1517) besides paintings by Perugino
(c.1450-1523), Murillo (1617-1682), Camille Corot (1796-1875), Francisco Goya
(1746-1828), Paris Bordone (1500-1571), Jacobo Amigoni (1682-1752), Peter Paul
Rubens (1577-1640) and Caspar van Wittel (1653-1736).512 Sciortino’s
correspondence also mentions contemporary artists in his collection included
Salvador Sanchez Barbudo (1857-1917) and Giovanni Segantini (1858-1899),
besides a drawing probably executed by Bartolomeo Pinelli (171-1835). Sciortino
also claims that his Titian (1488-1576) had been published in Titian: his life and
times by Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni Battista Cavalcaselle, and was
probably acquired with this attribution.513 This was also confirmed, quoting Sciortino,
by other scholars including Fry and the Roman antique dealer and connoisseur Ugo
Jandolo, known to the local museum authorities due to acquisitions purchased from
him.514
Sciortino’s collection informs us of his level of connoisseurship, his knowledge and
interest in art and art history, probably also dictated by aesthetics rather than
history, particularly Maltese history. None of the ‘seicento’ artists celebrated by
Longhi and Bonello were in Sciortino’s collection, no works by Maltese artists either.
Some of these attributions were nonetheless questioned when Sciortino proposed
the sale of his collection to the Maltese museum authorities.515 Reservations were
511
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raised by artist Edward Caruana Dingli, and an unidentified expert from the National
Gallery in London who had examined the paintings first-hand in Rome. 516 The
purchase did not take place but the museum authorities were later, in 1953 and
1954, to purchase, probably from Sciortino’s heirs, a portrait of a young girl reading,
executed in pastel by Salvatore Postiglione (1861-1906), as well as a portrait of an
ecclesiastic, signed and dated - Roberto Bompiani 24 April 1899 - and a harbour
scene signed RF 99. 517
Ironically, the Antonio Sciortino Bequest is perhaps the most significant acquisition
by Sciortino in his capacity as curator of the Fine Arts Section. The Bequest
includes plaster models of Sciortino’s sculpture works, drawings and architectural
plans donated by Sciortino a few months before his demise.518 This donation is but
the latest, and final, from a series of other minor donations and willingness to
donate works of art to the national collection of paintings and sculptures undertaken
or expressed by Sciortino. In the early years of his career in 1904, Sciortino
expressed his wish to ‘leave, for now, my works here in Rome since I wish to exhibit
them in other big exhibitions, after which I will donate some of these plasters to the
Society for the new museum in Malta.’519 A later acquisition of one of his bronzes,
entitled Nina de Vetlina, by Vincenzo Bonello was ‘paid just to cover the expenses
of the bronze and the casting’. 520 The piece was claimed to have been ‘much
admired in the 2nd Biennale of Rome’ and that, in Sciortino’s words, the first work by
which he had ‘started being original’.521 Sciortino was conscious of a legacy which
comes through when negotiating the sale of his collection, parts of which would
have been presented as a bequest, and which he considered to be a personal gift to
his country. 522
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Sciortino’s political opinion does not seem to have had a bearing of any sort on his
curatorial remit. It would be fair to state that he would have been an ideal choice for
the British colonial establishment in Malta to replace Vincenzo Bonello when the
latter was removed from office on grounds of perceived seditious activity. Sciortino’s
identity is nonetheless ambivalent. In his letter to claim back works of art which he
left behind in his Rome studio when he left Italy during the Abyssinian crisis,
Sciortino describes himself as a British subject and project proposals such as his
Monument to the Unknown Soldier exhibited in Rome in the 1920s would have
defined him as an Anglophile.523 Sciortino was described as a ‘famous Italian
sculptor’ and also as an artist ‘considered by many art critics to be the leading
British sculptor of the day’ in the international press. 524 On the other hand, he is also
described as a revelation and a promise for Italian modern art and an artist with the
purest of Italian souls.525 His Monument to the Fallen of the Great Siege of 1565 is
also described as having a Fascist character perhaps inspired by the time but this,
again, does not imply that Sciortino was a fascist or sympathetic to Fascism for that
matter even though Fascism was not considered to be a threat in the late 1920s
when the monument was commissioned and executed.526
(iii) Third curatorial tenure (1953-1971): John A. Cauchi
The third curatorial tenure follows six years during which time the collection had no
appointed curator. John A. Cauchi’s contribution to the development of the national
collection of paintings and sculptures is decidedly academic and concerns new
attributions albeit known to be very rigorous and reserved about them. 527
Acquisitions are nonetheless few in comparison to those registered during Bonello’s
curatorial tenure. These include a handful of good quality pictures acquired every
year including a Saint Francis in Meditation by Pier Francesco Mola (1612-1666), a
Venus and Adonis by Filippo Falciatore (1728-1768) and a Salome receiving the
head of St John the Baptist by Andrea Vaccaro (1600-1670) acquired during his stay
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in London to study conservation at the Courtauld Institute. 528 The only sculptural
works acquired during Cauchi’s curatorial tenure were bronze versions of the plaster
casts donated to the national collection by Sciortino. 529 Such a sudden drop in
acquisitions is readily explained in the 1968 Museum Annual Report.
‘During the last decade or so, fine works of art have been becoming scarcer every
day and in the last few years it would not be exaggerated to say that such works
have disappeared from the local art market. I am referring, of course, to objects of a
high artistic quality worthy to be acquired for the National Museum in order to serve
as sources of spiritual enjoyment as well as for their cultural values.’530
Cauchi’s connoisseurship is grounded in aesthetic qualities and rarely refers to
historic or archival documentation in the few contributions he does publish from time
to time and which suggest that he was also in touch with the latest research. An
allegory which Cauchi spots in a local antiques shop and which he immediately
attributes to Francesco Maffei for the ‘unusual models, the peculiar composition, the
characteristic foreshortening, the hallucinatory character of the heads’ is a case in
point.531 Cauchi’s sources might have included a Maffei retrospective exhibition held
two years before in 1956.532 A second attribution concerns a painting by François de
Nomè known as Monsù Desiderio (1593-1620) acquired for the national collection
as a seventeenth century Flemish school painting. Cauchi qualifies the painting as
‘an architectural composition in diagonal perspective, typical of the master’ also
quoting other stylistic and technical qualities typical of the master’s hand. 533
Notwithstanding this curatorial approach, Cauchi’s tenure also includes historic
works from the times of or related to the Knights of the Order of St John.534 His stint
with Preti includes the relocation to the museum of The Crucifixion and The
For the painting by Pier Francesco Mola see Museum Annual Report (1959-1960); for the painting
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Flagellation then located outside the museum premises. 535 A painting of The
Prodigal Son attributed to Mattia Preti was also acquired by Cauchi although
subsequently rejected.536
Cauchi’s connections can be understood due to his correspondence with scholars
deposited at the Cathedral Museum Archives in Mdina. Most of this correspondence
concerns requests for photographs of works of art in Malta forwarded by scholars,
and exchanges on attributions. Some of Cauchi’s contacts are the same as
Bonello’s, including such high-profile scholars as Longhi with whom he
corresponded on the local Caravaggist School.537 Cauchi also facilitated access to
international scholars when seeking access to works of art in private collections,
including works of art in Bonello’s collection. Hanno-Walter Kruft requests Cauchi’s
assistance to ‘have photographs of the Bernini attributed drawings of angels in the
Bonello collection’.538 Cauchi also offered to facilitate access to a St John the
Baptist, then and now still property of the Bonello collection, ‘the one which Longhi
did not after all see in 1914’ to Denis Mahon who would have only come to Malta if
the picture was accessible. 539 Cauchi is reputed to have been a close friend of Sir
Anthony Blunt, whom he might have met during his time in the United Kingdom and
his short stay at the Courtauld Institute. Cauchi was also Blunt’s intermediary
regarding requests to forward images of paintings in Malta required by Blunt for the
purpose of study. 540
Cauchi is reputed to have been frequently in touch with Raffaello Causa, who also
curated the 1970 Council of Europe exhibition in Malta and for which Cauchi was
also one of the main contributors. Cauchi apparently knew Causa well before his
appointment as Curator of Fine Arts Section in 1953 and Causa had also written to
congratulate him on his appointment. This suggests a measure of familiarity
between the two.541 Causa had a keen interest in Preti’s Maltese phase and had,
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later in 1958, made it a point to travel to Malta. 542 The Cauchi papers suggest that
some of Causa’s attributions were acknowledged by Cauchi, including the painting
of Saint Francis Xavier attributed to Lorenzo de Caro (1719-1777), 543 and Filippo
Falciatore’s Venus and Cupid. 544 The painting by Lorenzo de Caro, previously at the
Jesuits church in Valletta was transferred to the museum possibly at this point in
time during his curatorial tenure.
For the purpose of this thesis I shall, in addition, focus on Cauchi’s exchanges with
Denis Mahon, Maurizio Marini and Herwarth Rőttgen concerning the national
collection of paintings and sculptures. Collectively this feedback represents the
broad range of connoisseurship informing research and attribution of works in the
national collection of paintings and sculptures during Cauchi’s tenure as curator of
the Fine Arts Section. During his visit to Malta, Denis Mahon had sought to ‘come to
some conclusions’ regarding Christ Embracing the Cross by Guido Reni
(1575-1642)545 and had also found the time to discuss paintings in the collection
such as the St Francis of Assisi in a Landscape correctly attributed to Pier
Francesco Mola according to Mahon.546 Marini is more explicit in suggesting
attributions some of which Cauchi accepts. His exchanges with Marini are more
specific and the latter is rather generous with Cauchi in sharing suggested
attributions for various works in the collection. A landscape painting, now on display
as by a Northern follower of Salvator Rosa (1615-1673) is proposed by Marini as a
possible work by Pietro Montanini known as Petruccio Perugino (1619-1689), who
was one of Rosa’s close collaborators. 547 A painting of the Magdalene now
tentatively attributed to Massimo Stanzione (1585-1656), then vaguely identified as
seventeenth century Neapolitan school, is proposed by Marini as a probable work
by Paolo Finoglia (1590-1645).548 Herwarth Rottgen provides perhaps the most
detailed feedback on paintings in the national collection of paintings and sculptures.
He reviews the Martyrdom of St Agatha by Giovanni Baglione (1566-1643) in detail,
dates the painting to the 1620s on grounds of comparison with other works by
Baglione and provides Cauchi with a bibliography which includes images of
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paintings and references.549 He also suggests less detailed attributions for other
works.
(iv) Fourth curatorial tenure (1970-1974): Marius Zerafa O.P.
Acquisitions during Zerafa’s tenure as curator of the Fine Arts Section include works
by modern and contemporary Maltese artists previously ignored or not considered
as potential acquisitions. 550 This counteracts a policy advising against the
acquisition of works of art from living artists probably in force until Zerafa’s times. A
letter dated August 1956, sent to Atelier 56, a group of modern and contemporary
Maltese artists, in reply to theirs clearly states that ‘it is not the usual practice of
museums and picture galleries to acquire works by living artists except in very
special cases’. 551 These acquisitions are perhaps among the first to be detached
from a historic context and acknowledge the formal qualities of the work themselves
as the overriding value.
Zerafa’s major contribution in terms of collections development, particularly during
the final period under review, was the acquisition of Maltese modern artworks, some
of which were acquired following exhibitions then held at Auberge de Provence and
subsequently at the National Museum of Fine Arts. 552 Acquisitions registered in
successive Museum Annual Reports suggest that modern works of art were also
acquired during Cauchi’s curatorial tenure, at least two years before Zerafa’s
appointment as Assistant Curator of Fine Arts, although it is highly likely that these
acquisitions were not willingly endorsed by Cauchi.553 It is highly likely that most of
the works acquired were kept in storage and, in any case, not displayed probably
due to a lack of space. One of the few works which was acquired at this point in
time to be subsequently displayed was an abstract work in glass by Maltese artist
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Emvin Cremona and heavily criticised in an anonymous letter when put on
display. 554
This perceived sudden interest in Maltese ‘contemporary works’ is also justified in
the 1968 Museum Annual Report
‘As for acquisitions by purchase, there has been very little worth acquiring by the
National Museum on the local market. The Museum, however, has secured several
works by contemporary local artists’ 555
The need to showcase Maltese artists in a museum context had been raised in
1956, with the request to establish a permanent gallery for local art. This would
have been true to the separation of schools which the Myers and Markham Report
advocated in 1932 and which was also a trend within the British Empire. Indeed,
Maltese artists were also conscious of the fact that their output was completely
detached from what was being produced on the continent. 556
The trend for Maltese modern art acquisitions continued well beyond 1974. Records
are not complete and it was difficult to establish trends. A donation which stands out,
and which follows an exhibition project concerns British artist Victor Pasmore who
also mentions his exhibition in his correspondence with former National Gallery
Director Kenneth Clark. 557 Although this work was donated by the artist, rather than
acquired in response to an acquisitions policy directed at acquiring local and
international contemporary artworks, it stands out as a major international piece
which was nonetheless added to the collection through the artist’s Maltese
connection.
Connoisseurship and Curatorial Practice
The arguments developed in the previous two sub-chapters have a context in the
bibliography on connoisseurship. The overarching connection between each
successive curatorial remit is connoisseurship, which is also supported by an
extensive network of international scholars particularly in the case of Bonello and
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Cauchi. There is no question that in spite of Malta’s insularity, both curators had
access to research, knowledge and connoisseurship that qualifies as the latest in
the field at the time.
There is no particular theoretical basis underlying the practice of
connoisseurship. 558 Indeed, connoisseurship has come to be recognised by many
as the cornerstone of the discipline of art history, amply discussed in Bernard
Berenson’s Rudiments of Connoisseurship, Max Friedlander’s On Art and
Connoisseurship, and Jakob Rosenberg’s On Quality in Art, amongst others.
Michael Polanyi’s concepts of tacit knowledge and nonverbal skill with specific
reference to scientific knowledge in general can also help to explain
connoisseurship. 559 From a purely art historical perspective, Berenson first grounds
the process in visual recognition, then to matching and cross referencing to make a
particular attribution as clearly understood as possible. 560 This grounding holds
weight for the lack of a theoretical basis for connoisseurship which continues to be a
complex subject, for which most museums do not give much weight and
relevance.561
The required skills are acquired following visual observation and close study of
aesthetic and technical qualities of a painting, and the comparative study of each
with secure and well documented works which confirm the autograph hand.
Connoisseurship is grounded in the understanding that the object holds information
which can define the relationship between an existing work and a historical
category. Detailed scrutiny and observation of a work of art was the method by
which the artist’s style could be deciphered. Berenson recognised the work of art ‘as
the only material(s) of the students of the history of art’. 562

For Berenson

connoisseurship was tantamount to a comparative analysis to determine reciprocal
relationships yielding information which the work of art itself holds, awaiting to be
deciphered. Indeed, this is a process by which connoisseurs seek to form orderly
clusters and patterns out of their confrontation with individual works of art.

For a discussion on the complexities of connoisseurship see Hayden B.J. Maginnis (1990). ‘The
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Connoisseurship is also recognised as historically grounded due to the fact that the
relation is based on a match between an existing work and a historical category. 563
Documentation can also have its drawbacks nonetheless and Italian art historian
Federico Zeri does mention that this can be relatively vague and difficult to pin down
to a specific work or corpus of work, certainly beyond being self-sufficient to
determine authorship and which might certainly expose grey areas in historical
documentation. 564 There are conflicting opinions about the relevance of history and
archival sources to connoisseurship. In his essay ‘On art and authenticity’ first
published in 1968, Nelson Goodman unequivocally singles out the need to establish
historical facts. 565 Gary Schwartz underpins the somewhat problematic centrality of
connoisseurship to art history and relocates the relationship to a ‘historical
mould.’ 566
Beyond the broad network of connections and international connections which
successive curators tapped into to research, develop and acquire works for the
national collection of paintings and sculptures, the quality and extent of
connoisseurship was also, perhaps even more, grounded in the conservation and
restoration of works of art. Indeed, all curators holding office during period under
review practiced restoration; some also received training abroad, as in the case of
Cauchi and Zerafa. Bonello was considered to be by and large a self-thought
conservator surprisingly knowledgeable about the latest trends in conservation.
Sciortino’s conservation projects are also well documented and concern works that
were damaged during the Second World War. 567 Indeed, Longhi description of
Bonello which he published way back in 1914 suggests that Bonello’s
connoisseurship knowledge was grounded in conservation. 568 Thanks to his
technical knowledge garnered through his restoration and conservation practice,
Bonello could undertake in depth study of such paintings as Preti’s Martyrdom of St
Catherine in the national collection of paintings and sculptures. He did conclude that
this painting, originally conceived as a Martyrdom of St Paul, was completed albeit
left in the artist’s studio and, following a long span of time, rethought into a
563
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martyrdom of St Catherine of Alexandria.569 An interest in the technical aspect of
Preti’s repertoire also comes across in his study of the artist’s Christ, the Virgin Mary
and Souls in Purgatory.570 Cauchi was later to oversee the transfer of the large
Beheading of St John the Baptist and the St Jerome by Caravaggio to Rome for
restoration.571 The catalogue published on the occasion of the exhibition of the two
Caravaggio paintings at the new venue of the National Museum (Auberge de
Provence) is, to all intents and purposes, a restoration report with details of the
interventions, transfer from and return to Malta of these two paintings.572
Conservation and the broad remit of paintings entrusted to the Curator of Fine Arts
would have extensively improved each successive curator’s level and extent of
connoisseurship. This as yet unwritten and uncelebrated mission to conserve and
preserve, to collate what was perceived to have been intentionally dismembered by
the British colonial authorities, can be compared to the role and concept of
Guardians of Memory.573 The concept originates from small island and war memory
studies, whereby those who seek to protect the memory of a given group can have
a disproportionate effect on a small community where individuals can make a real
difference and become well known. Guardians of Memory stand out more in small
islands and work within groups identified as ‘fictive kin’ which concern the social and
experiential family of remembrance which can, when read in the context of museum
studies and the liminal frontier, have a decisive impact on the way art history
narratives are created, endorsed and sustained thanks to the museum institution. In
their efforts to pin down the coordinates of a highly subjective memory, guardians of
memory define an authorised heritage discourse well grounded in history. All
curators at the helm of the Fine Arts Section can be acknowledged as guardians of
memory in varied ways. Some, particularly Bonello and Sciortino, were more
concerned with the conservation and protection of Malta’s cultural heritage whilst
others, also Bonello, deal specifically with memory. The curator which is the least
comparable to the guardians of memory profile is Cauchi. The concept of Guardians
of Memory may also explain the somewhat late response to modern and
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contemporary art, acknowledged with the first acquisitions becoming registered only
as of late 1960s.
Comparative Analysis of Connoisseurship Qualities
The curatorial profiles discussed can be compared across time also through
particular exchanges between some of the curators of the Fine Arts Section. An
extensive exchange of correspondence between Bonello and Sciortino, and an
extensive exchange on the local press between Bonello and Cauchi, happening
over a brief timespan, contributed towards a better understanding of each through
direct comparative analysis.
The backbone of a data cluster defining the connoisseurship qualities of Sciortino
includes transcriptions of a lengthy exchange of correspondence happening over
twenty two years between Bonello and Sciortino. 574 The exchange happened within
a context and published sources commented that this had a business-like tone,
detached and utilitarian with little personal content. The two were nonetheless on
good terms and it is fair to comment that relations only turned sour when Sciortino
was handpicked as Bonello’s successor following the latter’s removal from office. 575
Furthermore, Bonello also favourably reviewed most of Sciortino’s works, for which
the artist was also thankful, and was indeed supportive of his major commissions. 576
Sciortino was evidently conversant with Bonello’s contributions and research
published in Malta.577 The two might have also had common acquaintances within
the art world, including art dealer Ugo Jandolo, and Sciortino did entertain Bonello’s
requests for contacts and networking. 578 Sciortino also looked forward to ‘visit some
paintings together (with Bonello) if we have the time, as I would like to know what
See Giovanni Bonello (2016). ‘Antonio Sciortino’s private letters to Vincenzo Bonello’. Charlene
Vella (Ed.) At Home in Art - Essays in Honour of Mario Buhagiar. Malta: Midsea Books. The extensive
exchange of correspondence concerns the period 1914 - 1936.
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we have in our island.’579 Sciortino comes across as a connoisseur in one of the
exchanges with Bonello. 580 The attribution of an artwork to the artist Giulio Mancini
was rejected by Sciortino as Bonello asked for his support to show a photograph of
the piece to the artist himself. In his letter, Sciortino also recommended potential
acquisitions to Bonello, including works by Salvador Sanchez Barbudo (1857-1917)
and by Giovanni Segantini (1858-1899). This data cluster does have its deficiencies
in that the source does not provide a transcript and it was not possible to consult the
originals. The published letters might have also been a fraction of a copious
exchange that might not have survived in its entirety. 581
The second data cluster includes a copious exchange of correspondence on a local
newspaper over a period of at least three months between Bonello and Cauchi. The
exchange was triggered by Cauchi’s claim that a painting ascribed to David Teniers
is but the work of a ‘pedant’ and in doing so hits at the then unknown author of the
attribution to Teniers, which transpired to have been Bonello.582 Bonello’s stance on
connoisseurship emerges out as clearly historical also citing his authority and
experience to buttress his expertise, claiming instead that Cauchi’s comments on
style and quality are sweeping. 583 Bonello claims that he had published ‘in the
course of several years of research, a number of important documents pertaining to
the history of these islands and to art’ which should testify to his authority.584 Cauchi
is however more focused on the master’s hand and the intrinsic quality of the
painting rather than its historic context, using such terminology as ‘manner’,
‘formula’ and claiming that ‘technique is handwriting to a painter’.585 Cauchi too
claimed to be in contact with other connoisseurs with whom he discussed particular
attributions proposed in this sale and also referred to his experience in London‘s
auction houses. 586 The backbone to Cauchi’s connoisseurship is the quality of the
work of art considered to be ‘the most important factor in judging a painting’ and
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advises against citing inscriptions as a reference which are indirectly quoted by
Bonello to criticise Cauchi’s claims to authority. 587 Bonello did seem to hint at the
intrinsic qualities of the painting under discussion in his criticism of Cauchi’s position
and expertise as he claimed that Cauchi’s arguments did not relocate the painting to
a ‘different order of aesthetic ideas’ but his approach is nonetheless decidedly more
historical than Cauchi’s.588
No particular interface between Sciortino and Cauchi has surfaced within the remit
of this research project. The two in all likelihood knew each other and direct contact
between them cannot be excluded. Cauchi might have thought of Sciortino as an
artist, rather than as a curator of fine arts, at least in comparison to the curatorial
remits Cauchi might have been conversant with in London. The idea of a Purveyor’s
of the Queen’s Pictures which happened to be the office which Sir Anthony Blunt
held, would have been a likely comparison for Cauchi.
The Fine Arts Section within the Context of Empire
This sub-chapter reviews the Fine Arts Section within a broader context which is the
British Empire. Art museums are not mainstream institutions within the British
Empire, and certainly not as widespread as Natural History museums, not to
mention the fact that museums in imperial territories represent a westernised view
of the world.589
The seminal report for this section is The Mediterranean Area – Malta, Cyprus and
Gibraltar prepared by Squire and Herdman and subsequently published in 1932
following their fact finding visit to Malta and the Mediterranean. 590 The authors
considered territory and colonial status as context, reviewed seemingly unrelated
museums and heritage sites, and acknowledged that ‘For many reasons, including
climatic conditions and habits of the people, it is not possible to make a fair
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comparison between these museums and those of Great Britain.’ 591 The Valletta
Museum compared well to its peers in Cyprus and Gibraltar. The Cyprus Museum in
Nicosia is described as having ‘a small collection of no importance’592 and with a
prevalently archaeological display. The museum in Gibraltar is described as ‘bright
and airy..., pleasantly situated with an outlook over the harbour’ but no description of
the collection and content was provided.593 The report recommended general
improvements but the response was generally positive, in comparison to the
Dominions, particularly Canada, and art museums in the British Isles. The Malta
Fine Arts Section is described as featuring ‘canvases attributed to Old Masters of
the 13th to the 16th centuries’ with ‘no examples of modern art of any national
school.’ 594
This would have been in sharp contrast to collections belonging to Australian art
galleries although the statement is not entirely correct given that this is a question of
definitions. By the late eighteenth and most of the nineteenth century, museums in
European metropoles were in pursuit of the same heritage artefacts with an
emphasis on medieval and modern works of a surprising similarity. 595 This was a
trend that Miers and Markham would have been conversant with. The Museum
Annual Reports do refer to contemporary artworks although these are mainly works
which were given as a donation or acquired because of their Maltese connection as
in the case of the bronze sculpture of Nina de Vetlina acquired in 1927.596 Medieval
artworks are sporadic and, in any case, a mere handful.
The 1932 Squire and Herdman Report was critical in varied ways of the state-of-theart at the Valletta Museum. For the purpose of this thesis I shall focus on the queries
and concerns levelled at the Fine Arts Section which was relatively mild in
comparison to that levelled at the Natural History Section described as ‘a collection
of stuffed birds and animals without meaning and consequently useless for the

591

Charles Squire & D.W. Herdman (1932). p. 69.

592

Charles Squire & D.W. Herdman (1932). p. 81.

593

Charles Squire & D.W. Herdman (1932). p. 85.

594

Charles Squire & D.W. Herdman (1932). p. 9.

Fischer Philip (2004). ‘Local Meanings and Portable Objects: National Collections, Literature,
Music, and Architecture’. Gwendolyn Wright (1996, Ed.). The Formation of National Collections of Art
and Archaeology. Hanover: UP of New England. p. 21.
595

Giovanni Bonello (2016) ‘Antonio Sciortino’s private letters to Vincenzo Bonello’. Charlene Vella
(Ed.). At Home in Art: Essays in honour of Mario Buhagiar. Malta: Midsea Books. p. 456. In his letter to
Vincenzo Bonello dated 5 January 1927, Sciortino confirms that ‘The figure has been sent addressed
to the museum, expenses to be paid on arrival. The casting has turned out well and I had a light
coloured patina applied to it, as when I am there I will put a little design on the base.’
596

197

purpose of instruction.’597 The Fine Arts Section was a relatively recent development
when seen within a broader context of the British Empire. Canada’s main art
museum institutions date to the second half of the nineteenth century. Montreal’s
gallery of paintings and sculptures was founded in 1860, the National Gallery of
Ottowa in 1880 and others were also established later in Edmonton, Hamilton,
Quebec, Sackville and Vancouver.598 However, ‘Taken as a whole, the Dominion
provides little to cultivate the appreciation of fine art, and it is a deplorable fact that
so many cities of considerable size have nothing to show.’599 Australia, on the other
hand, held the primacy of the first art gallery of the Commonwealth established in
1861, followed by the first picture gallery in 1864, a second art gallery in Sydney
established in 1875 and in 1881, in Adelaide. 600
Criticism then levelled at the Fine Arts Section can be summarised in two main
points namely, the quality and style of works in the collection and the ways and
means how the collection was displayed (Appendix VI). As far as the first point is
concerned the collection, indeed, had few works of art dating to before the
seventeenth century although the museum did have a modern and contemporary
art room which might have featured such works as Il Grano d’Oltremare by Antonio
Barrera (1889-1970), an etching by Italian artist Carlo Carra (1881-1966) and other
works of art. 601 This comment is informed by differing definitions of art and
contemporary art which the Italophile and the Anglophile narratives of art history
acknowledged and endorsed. What the Fine Arts Section sought to display might
be, to all intents and purposes, considered regional contemporary art, particularly
Italian. The display, however, was strongly criticised mainly for the fact that works by
local artists were not exhibited separately from other works and for poor labelling.
Bonello admitted that this mix was due to a lack of space, and confirmed that the
collection held material which could be used to display within the remit of additional
sections. 602 References to a potential Maltese room, albeit proposed in response to
a perceived lack of quality, are also informed by Temi Zammit’s enthusiasm for ‘the
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local character’ of the collection and for which he is also commended in the Miers &
Markham Report.603 The context of this comment refers to the broader perspective
of the entire review of the Museums of the British Empire. The report of the
Museums of Australia, particularly the section referring to the New South Wales
Gallery in Sydney, also justified the importance of national and local schools within
the museums of Empire
‘ ...from the truly aesthetic point of view it is not necessary to apologise for the
absence of old masters any more than for not being able to boast about a Tibetan
section in the Gallery. If the Tibetans had had knowledge of the art of Italy their own
would have been more sophisticated, but certainly less national, and we would not
have had Tibetan art as we know it; or don’t know it. Is this regrettable? In some
aspects perhaps, but not where the development of national artistic character is
involved, and there are still some distinct national characters left in the world to be
developed and fixed ...’ 604
When read in the context of the British Empire, the criticism levelled at the Fine Arts
Section can be dismissed as referring to common and widespread issues. Better
labelling and the need for a purpose to exhibit particular objects was highlighted
with reference to Canadian museums reviewed in 1932.605 This is even the case
with museums of the British Islands. The Report on the Public Museums of the
British Isles (1928) does mention that museums with satisfactory labelling were
rather few. 606 This is yet again the case a decade later, where the situation was also
described as tantamount to a ‘lack of sufficient drive and energy in the museum
movement itself’ which was partly to blame for the ’lack of appreciation in many art
museums of the difficulties or even ignorance of the public.’ 607
The report continued to state that many picture galleries were overcrowded and
lacked proper storage facilities mentioning that
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‘If one considers the three main museum fields as those of natural history,
archaeology, and art, then whilst there has been great progress in the first and
second fields, there has been little in the third’. 608
In general terms ‘... this critical situation concerned the smaller museums rather
than the larger and medium-sized provincial institutions.’609 Other contemporary
sources, however, describe Great Britain’s provincial art galleries as ‘antiquated and
inadequate... in comparison with those of other countries’. 610
Malta’s museum institution model was also considerably evolved in comparison to
most of its peer institutions within the British Empire, certainly closer to the
Dominions than to other territories. Museums located within libraries survived well
into the twentieth century and, in any case, much later than the one at the National
Library in Valletta which became the nucleus of the first museum at Palazzo Xara in
1903. In 1928, ‘Museums housed in libraries’, totalling one hundred and ten
institutions, were also recognised as the third most common museum institution in
the United Kingdom.611 This may not have just been a matter of hosting collections
in libraries but more akin to a fully-fledged museum model proper. The evidence for
this lies in the fact that these institutions were managed by librarians, meaning that
library functions of what can be described as a hybrid institution often took
precedence over curatorial remits. This might have also been considered as a
matter of convenience given that ‘It has always been the librarian who is expected
to take on the museum; in only one instance has the museum curator been asked to
add the librarianship to his other work.’612 Irrespective of its management model, the
library-museum model was certainly widespread throughout the British Empire
during the twentieth century. It was also registered in Canada and seems to have
gained popularity during the first three decades of the twentieth century. 613 Librarymuseum institutions were also established in British Africa, particularly in Southern
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Rhodesia and Mauritius.614 By 1944 the library-museum hybrid model was also
described as having functioned relatively well in the Australian cities of Sydney and
Melbourne for the preceding fifty years.615
The Squire and Herdman 1932 Report missed out on the conservation remit of the
Fine Arts Section which was amongst the first in terms of conservation facilities run
by a museum. The conservation department included two persons, one of whom
was Vincenzo Bonello’s brother Carmelo, employed in 1929, and who also worked
freelance. 616 The conservation department was contemporary to the Louvre (Paris),
established in 1931 although planned since 1927. 617 The commitment of Malta’s
museum institution towards conservation and preservation of Malta’s artistic
heritage coincided with the Athens Charter for the Restoration of Historic
Monuments adopted during the First International Congress of Architects and
Technicians of Historic Monuments under the auspices of the League of Nations in
1931. 618 Incidentally, conservation and restoration facilities in Malta were
established as an adjunct to the Fine Arts Section and continued to function, also
within the remit of the National Museum of Fine Arts, until the establishment of the
Malta Centre for Restoration in 2000.
Syntheses
The process which brought together the national collection of paintings and
sculptures concerns a relatively short span of time. The collection itself compares to
Hooper Greenhill’s description of an official authority producing knowledge, Carol
Duncan and Alan Wallach’s arguments of how internal museum processes shape
national identity as well as Bennett’s arguments concerning museums as vehicles
inscribing and broadcasting images of power. This too has shared characteristics
with what Simon Knell describes as boundary institutions promoting a distinct
relationship between art and the nation also grounded in history.619 The influences
and the broader context concern a more protracted span of time defined by Malta’s
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frontier-liminal character. A westernised model of art history would have been the
yardstick to sustain and consolidate even further an art historical reading that is
prevalently Italian. By consequence, the national collection of paintings and
sculptures taking shape continued to be decidedly aligned to Malta’s frontier status.
This inherent liminality is kept under check through a dogmatic approach to the
sacrality of national narratives, sustained by the Valletta Museum institution as a
dominant framework which seeks to effectively address the anti-structural qualities
of Malta’s inherent liminality. How the national collection of paintings and sculptures
acknowledged and engaged with history compared to the arguments proposed in
Nietzsche’s On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life (1874). For
Nietzsche the past is too overpowering to ignore in spite of the fact that our
attention to it is harmful. 620 Nonetheless, the benefits of historicised national
galleries in general, and their inherent power to historicise, endow moral
significance and the deification of artists. 621
The ways and means how the collection is put together over time is undoubtedly
guided by a clear interest and pursuit of history, which has a strong presence in both
display and contents of the Fine Arts Section. This should not be understood as the
lack of an arts section later to become a national art museum in its own right but,
rather, the evidence of a collection brought together in response to what can
perhaps be read as frontier art history whereby the liminality of the frontier is kept in
check by a strong regulatory institution promoting fabricated narratives in response
to the nation-state paradigm. By consequence, the collections development policies
which successive curators adopted, although more often than not informal,
responded to a hybrid set of values including a dominant historical narrative. This is
underpinned, and perhaps overstated too, by the venue hosting the national
collection over time and which is also the context for the Fine Arts Section. The
historic dialectic might also have a context in the rediscovery of ‘seicento’ art by
Italian art historians which would help to underpin the art historical remit of the Fine
Arts Section, albeit only recognised to be so in the context of regional politics,
certainly not universally acknowledged from an Anglophile perspective. Within the
context of competing narratives and shifts in relevance between one and the other
during the period under review, the collection would have, more often than not, been
guided by a historicist genre of art history.

John Richardson (2008). ‘Nietzsche’s Problem of the Past’. Manuel Dries (Ed.) Nietzsche on Time
and History. Walter de Gruyter. pp. 87 - 111.
620

621

Simon Knell (2017). p. 41.

202

History informs Malta’s frontier-liminal identity and is the raison d’être of the Malta
museum institution. More often than not it is also the benchmark for
connoisseurship, and its strengths shape the quality, focus and remit of the
discipline as manifest in the curatorial remits and acquisition policies. History also
concerns the container housing the museum institution over time which
complements the collection’s intentional focus on Malta’s history. In spite of this
intentional focus, Malta’s museum institution was certainly not backward when
compared to other museum institutions within the British Empire. The buildings
chosen to host this institution are also historic, and engage with a select past which
underpins a fabricated narrative of frontier art history ignoring the liminal. The data
reviewed also suggests that issues, trends and challenges are common throughout
despite the fact that the national collection of paintings and sculptures was
established much later than most of the major art museum institutions. Indeed,
Nietzsche's criticism of historical consciousness and the tendency to sacralise
national histories prevalently concerns the nineteenth century, 622 but this can
certainly apply to Malta’s museum institution during the period under review.
The Maltese twentieth century museum institution is a prevalently conservative one,
particularly concerned with conserving and preserving national heritage. This is
tangibly manifest in the establishment of a conservation department and laboratory
at the Auberge d’Italie which later proved to be of decisive importance in the
conservation and restoration of Malta’s national collection of paintings and
sculptures during and after World War Two. The acquisition policies promoted
during the period under review, and the results which these obtained, suggest an
iterative process intent on collecting fragments of a past in danger of being lost or
beyond being retrieved. The acquisition policies and initiatives pursued are perhaps
the answer to constant references to lost heritage in the literature of the time. This
might also be understood to stand as a common objective for both collections
development strategies and the requirements of conservation and restoration given
that both were managed by one and the same curator of fine arts.
The Fine Arts Section also emerges as the agent scripting an art historical narrative
through its acquisitions policies and initiatives. It is the only agent doing so within
Malta’s liminal culture ecology and aligns its acquisitions policies and initiatives to
recent developments in ‘seicento’ studies happening in Italy, particularly during the
first two decades following its establishment. The Malta museum institution is by
consequence perceived to be a tool at the service of cultural absolutism whereby a
dominant group within a community can emotively impose a culture that embodies
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exclusive values.623 Taste in art would become more often than not associated with
a social class best explained in Bourdieu’s concept of habitus where the physical
embodiment of culture capital informs the definition of an Italophile of elites some of
which would have also been viewed with suspicion by the British colonial
authorities.
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CHAPTER 7

Art as Relics
Sainthood, the Sacred and the National Collection
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In this chapter I shall discuss the application of hagiographic elements and how this
helps to inform, shape and define the values guiding the development of the
national collection of paintings and sculptures. I shall focus on the understanding of
artworks within the context of an overtly Catholic-driven hagiography as shaped by
Malta’s frontier-liminal identity.
The literature informing this chapter concerns memory studies and its various facets
including cultural memory. In 1925, Maurice Halbwachs defined collective memory
as the ‘interplay of present and past in socio-cultural contexts’. 624 His cadres
sociaux de la mémoire, translated as social frameworks of memory, stipulates that
individual memories are inherently shaped by socio-cultural contexts. Halbwachs’
contribution to the discipline also includes studies on family memory besides private
practices of remembering and the memory of religious communities which has
accentuated topographical aspects of cultural memory. Maurice Halbwachs’
theoretical model recognises society as a catalyst for individual memories to be
recalled, recognised and localised.
Cultural memory goes beyond biological memory, considered to be shaped by the
collective rather than being an entirely individual process, and refers to the practices
by which social groups construct a shared past. 625 This second level of collective
memory has been the subject of extensive research. The two main concepts
emerging from this thread of memory concern Assmann and Nora, although these
have not been understood to be exclusive. 626 Jan and Aleisa Assmann’s speak of a
communicative memory based on the oral transmission from one generation to
another, and cultural memory, dependent on texts, prints and images to define its
span over time and its relevance to the needs of a specific group.627 For Assmann
cultural memory is grounded in events, maintained through cultural formation and
institutional communication, holding the purpose of unifying and stabilising across
generations, also citing Maurice Halbwachs and Aby Warburg as the lynchpin
reference for their contribution. Their seminal essay, Collective Memory and Cultural
Identity (1988) also advocates a separation of collective memory, as explored by
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Halbwachs, from cultural memory and its basis. Assmann considers cultural
memory as being different from history.628
Pierre Nora instead, considers how memory and history now appear in fundamental
opposition and defines sites of memory (lieux de mémoire) as being ‘remains, the
ultimate embodiments of a memorial consciousness that has barely survived in a
historical age that calls out for memory because it has abandoned it.’ 629 Nora
acknowledges that there is no such thing as spontaneous memory and that the role
of the institution is to keep the memory alive. Whilst memory remains a bond, albeit
in constant change, to be recalled or forgotten according to what circumstances
dictate, history becomes the reconstruction of what is no longer and a
representation of the past. In a sense, Nora delves into the distinction between
memory and history, once acknowledged to be one and the same thing right up to
the period preceding the Renaissance. Successive research elaborates on the
dialectic between memory and history. Terdiman argues that we construct the past
from and with memory defined as ‘the present past.’ 630 History writing must in some
way relate to memory in order to bring out what may be potentially suppressed.
Astrid Erll et al. also argue for going beyond the distinction between memory and
history in favour of a notion of different modes of remembering given that the past is
not a given but rather continually reconstructed and represented.631
Patricia Camilleri’s study on representations of war in Malta’s museums remains the
only significant contribution on memory and collections development studies with
particular reference to Malta. 632 Camilleri reviews artefacts connected with war
displayed in Maltese museums connecting time and space including the local,
global and glocal.
Relics as Identity Constructs: The Case of Malta
The dialectic between memory and history also concerns relics, a term derived
particularly from Christian studies, which generally refers to the post-humous
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material remains of a saint and to sacred objects pertaining to or in touch with these
remains. 633 David Lowenthal’s The Past is a Foreign Country (1985) claims that
memory, history and relics continuously inform our awareness of the past; memory
and history are distinct albeit overlapping processes with relics as their residues. 634
As historical knowledge is collectively produced and shared in comparison to
memory which is more often than not subjective and select, justification of both is
acquired thanks to relics which bridge between the then and the now and give
credibility to the past.

635

Relics are also considered as fixed localised objects, rarely

moved or displaced and which can also be subject to touch, albeit in visual format
akin to the gaze. 636 Lowenthal also claims that history, memory and relics in
combination provide a direct route to the past and share a measure of
interdependence in the understanding of our past.637
The understanding of relics within a liminal context, particularly in the case of Malta
and its catholic history, which serves the purpose of a backdrop to a particular
definition of relics which is, essentially, Catholic. Data coding suggests that relics
are relevant to Maltese culture and religious practice and their significance seems to
have survived almost intact over time.
One of the most prized possessions of the Order of St John was their collection of
relics, three of which were the only items handpicked to take with them when they
were expelled from Malta by French Napoleonic troops in 1798.

638

One of these

relics was a Greek icon of the Virgin, known as Our Lady of Philermos, described as
having ‘the impression of considerable antiquity’ which should not only be the
subject of research and art historical study but also ‘provide an opportunity... to
rekindle its cult’. 639 Relics, in the form of complete skeletons exhumed from
Christian catacombs in Rome, were also regularly brought to Malta over time as
from the early years of the eighteenth century (Plates 55, 56). 640 These relics are
known as sacred corpses and the feast day of most is still celebrated by the majority
633
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of the community. Rituals and cult practices include public processions of some of
these corpses. The community in general also actively participates in ritual and
devotional practice which can be measured by means of the percentage of people
of a given community named after the often fictitious saint to whom the relics
reputedly belong. 641

Plate 55, 56: Processions with holy corpses held annually in various Gozitan parishes

This is particularly the case in the village of Balzan, specifically with regards to a sacred corpse.
Newborns were named after St Valentine, whose corpse is venerated in the same church. Gwann
Dimech (2004). Hal Balzan-Grajjietu sal-1999. Balzan Local Council. pp.137 - 143.
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Almost every parish church has its share of relics, particularly those of the patron
saint of the parish, but this has not kept them from, even recently, obtaining others
on temporary loan for special occasions. Relics of St Sebastian (2011) were
recently brought to Malta, as well as those of other saints including St George and
St Lawrence (2014), and others.642 These relics were brought by the larger
communities holding major celebrations on the feast of the Community’s patron
saint. The funds required to bring these relics to Malta would only be available to a
select and restricted number of communities, generally being the ones with the
larger population numbers.
The full-length skeleton relics venerated in local churches belong to by and large
anonymous saints with no connection to Malta save for their provenance being
Rome, the centre of authority for Maltese Catholicism. The fact that these are
unknown and disconnected from the history of the community at large suggests that
it is the essentially religious and sacred substance of, which is being acknowledged
and revered irrespective of the aura of anonymity of the saint.
For the majority of these communities, relics represent a strong link with the past
activated within the present, the closest that particular community would ever come
in contact with its patron saint to enact devotional and cult practices. This intent and
commitment may relate to a search for authenticity through which to strengthen
identity, given that relics concern the very substance of the saint rather than a mere
reminder which can validate cult practices; the more of these practices the more
they may evoke communal identities. 643 A comparative theoretical model might be
found in Durkheim and Halbwachs’ studies on the dialectic between religion and
communities. Durkheim recognises the strong dialectic between religion and
organised communities bridged by ritual and Halbwachs delves into religious
collective memory and the perceived permanence of the memory of religious
groups.644 The fact that some of these relics are anonymous and do not correspond
to a community-binding cult or religious narrative only serves the purpose of
underpinning the ingrained presence of religion within Maltese society.
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Plate 57, 58: Hand-held and full length relic of St John Bosco in Gozo during a pilgrimage held in May 2015

This understanding of the relic as a powerful cult object, still relevant to catholic
religious practice (Plates 57, 58), can be coded with references to cultural heritage
artefacts as relics. Lowenthal and others point out that the description of cultural
heritage in such terms is not exclusive to such liminal frontier contexts as Malta.
Given that the cultural context is one and the same, the reading of cultural heritage
as relics proper is essentially catholic and acknowledges the relic as being of the
essence rather than a fragment of the past. Besides the protection of cultural
heritage, the scope and purpose of cultural heritage regulations is recognised to be
211

part of a wider concern to raise public awareness about the relics of previous
generations and foster the cult of antiquity.645 The measures of address for this
wider concern might be considered a ‘great service ... if these relics of old times are
better taken care of’. 646

The understanding of art as relic also concerns such

projects as Sciortino’s Monument to the Fallen of the Great Siege of 1565. Local
authorities expected Sciortino to reproduce armour from the Palace Armoury in
Valletta for his central figure representing Fortitude. Sciortino’s choice was to
reproduce one from the armoury in Turin, with no connection to Maltese history
‘because it is more sculpturesque, transmits more strength, and is more adapted to
valour. What there is in Malta suffers from the art of decadence.’647 The chosen site
for this monument reveals the dichotomy between the artist’s view and that of his
commissioners. Sciortino’s plan, sent from Rome, proposed ‘to place the monument
just in front of the law courts and that the monument will be rather longer in shape
than in height.’
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Local politicians, particularly those supporting this project,

acknowledged the place to be a sacred site due to the very many knights interred at
St john’s Co-Cathedral which is right behind. 649
This particular concern with relics is also specific to the national collection of
paintings and sculptures, particularly with regards to portraits. Out of approximately
two hundred paintings acquired by Vincenzo Bonello in his capacity as Curator of
Fine Arts, portraits outnumbered the remainder. 650 This curatorial focus on
portraiture is indeed, difficult to compare due to its inherent liminal frontier context.
Portraiture has been acknowledged as one of the hallmarks of ‘boundary
institutions’ with a ‘privileging of depiction over artistic practice.’ 651 Portraits stand for
true images of a ruling class whose memory and history Bonello sought to preserve
and commemorate. As a visual relic, portraits can be understood as an authentic
memory of a past which Bonello strove hard to retrieve, particularly artworks by then
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lost or under threat, also in a bid to rewrite Maltese art history. Furthermore, this
notion is also clearly expressed in his writings.652
The meaning and significance of portraiture within the national collection of
paintings and sculptures can be read and defined through Belting’s arguments
concerning the dialectic between heraldry and portraiture. 653 The Order of St John
had actively promoted identity symbols through heraldry and much like portraits,
coat of arms in sculpture form which stood for a presence in much the same way as
a portrait did. Both could be read as representational and their presence within the
collection, both separately and jointly, can be proposed as a sequential
development from late medieval heraldic systems whereby coat of arms denoted
presence.
The acquisition of portraiture and the intended focus explored and promoted by
Bonello can be read within the broader acquisition process concerning the collection
of coat of arms and heraldic symbols listed in successive editions of the Museum
Annual Reports, particularly during the first half of the twentieth century even though
there is evidence that the practice continues well beyond.654 Successive entries in
these reports suggest a constant concern with recovering coat of arms that had
previously served the purpose of marking territory and status within a frontier
context where symbols and commemorative inscriptions would have been
understood as a

clear sign of distinction from the ‘other’ and ‘alien’. 655 Taking

Belting’s views on the dialectic between portraiture and heraldry, this concerted
effort would have been akin to collecting portraits. Sometimes this also happened
concurrently. Coat of arms of Grandmasters of the Order of St John were registered
as early as 1912, accessioned together with a portrait of Grandmaster Manoel de
Vilhena. 656 Unidentified coat of arms were acquired during the period 1921 to 1924
and the broader variety of heritage objects were acquired between 1924 and 1925
include a glass pot with the coat of arms of a Grandmaster, majolica vases with the
unidentified coat of arms of a knight and one portrait in relief of a Grandmaster. 657
The Museum Annual Report for 1936-37 also refers to a majolica plate with the coat
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of arms of a Knight of Malta and portraits of various Grandmasters. 658 The previous
year acquisitions included three portraits of knights of Malta clearly identifiable
thanks to an inscription painted in the background which is also reproduced in the
report.659 The acquisitions affected between 1939 and 1948 include one copper seal
of a knight of the Order of St John and one eighteenth century majolica flower pot
with coat of arms of a knight.660 A similar interest is shown with regards to
conservation projects featuring surviving coat of arms at the Inquisitor’s Palace in
Vittoriosa discovered by Bonello during his tenure as curator of fine arts.
The semiotic connection between coat of arms and personality which the national
collection of paintings and sculptures holds is even clearer in the case of St John’s
Co-Cathedral. This is the sacred shrine previously recognised as the Conventual
church of the Order of St John where a considerable number of knights, including
those in high-ranks, and successive Grandmasters are buried and where some of
the most important artworks on the island, also commissioned by some of those that
are buried there, hang. The symbiosis of coat of arms and portraiture, displayed
within one narrative also presented within the same space, presented a clear
connection with the sacred shrine where authentic remains of those whose
representations on display lie. In this way, the connection between memory and
history can be easily made also given the contents of this sacred space understood
and acknowledged as relics of a past to be preserved. Visual relics would have
been recognised as belonging to a religious and military society of powerful and
cultured noblemen,661 and would have potentially empowered an anti-colonial
cultural paradigm with a narrative, rooted in the past and sustained through
portraiture. Coding data to establish whether the dialectic between heraldry and
portraiture also concerns the heraldic memorials at St John’s is beyond the scope
and purpose of this research project. Sir Walter Scott’s reaction when visiting St
John’s Co-Cathedral in 1831 are nonetheless telling in this respect.
‘the floor is of marble each stone containing the inscription of some ancient knight
adorned with a patent of mortality and an inscription recording his name and
family...’ 662
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Scott goes into great detail when describing the heraldic insignia of various knights
represented on select tombstones which suggests that he understood heraldry and
its semiotic qualities.
The act of collecting portraiture, understood in the context of recovering coat of
arms, and the significance of St John’s Co-Cathedral as the resting place of historic
chivalry rethinks artworks into relics of a past which Bonello and others seek to
protect and promote. Rather than being guided by museography, these collections
development patterns suggest an intent, at least in part but certainly beyond an
isolated circumstance, at remembering and retelling which is more akin to
memoriography, as distinct from historiography, understood as the remembering
and the retelling of a historical event or history in general.663 In comparison to
historiography, memoriography can also be understood as the memorising of
memories and the study of memorial works, irrespective of their aesthetic quality. In
consequence, memoriography provides the conceptual structure for hagiographies
exploring the ways and means how identity values are designated to specific
heritage objects to aid as mnemonic tools transcending institutional memory. 664
In the case of the national collection of paintings and sculptures, memoriography is
restricted to creating an institutional memory bridging with history through relics. As
a consequence, select objects, particularly portraits but not exclusively, would be
acquired not in response to aesthetics. For such liminal museums, memoriography
would be concerned with establishing authority through a concerted attempt at
defining memory and history. In doing so it would reflect the aspirations of power
grounded in the idea that founding a collection enhances the status of the collector.
Hence, it would create the necessary regulatory frameworks and guiding
conventions to firmly influence and control liminality, set a relative frontier by
sustaining a relevant narrative and sustain a chosen identity.
Relics and Cultural Saints
The term ‘cultural saint’ denotes the recognised status of a given artist as a maker
of works and an example to follow from an aesthetic or ideological perspective. The
term, recently proposed, has been applied to a wide range of cultural contexts. The
process is context-specific, meaning that the ways and means how the chosen artist

663

Stefan Berger, Bill Niven (Eds. 2014). Writing the History of Memory. Bloomsbury. pp. 207.

For a definition of memoriography see Gitanjali Pyndiah (2017). ‘Memoriography: the anarchival
impulse’. Barbara Törnquist-Plewa, Niklas Bernsand, Marco La Rosa (Eds.). In Search of Transcultural
Memory in Europe. Lund University: Centre for European Studies. pp. 117 - 124.
664

215

acquires canonical status is far from linear and more often than not guided by the
specific characteristics of the context from which it evolves.665 Studies have
underpinned the role of cultural sainthood in fostering idolisation and
institutionalisation and within the broader framework of hero-worship in history
whereby both corpse and corpus of a given cultural saint can become a focal point
for the community.666 What has remained uncharted is the dialectic between cultural
sainthood and liminality.
The framework for the study of cultural sainthood proposed by Marijan Dović may
be considered as an appropriate point of departure.667 The theoretical model, based
on four stages, includes the vitae, defined as the individual’s potential for
canonisation; inventio or the establishment of the canonical status; the cultus or
reproduction of the canonical status and the virtutes or implications for a broader
society. A possible dialectic between art history and cultural sainthood may also be
explored, in which case the four stages of the Dović matrix would compare to
historiography. What would, in turn, compare to the nuts and bolts of art history
would be the vitae of cultural sainthood as classified by the Dović matrix namely
opera, or the recognition of a repertoire of works deemed of significance; persona or
the recognition of the individual’s personality, aenigma or transgressions and
deviations connected to the individual’s biography and acta, or the potential broader
repercussions of the candidate’s cultural activity.
Dović’s matrix may not necessarily apply in its entirety to such a specific type of
cultural sainthood. Social, political and cultural circumstances are the elements
which foster cultural sainthood and its unique relation to its context and this is even
more so in the case of art-historical cultural sainthood emerging from liminal
contexts. Dović’s model is based on contemporary research on cultural nationalism,
particularly national poets which is directly related to the sphere of power and
authority on emerging nation state. Taking Victor Turner’s studies on liminality as
our starting point, such a specific typology of cultural sainthood would be much
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more aligned to the magico-religious and the process grounded within the same
context validating artworks as relics bridging memory and history. It is within this
context that the saint’s deeds become sacred acts in the eyes of later periods
particularly in the case of historically-specific processes guiding the rise of national
cultures or the need for their recognition as identity constructs.

Source: Dović, Marijan (2012). ‘The Canonisation of Cultural Saints: An Introduction’. Sonja StojmenskaElzeser, Vladimir Martinovski (Eds.) Literary Dislocations. Skopje: Institute of Macedonian Literature.

Case Study: Mattia Preti (1613-1699)
Preti can be proposed as a local twentieth century cultural saint to stand for an anticolonial identity. Preti’s bibliography has been significantly enriched over the past
years; a catalogue raisonne was published in 1999 and catalogues of major
exhibitions in Italy (Taverna di Catanzaro & Torino) and Malta (Valletta) held in 2013
have, in addition, articulated his biographical details further.668 I published Preti’s
hypothetical cultural sainthood in 2013, as a development of a hypothesis originally
explored for writers.669 It was subsequently endorsed as a good example of how the
concept can be applied to the visual arts along with Thorvaldsen in Denmark and
Antoni Gaudi in Catalonia.670

For the latest essential bibliography on the subject see Keith Sciberras (2012); Sandro Debono,
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Preti was born in 1613 in the small town of Taverna di Catanzaro the Sila Mountains
in the southern Italian region of Calabria. He is securely documented in Rome by
the early 1620s, active in the workshop of his elder brother Gregorio, and
subsequently undertakes important commissions, including his fresco cycle for the
Church of San Andrea della Valle in Rome. By 1642, Preti is bestowed with an
honorary knighthood within the ranks of the Order of St John, known as Knight of
Magistral Obedience. This would have been a significant achievement for the young
artist whose family had lost its noble title shortly before his birth albeit symbolic
rather than effective. Following brief stays in Modena and elsewhere he settled in
Naples, consolidated his style and became one of the most prominent painters in
town. His effective contact with the Order of St John happens during this time as the
Grandmaster was brought in contact with the artist to paint what would be the first in
a considerable repertoire of paintings. Preti moved to Malta for a brief stay, also
lobbying to get a promotion to Knight of Magistral Grace which would have
automatically won him much of the lost prestige of the family. His gift was to be the
vault paintings of the then Conventual church of the Order of St John for which he
got his much coveted knighthood in return. Preti settled in Malta until his death in
1699 and was to paint numerous commissions for the Order of St John, local
communities and private collectors. He also painted works on commission for clients
and patrons in Italy when in Malta. His style is initially parallel to the works of
Caravaggio’s followers, particularly the second generation Caravaggists, although
he is also inspired by Bolognese and Neapolitan art, besides his direct contact with
artists active in Bologna and Naples including French, Dutch and other Italian
painters.
With Dović’s model as a guide, the major shift with Preti’s art historical cultural
sainthood concerns temporality. Preti is an early-modern artist, active way before
the nation-state model and the quest for cultural sainthood came to the fore. His
cultural sainthood is grounded within a timeframe which is close to a century after
his death with no relevant connectivity between the two. The artist’s canonisation
status would therefore have to be reviewed for art-historical subject matter in terms
of this dichotomy. The category of cultus would have to be read in terms of a broad
framework and virtutes a relative term. Preti is not taken as an exemplary model to
follow given that his art belongs to a remote historic timeframe but more as
evidence of a past sustaining a frontier narrative for a liminal context. Virtutes may
however be read in terms of conversation and preservation rather than emulation.
Indeed, Preti’s canonisation becomes effective in parallel to initiatives aimed at the
preservation of his work, particularly the vault paintings of St John’s Co-Cathedral.
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Scholarly contributions about Preti were relatively few at the time when his
transformation as a political tool begins to happen and the process of indoctrination
and political transformation was guided by the agenda of identity politics.

Plates 59, 60: The exhumation of the remains of Mattia Preti at St John’s Co-Cathedral
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The artist also has a major memory site akin to Pierre Nora’s memory sites. St
John’s Co-Cathedral holds Preti’s most significant works apart also being the artist’s
burial site. The still-functional catholic place of ritual connects Preti’s temporality and
his cultural sainthood. In 1962, this connection goes beyond, in response to
Turner’s characteristics of liminal contexts and its potent magico-religious character,
when following a request by the Civic authorities of his hometown Taverna, Preti’s
remains were exhumed, examined and placed in a new coffin (Plates 59, 60).671`
The mortal remains, the physical relic of the cultural saint, were treated much the
way as those of a canonised saint to be which, in keeping with Catholic practice and
protocol, has to be exhumed prior to canonisation. The mortal remains were
examined by experts to be buried in the same tomb with a new purposely-made
coffin.

Authenticity of Preti’s burial site may have been the motive behind this

initiative, intent on ensuring that the ledger stone, inscription included,
corresponded to the mortal remains. The need for authentication through
exhumation is a Catholic requirement for the canonisation of saints.
The Maltese context for Preti is the island-fortress paradigm and his works become
synonymous with Malta’s politico-religious identity in response to its liminal
conditions. This is clearly expressed by Vincenzo Bonello on various occasions,
whereby he affirms that the evaluation of seventeenth century art in Malta is a duty,
which would transform Malta into an important art historical milestone.672 Indeed,
this is Dović’s common ‘imaginarium’, a characteristic of ‘virtutes’ based on Preti’s
repertoire which can be read in terms of a historic reservoir of identity-sustaining
visuals. Malta’s status as the bulwark of Europe (Propugnaculum Europae) and, by
consequence, the fortress of Catholic Europe in faith and identity is buttressed by
Preti’s repertoire not only in subject but also in stylistic terms also denoting
excellence in recognition of the Italian yardstick of art history. The centrality of Preti
and Caravaggio may be elusive to grasp by referring exclusively to Bonello’s
statement. Fascist literature on Malta of the inter-war period builds on Preti’s art
historical reassessment for the purpose of promoting irredentist values. In 1928,
Guido Puccio, academic and correspondent for the Italian newspaper ‘La Tribuna’,
cites Preti along with Caravaggio as strong Italian cultural links for Malta. 673
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Four years later in 1932, Puccio delineates geographic claims, race, language and
culture as strong values with an overtly strong Italian imprint but also cites Mattia
Preti and his works on the island as strong evidence supporting irredentist claims. 674
Paribeni’s 1925 publication entitled Malta, Un piccolo paese dalla grande storia also
makes clear references to both Preti and Caravaggio, including an assessment of
their undisputed relevance to Malta.675 Such statements would have raised
eyebrows at the Colonial Office in London and Preti’s cultural sainthood was clearly
understood in terms of an identity construct also given the fact that the British
narrative of art history would not have recognised Preti’s significance.
Preti’s Vitae is certainly much more aligned to Dović’s matrix even though there are,
yet again, divergences. Dović makes a clear distinction between Opera and
Persona which would mean one and the same thing for Preti. The relevance and
significance of the Opera is primarily recognised through the relevance of the
Persona and paintings, recognised as relics of a visual kind, would be akin to script
and writings as both Preti, including his name, and his works become relics of
cultural sainthood. In one instance, Aenigma is the common thread which spins
Opera and Persona into one weave. Preti’s dealings with the poor, discussed
extensively in his biography and commemorated on his ledgerstone, are the subject
of a painting by Maltese artist Giuseppe Calì (1846-1930) entitled Preti Distributing
Alms to the Poor. The painting, clearly derived from The Charity of St Elisabeth by
Bartolomeo Schedoni (1578-1615), shows Preti delivering alms to the poor waiting
at his doorstep. The painting is unusual in subject, even within the artist’s repertoire
of works to be also understood as a composition for a religious subject, rethought
into a painting inspired by the artist’s hagiography.
Preti’s biography, published in 1742 by the near contemporary Bernardo de
Dominici (1683-1759), is the backbone to his ‘vitae’. This is, indeed, at source an
uncritical and largely reverential narrative and, by default, a hagiographic narrative
proper. Preti is included in Volume IV of Vite dei Pittori, Scultori e Architetti
Napoletani along with a conspicuous number of Neapolitan artists and resident
artists, whose works are also listed in a measure of detail. Veracity of facts
mentioned has been often questioned by Preti scholarship which also led to the
dismissal of Preti’s biography as a piece of hagiographic writing, only cited by art
historians as a reference out of necessity. 676 Inspite of this strong hagiographic
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content, details from Preti’s biography have, nonetheless, occasionally been
confirmed and authenticated through primary sources but much like any other piece
of hagiographical writing, the truth is difficult to discern from fiction.677
Preti’s biography is published separately, in Malta, over a century later in 1864

678

coinciding with an interest, guided by concerns about its state of conservation, in
the restoration of the vault paintings of St John’s Co-Cathedral.679 The state of
conservation of Preti’s vault paintings at St John’s Co-Cathedral had been debated
for quite some time and decisive remedial action was called for. The reason behind
this publication features clearly in the introductory note. It had to keep Preti’s
memory alive to also promote the restoration of the vault paintings of St John’s CoCathedral which was considered to be the most important monument in honour of
Preti.680 Rather than his repertoire of works, it is St John’s Co-Cathedral which is
acknowledged as Preti’s memorial and this is the reason behind a second
publication, contemporary to the Maltese edition of Preti’s biography extracted from
Le Vite.
The nineteenth-century picture book publication by Paolo Cuschieri, entitled Sacra
Serie di Santi ed Eroi dell'Inclito e Crociato Ordine di San Giovanni, includes
lithographs of the saints and heroes of the Order of St John painted seated on
either side of the oval windows in the main nave of St John’s Co-Cathedral. 681
These lithographs, reproducing full-length portraits of a reduced scale, stand for the
same values guiding the acquisition of portraiture for the national collection of
paintings and sculptures given that these are visuals of historic paintings
representing true images of individual members of a ruling class whose memory
and history were and still are also worthy of preservation as much as the vault
paintings themselves.
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Cuschieri’s publication also includes a portrait of Preti in the introductory pages,
inspired by a portrait now at St John’s Co-Cathedral museum. This is again a case
of ‘Opera’ and ‘Persona’ being one and the same thing given that the artist’s full
length portraits of saints and heroes of the Order of St John were chosen on values
that are beyond art history, complemented by an image recognised as a visual relic
proper. The portrait is contemporary to Preti and probably painted with direct
knowledge of his Self-Portrait (Uffizi, Florence, 1696) which shows the artist in old
age, including evidence of his degenerating health lately also corroborated with
evidence in De Dominici’s biography. It recalls Giorgio Vasari’s methodology in
presenting an iconic image of the artist, the deeds of whom are immortalised in the
cartouche beneath. The status which the publication would have given to this
portrait, irrespective of quality, would have sustained Preti’s cultural sainthood as a
visual relic. This ‘vera effigies’ or true image was included not only in Cuschieri’s
picture book but also later, in the first publication dedicated entirely to Preti in Malta
published by the Italian art scholar Valerio Mariani in 1929. 682 A true image, this time
possibly chosen on grounds of quality and authenticity, features yet again in the first
comprehensive catalogue raisonnée of the artist’s works in Malta published in
2013. 683
The strongest element in Mattia Preti’s Vitae is his ‘Acta’ or his repertoire of works
acknowledged through primary and secondary sources, attributions and related
evidence. Preti’s catalogue raisonnée was published in 1999, much later than his
recognition as a cultural saint, and includes works recognised as painted by Preti
irrespective of location. A second catalogue published in 2013 is more specific and
concerns Preti’s works in Malta, which were almost exclusively painted by the artist
during his stay on the island until his death. 684 The chosen focus, in response to a
chosen brief that is territory-based, suggests a conceptual link with Mariani’s Mattia
Preti a Malta (1929) which provides a broad overview of Preti’s Maltese period and
lists works of art by Preti in Malta, some of which were later to be acquired or
transferred to the national collection of paintings and sculptures. 685 These
publications, starting with Mariani’s, identify the artist’s memorials, corresponding to
Dović’s ‘inventio’ and beyond the place of memory which is St John’s Co-Cathedral,
helping to create a network of shrines which, in the case of Preti were also
recognised as fully functional Catholic churches. These same publications have
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also sustained a continuing process of divesting the ‘vitae’ from non-authentic works
confirming works to be true images by the artist’s hand. In doing so they have also
defined the extent of procreativity which, when measured in art historical terms,
concern the number of copies and inventions replicated by the artist’s workshop and
his influence on successive artists. In the case of Preti this is rather subdued and
certainly not at the level of emulation given that this practice refers to seventeenth
and eighteenth century Maltese artists copying or imitating his inventions. 686
Valerio Mariani’s publication forms part of a string of contributions on Preti and his
art which rethought his art historical significance throughout the twentieth century.
Preti’s ‘Opera’ and ‘Persona’ were woven into one by twentieth century art historians
but some of these contributions also include hagiographic content sustaining his
cultural sainthood. An essay by Roberto Longhi on Preti published in 1913 has all
the hallmarks of a purely scientific contribution 687 followed by a second essay in
1943. 688 In comparison, published research undertaken by art historian Alfonso
Frangipane is more identity-grounded and subjective. Frangipane’s review of the
1913 Mattia Preti commemorative exhibition held in Catanzaro (Calabria, Italy)
includes references to Preti’s relevance to contemporary Malta beyond the arthistorical significance of his works. 689 Preti is described as the Catholic painter par
excellence who was admired by all Maltese as if their contemporary and still
present, thanks to his paintings, as if death has not made them forget their
admiration, verging on adoration, towards him.

He also describes the 1913

exhibition in terms of a patriotic initiative. His terminology is similar to that used in
the official inauguration speech of the exhibition read by a catholic prelate. 690
Preti’s paintings are acquired, transferred and registered in the national collection of
paintings and sculptures over time with a clear intent at putting together a collection
of his works. The artist’s works were amongst the first to feature in the Fine Arts
Section. In 1925, two works, previously hanging at the Orphan’s Asylum (Valletta),
were then transferred to the museum. The other paintings by Mattia Preti acquired
before the World War Two include a soffit painting representing The Glory of St
Anthony of Padova (1927), St Bartholomew (1932) and St Zacharias (1934). These
paintings are also published in Mariani’s 1929 monograph on Preti’s art in Malta,
686
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along with others that were later to be transferred from the Palace (Valletta) to the
museum collection shortly after the World War Two, including the Martyrdom of St
Catherine of Alexandria, from the Governor’s Palace collection. I This series of
acquisitions effected by Bonello throughout the 1930s, has its context within art
historical narratives sustaining Preti’s art historical significance but was also guided
by a clear concern for documentation. The interest in Preti’s works did not concern
only paintings. A significant collection of drawings acquired by Bonello in 1933
included drawings by Preti. 691 In 1930, shortly after Mariani’s publication, Bonello
founded a photographic collection with the specific objective of providing
‘... a record of the chief and most important art treasures in the island; with this
object in mind the many architectural specimens scattered all over both islands,
pictures and other works of art are being surveyed...’ 692
Copies of thirty three out of fifty photographs from this collection sent to the Witt
Library in London concern works by Preti. 693 This mainly documentary evidence of
works, including those by Preti, which were destroyed during World War Two
although some, such as the church lunette painting representing God the Father,
was saved from destruction and transferred to the national collection of paintings
and sculptures in 1947. Post-war acquisitions, transfers and donations include the
altar painting of St John the Almoner transferred in 1964 from the church dedicated
to this saint in Cospicua, the pendant paintings of Christ at the Pillar and The
Crucifixion transferred from the Government Hospital in 1964 and the Denial of St
Peter given to the then National Museum of Fine Arts as a bequest in 1974.694 A
painting of The Prodigal Son acquired as a Preti in 1958 was subsequently
dismissed as an original. 695
This brief history of the Preti collection in the national collection of paintings and
sculptures shows evidence of memoriography, more evident as a guiding value
during Bonello’s curatorial tenure. It is less evident during the post-war years
although the acquisitions and relocations happening in the 1960s suggest that
memoriography becomes, yet again, a guiding value. The curatorial choices were
Stifania Lumetta (2017). ‘Dessins acquis par Vincenzo Bonello en 1933-1934 pour le département
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certainly guided by art historical research which, in the case of Bonello and his
tenure as curator of the collection, also concern a focus on St John’s CoCathedral.696 By comparison, research undertaken by Cauchi during his tenure as
curator is less concerned with memoriography, perhaps because it was also guided
by his exposure to Anglophile narrative of art history which by then acknowledged
Preti’s art historical relevance.
Memoriography may have put British colonial authorities in an uncomfortable
situation by the 1930s given fascist propaganda which referred to art in Malta,
particularly Preti, as a strong pro-Italian identity construct. Efforts to sustain colonial
narratives drawn from a historic past would have led the British authorities to look
for powerful responses which Edward Said considers in terms of the power to
narrate or to block narratives from emerging.697 The ensuing struggle between
identity narratives also concerns a painting by what may rightly be considered an
English cultural saint: the painter Hans Holbein the Younger (1597-1543). The artist
is recognised as one of the most significant in English art history and has been the
subject of various art historical studies.698 A painting attributed to Holbein in Malta
would have attracted the attention of the British authorities, particularly keen on
promoting a British cultural narrative in contrast to the Italophile narrative of art
history, also regarded as a visual relic sustaining a British colonial narrative
complementing the yardstick of British art history. The painting, which origionally
hung at the Governor’s Palace in Valletta, was then known as the ‘Malta Holbein’.
The attribution can be traced as far back as the late nineteenth century also noted
by Blanche Lintorn Simmons in her inventory of works of art at the Palace and other
government departments. 699 This list, probably based on first - hand evidence,
suggests an attribution buttressed by an oral tradition.
In a letter dated 5 June 1937 the then Governor of Malta Sir Charles Bonham Carter
notified William Ormsby Gore at the Colonial Office, also a Tustee of the National
Gallery, about the existence of a painting which was ‘known locally as the
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Holbein’.700 The Governor also communicated his intentions to take it with him to
London on his first trip back home and the then Director of the National Gallery was
duly informed, following which the painting was delivered to London and forwarded
to the National Gallery.701 Kenneth Clark immediately notified Ormsby Gore, then
also present when the painting was examined by the Board of Trustees, through a
formal letter dated 14 July 1937 which states that
‘... at the Trustees’ meeting yesterday, the picture was much admired, and the
Trustees agreed that we should ask the Colonial Office and the Governor of Malta if
they would agree to lending the picture to the National Gallery for a few months, so
that it may be seen by students and lovers of painting before it returns to the
comparative obscurity of Valletta.’ 702
The loan was conceded by Governor Bonham Carter until December 1937 and the
picture was put on display at the National Gallery following restoration. 703 The
painting was however not confirmed as a Holbein and a new, albeit vague
attribution to the Circle of Jan Van Scorel (1495-1562) proposed instead.704 This
was also not the official opinion of the National Gallery on the matter. In any case,
once returned to Malta, the portrait was eventually transferred to the national
collection of paintings and sculptures and subsequently on display with the new
attribution to the Circle of Jan Van Scorel still the acknowledged one.
The study of Holbein the Younger as a cultural saint is beyond the remit of this
research project, and the comparison proposed is grounded within the politics of
identity which juxtaposed British and Italian narratives of art history. Holbein’s
context is broadly liminal and his portraits concern the protagonists of conditions,
given the break with the Papacy in Rome advocated by Henry VIII during his times,
leading to the subsequent shift between Protestantism and Catholicism advocated
by successive monarchs. Holbein’s historic significance was, perhaps, recognised
more than his aesthetic relevance. He was also caught in between an identity
struggle given his nationality which would have recast him within the ranks of the
twentieth century German foe. It is however relevant to position Holbein within the
broader narrative of identity politics and how this justifies the relocation of the
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portrait to London’s National Gallery. Indeed, this would have been a fitting counterresponse to the politics of identity which the Italophile narrative developed by
recognising Preti’s status and relevance within Italian art historical narrative and the
rethinking of the Baroque style. There might be underlying common values and
agendas which are common to Preti and Holbein.
Holbein’s historic connections are undoubtedly connected to King Henry VIII whose
identity as immortalised in his relic-images is much indebted to Holbein, including
costume and accessories. 705 This intimate connection to the King is also described
as ‘… an extraordinary and exceptional one’. 706 These portraits are eulogised as
unique character studies of an ageing king, beyond the reach of any painter of
Holbein’s times.707 The historicity of Holbein’s portraits is also recognised beyond
the King’s portrait. The full-length version of the Duchess of Milan has been
recognised as ‘possessing unequalled importance as a historic document’. 708
Holbein’s art is recognised as one of absolute truthfulness in view of the various
portraits of spouses-to-be which he depicted for the King. This would have qualified
Holbein’s portraits as visual relics with an authenticity which is grounded in the
same history which they sought to define. Holbein’s contribution to hagiography
writing lay with his portraits which, in turn, contributed to what has been described
as the ‘Holbein Legend’ which is nothing short of the artist’s hagiography. 709
Holbein’s historic connections keep being highlighted until the 1960s and a measure
of hagiographical writing is also duly acknowledged, proven in parts, although
More’s reference to the artist as a craftsman resonate in comparison to the image
construed by his hagiographical writings which are more often than not
anecdotal.710 Holbein’s Britishness comes across as an essentially twentieth century
identity construct, developed in response to the politics of Empire. By comparison,
Preti’s Maltese connection is clearly spelt out in particular contributions of the time,
in ways comparable to Holbein’s rethought identity to suit necessities of Empire.
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Holbein’s identity was also a powerful argument sustaining Britishness and, in
consequence, a matter of debate. Holbein’s nationality was recognised exclusively
as Swiss during World War Two, even though it was known that he was born in
Bavaria (Germany). 711 By the time hostilities ceased in 1945 his German origins are
once again acknowledged although ‘for many years usually classified as an artist of
the Swiss school’,712 and is compared to Caroline of Ansbach, Queen consort of
Great Britain and wife to George II who ‘was more successful than most naturalised
Teutons in entering into the British point of view’. Later Holbein scholarship, of a
more objective kind, suggests a strong association with Switzerland rather than
Germany. 713 This latent tension concerning identity was also recognised with the
benefit of hindsight in more recent studies. Holbein’s portrait of The Duchess of
Milan was recognised as a unique portrait, given that it was painted in England by
the court painter of the realm, in spite of the fact that the painter was German. 714
This did not hinder the Trustees of the National Gallery from exhibiting it as the
painting of the month, in commemoration of Holbein’s centenary celebrations held
during World War Two. 715 By contrast, Preti’s nationality is caught within the same
identity issues of nationalism and used to sustain irredentist claims over Malta by
the Italian Fascist authorities.
Holbein scholarship was still lacking a catalogue raisonnée during the inter-war
period and published research was more often than not historical rather than about
the aesthetic merits of his paintings. 716 Post-war scholars suggest that Holbein’s
production was still lacking in-depth study in spite of two long awaited major works
on the artist then published. 717 This was very much the case right up to 1967 when
studies were still recognised as a contribution towards the eventual publication of a
definitive catalogue. 718 Post-war scholarship also acknowledged the greater interest
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in history rather than connoisseurship in Britain.719 This was the case with most of
the works by Holbein published in The Burlington Magazine during the previous fifty
years. Indeed, most of the Holbein paintings published by The Burlington Magazine
tend to be prevalently historic studies of the sitter on which often stood the values of
authenticity.720 These often referred to details such as costume, pattern and design
recognised as evidence of an English origin. 721 Preti was not a portrait painter
comparable to Holbein, and research on his repertoire is both historic and aesthetic.
For Malta, Preti’s works were undoubtedly of prime historical importance and the
literature of the time, particularly that published by Bonello, is telling in this respect.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, The Burlington Magazine acknowledge
that the great majority of known Holbein paintings in European collections were
portraits executed in England which had left the country ‘after the Great Rebellion
(Civil War) or have been lost to it of recent years simply because Continental buyers
were prepared to give prices which the English nation could not afford’.722 Interest in
Holbein had by then increased considerably. This was particularly the case in
Northern America where Holbein’s Anne of Cleves in the Louvre was recognised as
only second to works by Michelangelo, Leonardo and Raphael.723 The British public
all too convinced about Holbein’s portraiture was also sensitive to any potential loss
of Holbein works leaving the country when purchased by rich collectors overseas.
This was the case of Holbein’s Cristina of Sweden which Henry Frick had originally
bought from the Duke of Norfolk in 1909.724 The issue was then considered to be a
‘tragedy ...coupled with deep humiliation’ remedied on the eleventh hour when the
necessary £40,000 were made available for its acquisition by the British
establishment. Post-war scholarship too highlights the urgency of not loosing more
works by Holbein through export given that by that time the depatriation of
presumed Holbeins had reached ‘the dimensions of an important branch of National
commerce.’725 This interest in Holbein works compares to the interest in Preti works
for the national collection of paintings and sculptures, later succeeding in putting
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together one of the biggest collection of Preti works on display in any public
museum.
The arguments concerning Holbein’s relevance and significance and how these
guided curatorial practice and art historical perceptions are similar to Preti’s. The
identity of both artists was revoked or invoked on grounds of identity politics and
memoriography guides a significant section of the bibliography of both. The ‘opera’
and ‘persona’ of both are also intertwined. In the case of Holbein they become one
and the same thing given his copious production of portraits. Efforts at compiling
the catalogue raisonneé indirectly develop a network of shrines which are
overwhelmingly British in the case of Holbein, and in the case of Preti, Italophile and
sustaining irredentist claims during the inter-war period. The potential loss of shrines
concerns Holbein more than Preti, given that Preti’s relative oblivion in traditional art
history is regional and far removed from the international exposure concerning
Holbein. Ironically, Holbein’s status in traditional art history would have sustained
British colonial narratives also due to the subject matter of his better known works.
The parallelisms are indeed strong and both artists stand for a distinct type of
cultural sainthood, art historical in essence and having characteristics that suggest
interesting deviations from the Dović matrix model.
Syntheses
The data reviewed and the hypotheses presented suggest inferences with the
notion of relics in many ways, including cultural sainthood. A distinct value system,
essentially religious and well - grounded in the Catholic relic value system, has
informed collections development practices guiding the national collection of
paintings and sculptures. A dialectic between relics, historic sites and museum
collections which goes beyond any liminal frontier conditions is certainly a case in
point. Museums often relate to the Greek temple, also in terms of architecture,
which is still acknowledged as the signifier for museums all over the world, and that
these, along with churches and other places of worship, were the places for public
display, holding objects of devotion. 726 Much like the Greek temple, museums have
also been understood as sacred spaces. Rules governed what was placed in the
temple and the inherent meaning of objects displayed within changed by the act of
setting them apart from the ordinary. The set of dynamics which scholars see in
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museums including ‘connections among power, the organisation of knowledge, the
representation and reception of history and memory and the construction of identity’
are all shared by the display methodology and the collections held by Greek
temples. 727 Much like the temple, the London National Gallery has also been
described as a pantheon to the fallen hero, transforming the sacred space of the
museum into a temple of knowledge. In the case of a liminal frontier context, the
conservative regulatory requirements of a political frontier context decisively shape
it into a grand history book with which the aesthetics of art and art historical
narrative are often in a struggle for assertion. The museum institution has also been
described as holding the power to transform an everyday object into an artwork in
much the same way as relics become sacred through the highly coded and
ritualised spatial and material conditions.728 Indeed, the distinction between sacred
and profane has often been blurred in the case of religious and secular relics. 729
Carol Duncan’s arguments in favour of museums as a place of ritual refer to the
function and purpose of places of worship clearly apply nonetheless.730 Places of
public display were often churches and other places of worship where an object
therein displayed was first and foremost an object of devotion. 731
In the case of liminal frontier conditions, where religion is often understood to hold
magico-religious characteristics, the distinction between churches and museums
would be blurred, with shared characteristics to such an extent that one may well be
in replacement of the other. The relevance and significance of churches and their
contents may be one of the reasons why a Fine Arts Section was not established
until well into the twentieth century as part of a by and large historic and antiquarian
museum narrative. This is a fact also acknowledged by Bonello when referring to
the Palace collection as the most important on the island, besides ‘collections’ of
works of art in local churches. The Maltese parish church still stands to date as a
dominant identity signifier, towering above the skyline of the surrounding cultural
landscape, and a symbolic container of culture material, amongst which works of art
take pride of place, owned collectively by the community. Churches can also be
recognised as places of memory where relics, including paintings and sculpture
works, shape the community’s identity through the constant evocation of memory
727
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and history. The key example of a place of memory church is St John’s CoCathedral where the Order also housed its collection of relics which also stands for
the dichotomy of the definition of museums in liminal frontier conditions. (Plate 61).
This monument is also recognised as an ecclesiastical museum proper in the Squire
& Herdman Report of 1932. 732

Plate 61: Interior of St John’s Co-Cathedral, Valletta

A seemingly congruous approach was taken by Hamilakis in his study of Greek
antiquity and the Modern Greek state. Greek antiquity is described as Sacred
Heritage, making use of religious terms, and providing a context for this narrative
which also refers to museums and archaeological sites as sacred locations akin to
churches.733
The overwhelmingly historical narrative which also guides ‘seicento’ art acquisitions,
and the concerted effort at acquiring and registering early modern artworks thought
to have once been the property of the Order of St John and peer institutions,
suggests that the curatorial practice was also influenced by a catholic perspective of
relics particularly during the inter-war period. Geisbusch speaks about the
preservation of relics in museums which essentially concerns the preservation of
their existence, and also acknowledges that value is much more acknowledged and
732

Squire & Herdman (1932). p. 69.

733

Hannis Yamiliakis (1999). pp. 115 - 135.

233

underpinned in the case of objects that go beyond biological memory.734 Much like
scholars of religion and historians, art museum curators active in liminal conditions
would be, at least in part, collecting visual fragments from the past as a physical
embodiment of rather than a signifier proper. 735 This applies to the Fine Arts
Section, then holding a conservation and restoration remit which included artworks
that were not strictly within the museum collection but located elsewhere albeit
recognised as public property.
Duncan’s studies on museums and ritual can also stand as a context for the
function and purpose of artworks as relics in the case of Malta’s liminal frontier
context. The museum venue becomes a sacred shrine of history and the collections
development strategies pursued suggest a comparison with how relics were
collected in the past, also in response to narratives inspired by devotion, identity
and political connections. This connection applies particularly to the case of
portraits, understood as people from the past and visual evidence accessible to a
wide range of audiences. The single portrait becomes a relic holding the memory of
times which hagiographic narratives strive to underpin and articulate. The dialectic
between portraits and coat of arms broadens this category further as the two stand
for one and the same fragment from the past.
The authorised heritage discourse which developed from this commitment towards
the preservation of material culture would therefore concern both acquisitions and
collections development as well as the conservation and restoration of artworks. 736
Both are concerned with the relic of the past, rather than a reminder of and, for that
matter, a certain type of relic which is essentially Catholic. The use, purpose and
significance of catholic relics in Malta continues unabated to date although a
tentative classification certainly helps articulate the dialectic between relic and
artwork. Relics belong to saints, irrespective of whether these are catholic or
cultural. Preti’s cultural sainthood is a case in point. His status made necessary the
exhumation of the remains of the deceased painter in ways similar to the
canonisation of catholic saints. This is a unique case study for Malta as Preti is
considered to be one of the very few painters who has a shrine akin to those
generally constructed for saints.
What remains perhaps unexplored is the dialectic between cultural sainthood and
liminality and whether this promotes and underpins a specific type of cultural
sainthood. Case studies of national poets from semi-peripheral contexts have been
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reviewed in terms of artists who are part of the canon of nationalism also
understood as a civil religion. A liminal frontier context can be proposed for sixteenth
and seventeenth century England, to which context the works of Holbein the
Younger belongs, and which is manifest in the transition to Protestantism
occasionally reversed in part or just short of an attempt by successive monarchs.
Malta’s liminal frontier context suggests a slightly different variant from the latest
literature on the subject, which also supports the recently developed concept of
cultural sainthood currently being researched in various European nation-state
contexts. In the case of the liminal frontier, particularly in the case of a high level of
threat or intense liminality, cultural sainthood becomes intrinsically religious, akin to
what Nietzsche paradoxically describes as the sacrality of history, given the
overpowering dominance of Catholicism in Malta and its defining impact, dominance
and overwhelming influence on island politics. 737
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This research project dealt with the complexities of a context which shaped, formed
and influenced the development of the Malta national collection of paintings and
sculptures from inception to becoming a museum proper. Such complexities include
the shaping of art history narratives that inform acquisition policies but also include
varied readings of Maltese history and Mediterranean colonial politics. Malta’s
national collection is a visualisation of this identity, rather than being an exclusive
product of art history, being then written in parallel. Which kind of identity this
collection stands for can vary as much as its corresponding context.
Art history is undoubtedly the backbone of Malta’s national collection of paintings
and sculptures. This is an art history which stands decidedly for an Italian
perspective, at first detached from the local artistic community, created in response
to an art historical narrative which was slowly being defined and consequently
acknowledged, at first in Italy but subsequently also beyond, particularly by British
museum institutions. ‘Seicento’ art is considered to be the high point, akin to a
Vasarian Renaissance model of art history, followed by a perceived decadent artistic
production inspired by a classical tradition and its various permutations. The chosen
narrative, which informs a core-periphery relationship, is nonetheless missing
grounded art historical research. The Fine Arts Section also became an agent
scripting an art historical narrative through its acquisitions policies and collections
development initiatives. It is, to all intents and purposes, the only agent doing so
and aligns to recent developments in ‘seicento’ studies happening in Italy,
particularly during the first two decades following its establishment which coincides
with the inter-war period. The museum is by consequence perceived to be a tool at
the service of cultural absolutism whereby a dominant group within a community
can emotively impose a culture that embodies exclusive values. These rethought
narratives acknowledged what had been perceived to be a decadent artistic
production albeit historical into a significantly relevant period and style. Prevalently
historical, these narratives did not engage with the formal qualities of artworks as
Italian art historians, as well as their British counterparts, did.
Art history and its rethought narratives is but one strand, albeit possibly being the
backbone, from an amalgam of historic, political and art historical. Indeed, the
choice of Italianate yardstick and canon holds the risk of being artificial and
understood as suspiciously fabricated in response to colonial politics, given its
detachment from what local artists and creatives were producing during the period
under review. The art historical narrative which informs the development of the
national collection is particularly historical, akin to kunstgeographie, which is
oftentimes political and nationalistic. It is certainly a regional art historical narrative,
grounded within Malta’s broader geographic context which is the acknowledged
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yardstick for the making of the collection. Central to this historic narrative is Malta’s
island-fortress identity which informs the hagiographic narratives, national myths
and chivalric connections that shape the context of and which also have a measure
of influence on the development of the national collection. Central to the islandfortress paradigm is religion and corresponding practices, which is the identity
construct that can single-handedly define Malta from the ‘other’ and which has an
overwhelming influence on all sectors of Maltese society even during this period
under review. This specific context and constituent elements helps explain why
heritage is understood in ways and means similar to catholic relics which are,
incidentally, still the focus of functional cults till today. The latest studies on cultural
sainthood apply to such artists as Mattia Preti whose historiography suggests a
hagiography that is historic, but also politico-religious.
The twentieth century Maltese museum institution is a prevalently conservative one,
particularly concerned with conserving and preserving a heritage classified as
national. This concern with preservation goes beyond the physical to also include
acquisition policies which suggest an iterative process intent on collecting tangible
fragments of a past in danger of being lost or perhaps beyond retrieval. There is
also a constant reference to lost heritage in the literature of the time which might
point to a deliberate choice of common objective for both collections development
strategies and the requirements of conservation and restoration. In any case, both
were managed by the same curator which would also define his role as a guardian
of memory. This particular approach to the past might also be one other reason why
modern and contemporary art by local artists were not acquired for the national
collection of paintings and sculptures until late in the day. History informs Malta’s
frontier-liminal identity and is the raison d’être of the Malta museum institution. More
often than not history is also the yardstick for art historical connoisseurship, and its
strengths shape the quality, focus and remit of the discipline as manifest in the
curatorial remits and acquisition policies.
The overwhelming historic perspective of Malta’s cultural identity and the
corresponding historic slant to Malta’s museum institution, explains why Malta did
not have an art museum institution during the period under review. It is certainly not
the case that artworks were not available or that a national collection of works
understood to mean works in the public domain or public property did not exist. The
period under review can be read as the process leading to the establishment of a
national collection institutionalised as a national museum proper and which is,
initially, a section from a bigger institution. The context within which this national
collection took shape is decidedly historical. Indeed, the Fine Arts Section is but a
fragment from a bigger and prevalently historical museum institution with regulatory
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functions and remits that went beyond collections management. Malta’s history,
including its pre-history, shaped the extent, remit and identity of the national
collections and what was subsequently established in 1974 as Malta’s National
Museum of Fine Arts also remained true to this historic connection. The buildings
chosen to host this institution are also historic, and engage with a select past which
underpins a fabricated narrative of frontier art history ignoring the liminal.
The alternative readings which this research project puts forward as hypotheses,
particularly with regards to frontier and liminal theory, underpins the character of
Malta’s museum institution. Thanks to liminal theory, the national collection can be
understood as a visual form of a frontier art history, brought together to
acknowledge, underpin and consolidate a frontier albeit holding in check its
liminality. Strands of historic, aesthetic, political and other values guide the
development of a collection in response to the liminality of the frontier, oftentimes
squashed by a strong regulatory institution promoting hagiographic narratives in
response to the nation-state paradigm. Hagiography implies a mix of varied shades
of truth, or subjective interpretations of historical narrative guided by the institutional
regulatory requirements of keeping in check the liminality of a frontier narrative.
Liminality

acknowledges multiple meanings and occasionally conflicting values

related or pertinent to the same historic event and heritage object. The constant
tensioning between meaning and value would breed a hagiography that is
permanently and intrinsically liminal.
The Fine Arts Section is also one other ‘political’ regulatory institution holding in
check Malta’s liminal frontier in ways similar to those exercised by the Maltese
Catholic church thorough strong political and cultural influences and which, by
consequence, helped shape a mindset which is strongly determined by religious
precepts. In the case of Malta, kunstgeographie would have asserted the relevance
and significance of the frontier, beyond the acknowledged westernised model of art
history which would have completely eliminated the liminal connections with the
southern Mediterranean even if one still find common ground with the ways and
means how the ‘other’, in this case referring to the geographical Maghreb,
comprehends art and art history. The lack of distinction between secular and sacred
is not as pronounced for the Malta case study but certainly shares common ground.
The hybrid character of Islamic art which encompasses a mixture of cultures, styles
and aesthetic notions with no attempt at streamlining is another similarity. Hybridity
is one other facet of the liminal frontier, besides the political, and there might
certainly be other liminalities when dissecting such ‘spaces in between’ comparable
to Malta.
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As an identity construct proper, religion and its practice also shape the metaphorical
visual narrative of the national collection of paintings and sculptures. A case in point
is cultural sainthood, which underpins the significance of heritage as relics and the
substance of a past. Cultural sainthood also and acknowledges all this as a
hagiographic narrative proper which is also an amalgam of myths and facts guiding
narratives of the Malta national collection of paintings and sculptures. Indeed, the
development of this collection as a visualisation of identity shows the ways and
means how the frontier restricts its inherent liminality and has less to do with art
history, which is also subjective, and more to do with the politics of identity.
Furthermore, religion also relates to the language question, which is but the product
of the continuous tensioning between an Italophile and an Anglophile politicohistorical narrative particularly manifest during the inter-war period. This explains
why the Fine Arts Section promotes a decidedly Italophile narrative and
acknowledges the Italian view of art history, including its latest developments.
Religion and its practice are also one of the reasons why a national collection of
paintings and sculptures was institutionalised so late in the day. The Maltese parish
church still stands to date as a dominant identity signifier, towering above the
skyline of the surrounding cultural landscape and a symbolic container of culture
material, amongst which works of art take pride of place, and owned collectively by
the community. Churches can also be recognised as museums proper holding relics
and cult objects, including paintings and sculpture works. Religion also informs
curatorial practice, albeit most of the time indirectly or subconsciously. Much like
scholars of religion and historians, art museum curators who are active in liminal
conditions would be, at least in part, collecting visual fragments from the past as a
physical embodiment of rather than a signifier proper.
This thesis sought to contribute new perspectives and methodologies to the study
and research of national collections. Liminal theory is one approach that goes
beyond the westernised model of art history and acknowledges a greater role to the
context which informs and guides collections development policies and their
practice. Hypotheses developed and conclusions explored may become the
cornerstone of the twenty first century art museum institution aspiring to be much
more inclusive, polyphonic and representative of the broader range of identities
which shape our communities.
Further research concerns at least two paths. The logical sequel to this thesis is the
broadening of data, including primary and secondary sources, which might be
available in the foreseeable future, particularly with regards to correspondence and
other data pertinent to all four curators at the helm of the Fine Arts Section. This
would certainly help sustain, inform or perhaps even challenge some of the
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arguments and hypotheses developed within the remit of this thesis. Malta’s
museum institution was certainly not backward when compared to its peers within
the British Empire but the extent to which it differs remains largely unclear. Access
to Italian archives, particularly with regards to records pertaining to the inter-war
period is also one other source which may enrich the data reviewed here. More
articulate and in depth comparisons with Italian and British Empire art museums and
collections can also ground the conclusions reached in this thesis in a more
articulate manner. This thesis could not connect to the museum landscape in Malta
beyond a certain point given that the history of museum collections in Malta remains
by and large unwritten. Parallel and similar narratives concern the interpretation of
archaeological sites but these are instead informed by the primacy of a civilisation
and ethnicity which goes beyond the frontier narrative sustained by the Fine Arts
Section. The narrative informing other national museums in Malta and the ways and
means how this has been developed might provide interesting models for
comparison.
A second potential research path concerns the study of peripheries as rich culture
ecologies in their own right. Acknowledging peripheries like Malta as rich cultural
ecologies can help to develop narratives of omission articulating elements of an
authorised heritage discourse are subjectively informed by the frontier, keeping in
check its liminality in due course. Spaces in-between, akin to the Malta case study
explored in this thesis, can be understood as rich, cultural ecologies in their own
right that are, more often than not, subdued and held in check by a relatively alien
yardstick oftentimes created with a core centre of artistic production as a reference.
Such unique micro-ecologies are woven into existence thanks to polyphonic
influences and inferences which go beyond a specific reference to one centre of
artistic production. Such ‘in - between’ culture ecologies may be the repository of a
richer stratification of cultural heritage albeit we do have to concede that
understanding the extent of what has survived and identifying what has not is
complex. Indeed, we might perhaps never achieve a comprehensive understanding
to rethink and acknowledge the liminality of national collections. Acknowledging
their liminality is certainly a step in the right direction, rather than continuously
comparing to select artistic centres of production.
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MEMO III
Art, Identity and Nietzsche’s Religion of the Power of History

In 1962, following a request by the Civic authorities of his hometown Taverna, the
remains of the Southern Italian artist Mattia Preti (1613-1699) were exhumed,
examined and placed in a new coffin for eventual reburial on the same spot where
his remains were laid three centuries before. (Victor. G. Griffiths, ‘The Exhumation
of Mattia Preti, Painter’ in BMJ, Volume 297, December, 1988). A search for
authenticity may have been the only reason behind this initiative to mark the spot
where the painter was buried and confirm that the marble ledger stone and epitaph
correspond to where the coprse had been put to rest. Mattia Preti had been by then
recognised as the Italian artist who had decisively influenced the history of art of
Early Modern Malta. His works were owned and known by local communities and
elites alike. His contribution to art history was then also gaining significance and
importance as scholars revisited his repertoire. Twentieth century scholarship,
mostly spearheaded by the Italian art critics Alfonso Frangipane (1881-1970) and
Valerio Mariani (1899-1982) rethink Mattia Preti’s relevance to seventeenth century
Baroque art (Alfonso Frangipane, Mattia Preti - Il Cavalier Calabrese, Casa Editrice
Alpes, 1929; Valerio Mariani, Mattia Preti a Malta, Edizioni Bibliotheca dell’Arte,
Roma, 1929). Mattia Preti’s works in Malta are also rethought within the artist’s
recognised repertoire of works. The process of rethinking and reassessment
provides the much sought-after evidence for the politics of irredentism. Fascist
literature on Malta of the time builds on Preti’s art historical reassessment for the
purpose of promoting irredentist values. Anti-colonial politics, and pro-fascist
literature in particular, highlights Preti as a key value representing a sophisticated
culture that is not usually associated with a colonised race (Guido Puccio, La
Questione della Lingua Italiana a Malta, Edizioni Sandron, 1928; Guido Puccio, Il
Conflitto Anglo Maltese, Treves-Treccani-Tumminelli, 1932, p. 52). Preti’s paintings
are thus rethought as relics of a historic past from which the narrative of identity
could draw its values and visualisations.

The mortal remains, the physical relic par excellence of the cultural saint, are
treated much the same way as those of a canonised saint to-be which, in keeping
with Catholic practice and protocol, has to be exhumed prior to canonisation.
Indeed, Mattia Preti can be proposed as a local twentieth century saint, albeit a
cultural one. The term ‘cultural saint’ is of recent use, proposed to define identity
roles of national poets in literature (France Preseren, Jonas Hallgrimsson, ‘The
Canonisation of Cultural Saints’ in Marijan Dović, Slovene Studies , 33.2 (2011).
Authors are generally canonised post-humously although their temporal existence
and output would roughly correspond to the nation-state timeframes. The
canonisation process is complex and a number of variables do exist. The
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canonisation process of an artist leading to cultural sainthood is a broadly sustained
effort. Scholarly and academic research decisively shapes the ‘vitae’ listing works of
relevance and highlighting his deeds and achievements. Relevance to a
strategically significant historic past is certainly an asset. By default, the artist’s
works would also be rethought as relics.
It is indeed telling that rituals of an overtly religious nature and intent define the
significance of artists such as Mattia Preti. The difference between cultural religious
and political identity becomes blurred as one validates the other throughout the
narratives of identity. For Malta, a staunchly catholic country standing on a culture
rift dividing Islamic North Africa from Catholic Europe, identity is essentially and
overtly religious and, perhaps, the key value of distinction for otherness. Churches
still stand for local and communal identity; they had until very recently served the
purpose of town halls where political and aesthetic objects representative of
communal identity, would be displayed. Religious terminology can also help define
collections with an inherently historical significance, irrespective of whether these
belong to churches or public spaces. Besides, art museums have oftentimes been
metaphorically compared to temples and sacred spaces albeit of a different sort
(Carol Duncan, ‘The Art Museum as Ritual’ in Donald Preziosi (Ed.), The Art of Art
History - A Critical Anthology, Oxford History of Art, 1998). Recent research has
highlighted similarities between Greek temples and museums have been
highlighted and collections deposited in either understood to represent ways in
which cultures organise and make sense of the world (Josephine Shaya, ‘The
Greek Temple as Museum: The Case of the Legendary Treasure of Athena’ in
American Journal of Archaeology, Vol. 109, No. 3. pp. 423-442). Christian churches
too were used as depositories for collections which more often than not include both
religious and secular objects. The display of sacred objects at St Denis Cathedral
known through early eighteenth century visuals shows a well balanced arrangement
between political and aesthetic objects (Arthur MacGregor, Curiosity and
Enlightenment - Collectors and Collections from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth
Century, Yale University Press, 2007). War booty, such as that associated with the
struggle against the infidels and displayed in Spanish churches, was also exhibited
in churches. In both instances the selection of works displayed tells us more about
the ideas and interests of powerful groups within the community than any other
religious value or cult object. Churches and Temples were the first institutions to
represent identity then merged with belief to stand for what Nietzsche defines as the
‘religion of the power of history’. (Nietzsche, The Use and Abuse of History for Life).

The collection of paintings and sculpture brought together by Malta’s first selfGovernment as from 1925, stands for the same overtly catholic identity as parish
churches and catholic churches had done for centuries before. There is undoubtedly
more than one guiding value defining collections development but, in the case of
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Malta, Catholicism may be one of the strongest. This collection, representing
identity of an overtly catholic tinge, required the same visuals and works which
churches held way before the 20th century. Indeed, the contents of this collection, of
which Mattia Preti’s works are a significant component, were in origin certainly
comparable to precious objects held in custody by local churches than to study
collections concerned with knowledge and promoted throughout the British Empire
(Alderman Chas. Squire, D. W. Herdman Report on the Museums of Malta, Cyprus
and Gibraltar to the Carnegie Corporation of New York, Museums Association
London, Edinburgh, 1932). The dialectic between religious and cultural objects
becomes blurred when identity values to which each relates are one and the same.
Even if aesthetically appealing, such objects would nonetheless qualify first and
foremost as relics; authentic evidence from a remote past chosen to define values
which only partially relate to art history. The power of history, which this collection
had to stand for, was thus not only a religion, as aptly defined by Nietzsche, but
overtly religious.

The values which define otherness on culture frontier rifts, including faith and credo,
emphasize what is customary and traditional. These values are associated with
objects and culture material. Indeed this is one of Nietzsche’s three types of
proposed methods of analysing the past (Nietzsche). Antiquarian history preserves
life much like sainthood preserves memory and extends a physical presence from
the past into the present. A person who preserves and reveres cultivates the past
much like an antiquarian historian. This is to all intents and purposes the profile of
successive personalities responsible for collating Malta’s national collection of
paintings and sculptures. It may also explain why modern art took so long to be
included in the collection opting persuasively instead for traditional forms which
could stand for permanence and tradition to historically legitimise the nation. It also
explains why Mattia Preti’s art stands as a significant identity construct, a signifier to
the power of history.
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Appendix II

Anonymous letter to Hon Minister of Education and Culture
copied to Marius Zerafa, Curator of Fine Arts dated circa 1974.
(Courtesy of Fr Marius Zerafa)
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Appendix III

Description of the National Museum at Auberge de Provence circa
1957. Source: A.N.M.A. Correspondence 1955-1958.
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Appendix IV

Vincenzo Bonello’s reply to points raised in the 1932 Squire and
Herdman Report on the Valletta museum collections. Source:
Archive of the National Museum of Archaeology. Correspondence
(1910-1952)
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Appendix V

Report on Italian and Pro-Italian activity in Malta: Vincenzo
Bonello. Source: National Archives Kew. CO 158-89001-3. Parts I,
II
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