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The Creative 
Collaboration 
between Painters and 
Photographers in Malta

Caroline Tonna highlights the role photography has played in the works of 
Giuseppe Calì

Fig. 1 
Giuseppe Calì (1846-1930).
(Courtesy of Mr Edward 
Camilleri)

I became interested in the link between painting and 
photography by coincidence when artist-photographer Patrick 
Fenech had shown me some early twentieth-century studio 
photographs of models wearing folklore costumes taken by 
prolific photographer Richard Ellis (1842-1924). These 
photographs were fascinating and luckily I was even allowed 
to see the original glass plate negatives at the Richard Ellis 
Archives.1 There was a striking resemblance to the works of 
portrait painter Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950), and this 
intrigued me to delve deeper into the interplay between the art 
of painting and photography.

Apart from Caruana Dingli, my research led me to 
another case study of the collaboration between artists and 
photographers, and their own use of photography. In this article 
I will look at some of the works of painter Giuseppe Calì (1846-
1930, Fig. 1) side-by-side with the photographic works of his 
son Ugo (b.1878, Fig. 10), who was a professional photographer 
working at the Grand Studio in Valletta. Ugo took photographs 
of his sister Margaret (1887-1932, Fig. 6), a beautiful young lady 
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who acted out poses and expressions wearing biblical clothes 
which served their father as visual notes for his religious 
paintings. A set of twenty-four black and white photographs 
of Margaret posing as the Virgin of Sorrows, Mary Magdalene, 
monastic saints and angels was generously lent to me by 
Nicholas de Piro. These photographs contained essential 
material which helped me compare them to some paintings 
executed by Calì, and to explore the collaboration between 
the artist and the photographer.

It is necessary to place photography in a historical 
context as a technology that was revolutionizing the way of 
seeing and recording the world and the impact it had on the 
artistic work of painters in Malta and abroad.

The Birth of Photography

It was the French researcher Joseph Nicéphone Niépce 
(1765-1833) who in 1826 took the first photograph in 
history with an exposure of eight hours.2 In the same year, 
Niépce met Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre3 (1787-1851) 
who had been experimenting independently on the fixation 
of an image exposed by the camera obscura. Both Niépce 
and Daguerre agreed to work together and eventually they 
developed the Daguerreotype.4 

The French and foreign press reported the event and 
immediately the news sparked interest among competitors. 
Soon after reading reports on the invention of photography, 
William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877), announced his 
invention of the ‘paper negative’.5 He called his invention 
calotype, after the Greek words for beautiful (kalos) and 

impression (typos).6 In 1851, Frederick Scott Archer (1813-
1857), solved the problem of long exposures required by 
daguerreotypes and calotypes. He made use of glass plate 
with a film of wet collodion to hold the chemicals, which 
offered the finesse of detail of the daguerreotype and the 
reproducibility of the calotype. This invention marked a new 
era in photography, and it spread like wildfire. It fascinated 
people with its possibility of preserving and reproducing 
images representing the exactitude of nature. Famous painters 
made use of photography to their own advantage. Gustave 
Courbet (1819-1877) used photographs of female nudes7 
that served for his paintings such as The Painter’s Studio: A 
Real Allegory (1855, Fig. 4-5). Several personalities in his 
paintings are based on photographic images, whereby the 
painter captured detail and the exactness of each individual.8 
Claude Monet (1840-1926) took many photographs of 
his garden at Giverny and had a darkroom underneath his 
studio. Hilaire Germain Edgar Degas (1834-1917) was at first 
cautious of the new medium, but in the middle years of his 
artistic career he was interested in high-speed photographs of 
figures in action taken by scientist Etienne-Jules Marey and 
Eadweard Muybridge.9 The involvement of photography was 
part of Degas’s art in his late years, as he took photographs 
himself and regarded photography as a teaching method in 
his art. Alphonse Mucha (1860-1939) used photographs as 
an aide memoire for his designs, drawings or cartoons for his 
decorative work10 while Edvard Munch (1863-1944) took 
remarkable photographs capturing turbulent emotions which 
one finds in his intense paintings (Fig. 2-3). Munch used a 
double exposure to create ghostly forms and fused them with 
his imagination and personality to transform them in his art. 

Introduction of photography in Malta 

It was in 1840 that the first photograph was taken in Malta 
by French painter Horace Vernet (1789-1863). He stopped 
over in Malta on his way to Paris from the Middle East, where 
he had photographed famous monuments and classical 
architecture of the region.11 During the quarantine stay in the 
Lazaretto at Manoel Island, Vernet had invited the Governor 
of Malta, Sir Henry Bouverie (1783-1853),12 to witness 
the shooting of a photograph at the Fort Manoel with his 
camera. The earliest known use of the calotype (negative-
positive) process in Malta was by Welsh photographer 
Reverend Calvert Richard Jones (1804-1877), who was 
on a Mediterranean tour purposely to take photographs.13 
Jones had established contact with W.H. Fox Talbot, the 

inventor of the calotype process, and took photographs of the 
architecture of Malta, views of the Grand Harbour, the Three 
Cities of Senglea, Cospicua and Vittoriosa, street scenes and 
portraits of people.14 

The technology of photography rapidly improved 
in the 1850s. Exposure time became shorter, making it 
possible to photograph a large range of subjects. Another 
milestone was reached when André Adolphe Eugene 
Disdéri (1819-1889), a Parisian photographer, patented 
a style called carte de visite15 (visiting card) in 1854. 
The carte de visite became a social phenomenon, giving 
individuals a new status and a social currency. For the first 
time, relatives and friends could exchange these visiting 
cards which usually ended up in family albums. In Malta, 
most of the photographic studios produced the popular 

opposite: Fig. 2 & 3
Edvard Munch, Rosa Meissner at the Hotel Rohn in 
Warnemünde, 1907, and one of the paintings based 
on the photograph.

below: Fig. 4 & 5 
Gustave Courbet, The Painter’s Studio: A Real 
Allegory (detail), 1855, and a photograph of a nude 
in a similar pose used by the artist.
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left: Fig. 6
Margaret Calì.
(Courtesy of Mr Edward Camilleri)

below: Fig. 7 & 8
Margaret Calì in a photograph that was used for the 
personification of Scienza.
(Fig. 7 courtesy of Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta)

carte de visite, which was a thriving business with the 
military and naval personnel. 

The artistic life of Calì 

Giuseppe Calì, one of Malta’s most prolific painters, 
dominated the artistic scene in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His parents were 
Giovanna Padiglione (d.1888) and Raffaele Calì (1798-
1847), two Italian artists who had settled in Malta. When 
Giuseppe was only nineteen he went to Naples to study at the 
Accademia delle Belle Arti, which was then run by Professor 
Giuseppe Mancinelli (1812-1875), a well-known painter 
of the Neoclassical school.16 The talented student followed 
Mancinelli’s academism, but he was more interested in the 
works of Domenico Morelli (1826-1910), an influential 

Neapolitan painter who broke from the academic tradition 
and painted in the pure theatrical romantic style.17 Another 
formative source of influence came from the French Romantic 
Eugene Delacroix (1798-1863),18 to whose paintings he 
may have been introduced by Morelli. The art of the Palizzi 
brothers,19 who were among the first artists painting in 
the realist idiom, must have also influenced Calì’s style in 
Naples.20 Unfortunately, Calì had to cut short his stay in 
Naples because of the political situation there,21 and in 1867 
he was constrained to return to Malta. However, the two 
years he spent in Naples left an impact on Calì as he had taken 
in influences from academism, Romanticism and verismo22 
which he merged into his own style.  

Calì started to enjoy a prosperous career in Malta, and 
in 1871 he married Perinia Pace (1854-1923) and had eleven 
children. He often painted his wife and children as models 
for his saints and angels in his religious paintings.23 After 

his marriage, Calì worked as a regular scenographer at the 
Royal Opera House.24 He also received commissions for 
the decoration of private houses, as well as public buildings 
for entertainment and catering,25 landscapes and portraits 
of distinguished persons. In 1869, he was found to be 
contributing his political caricatures to the satirical paper Don 
Basilio.26 Sculpture was Calì’s hobby27 and known works are 
the two busts of Maltese patriots Matteo Callus28 and Don 
Gaetano Mannarino,29 both rebels against the rule of the 
Knights of Malta. 

In spite of never having being short of engagements, the 
flow of money from church commissions was not consistent, 
and thus he secured employment as a teacher of art at the 
Government Lyceum. Calì also founded his own school of 
painting and encouraged young artists to break away from 
Neoclassicism and academicism.30 

The Calìs: A father and son collaboration

Calì’s third son, Ugo31 became a professional photographer, 
and like his father he practised hand-colouring on black and 
white photographs.32 Ugo’s style of photography was closer to 
that of British photographer Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-
1879),33 whose photography was a rare combination of the 
intimate and aesthetic dimensions of the soft-focus image.34 

Giuseppe Calì must have seen his son’s work and 
surely was impressed with the painterly effect of the artistic 
photographs. His daughter Margaret (1887-1923) was an 
available model who acted out poses and expressions, and 
photographs of her served Calì as a visual aid when depicting 
religious themes. One of the photographs shows Margaret, 
wearing a heavy garment arranged in wide folds, while the 
same material covers her head like a veil and falls loosely over 
her shoulders. The folds capture pockets of light and shade. 

below: Fig. 9
The Virtues of Mankind with Scienza on the left.
(Salesian Theatre, Sliema / Photo: Kevin Casha)



62  ·  Treasures of Malta  60, Summer 2014 63  ·  Treasures of Malta  60, Summer 2014

She sits on an armchair with clasped hands, and keeps her 
head tilted slightly upwards and sideways to the right. The 
expression is one of sadness and contemplation, representing 
the Virgin of Sorrows which Calì used for the altar painting 
of St Paul’s Bay Parish Church in 1904. The artist had been 
commissioned by the benefactress Marchioness Bugeja.35 Calì 
used the same seating position of the figure in his painting as 
that of the photograph. The upward and sorrowful gaze is 
very similar, with the head tilted slightly upwards and to the 
right. Calì borrows some elements from the photograph and 
adds his imagination, resulting in one of his masterpieces. The 
Virgin of Sorrows was a popular subject which Calì repeated, 
giving the subject matter different interpretations. The Virgin 
of Sorrows36 (1890) painted by Calì for the Carmelite Church, 
Mdina, shows the Madonna with a delicate face resembling 
that of Margaret,37 and if Calì did not base his painting on 
a photograph, he most probably painted her from life or 
through the vivid memory of his daughter’s beautiful face. 

In another photograph Margaret rests her left cheek 
on her left shoulder and looks upwards in praise. She holds 
her clasped hands away from her body, lifting them to the 
level under her chin. The sleeves of her tunic are rolled up 
to emphasise the angle of the elbows, which is close to the 
foreground. Margaret was standing in for one of the seraphs 

in the right-side group of the apse painting of the Glory of St 
George, depicted in a burnt orange tunic.

Calì did not copy directly from photography, but used 
artistic licence to make changes as he executed the wall painting. 
It appears that Calì borrowed the sharp angle of the elbow for 
another angel in the titular painting of The Assumption of the 
Virgin in Qrendi. The central figure of The Assumption of the 
Virgin is very similar to Calì’s Candidior Nivis.38 Incidentally, 
the beautiful Virgin in Candidior Nivis is possibly based on 
Margaret too. 39 This painting was given to her in 1910 when 
she married Antonio Cassar Torregiani (1882-1959). 

Margaret was also involved in representing one of the 
personifications of The Virtues of Mankind (1908, Fig. 9), 
Salesian Theatre, Sliema.40 She is personifying Scienza (Fig. 
8). Margaret stretches out her right arm (partly showing 
in the photograph, Fig. 7) to rest her hand on a prop, while 
she rests her head against the other hand. The clothing and 
headscarf are carefully arranged and are closely interpreted 
in the painting. Calì skilfully captures the tactile quality and 
picks up the detail in the chiaroscuro drapery folds, which he 
translates in vivid colour in the final pictorial composition. 
The composition of The Virtues of Mankind is comparable to 
the four virtues in the ceiling-vault painting of the Apotheosis 
of St Francis, St Francis Church, Valletta. 

Margaret wears a Dominican habit and assumes a saintly 
expression as if she is being interceded by the Holy Spirit 
from above (Fig. 11). Calì had painted many versions of the 
Dominican saint. but the one at Marsaxlokk is considered to 
be one of his most inspiring (Fig. 12).41 St Vincent Ferreri is 
centrally placed in the middle plane of the canvas, preaching 
to the faithful, as if in movement from descending the short 
flight of steps, which gives the saint a relief quality. 

There is only one photograph available of Margaret 
wearing the habit of a monastic saint (Fig. 13). With her 
expressive eyes and praying gesture she brilliantly transmits a 
devotional emotion. It is very likely that Calì based a small oval 
painting of St Rita (Fig. 14) on this photograph. It is placed 

under the altar of the Virgin of Consolation by Enrico Arnaud 
(1728), which was restored by Calì. According to Raphael 
Bonnici Calì,42 Giuseppe Calì painted four small oval pictures 
for the church of Luqa, namely St Rita, St Catherine, St Paul and 
St Francis.43 In another publication issued by the Luqa parish 
church, it is claimed that the painting of St Rita was by Ramiro 
Calì,44 son of Giuseppe, who was also a painter. However, first 
examinations of the painting show that it is by Calì’s hand.45

Calì also made use of available prints from lithographs 
of famous paintings by Charles Joshua Chaplin (1825-1891), 
who depicted the feminine grace of young women with 
lightness and carelessness. Calì’s Crossing the Brook at the 
National Museum of Fine Arts resonates Chaplin’s painting 
Coquetterie (1857). It is also possible that for the expressive 
painting of the female martyr (St Rufina or St Philomena) 

floating in the agitated water, Calì could have been looking at 
Chaplin’s Dans Les Reves (c.1886) or Paul Delaroche’s (1797-
1856) La Jeune Martyre (1855) at the Louvre.  For the easel 
painting of Cupid kissing a nude woman amidst clouds, Calì 
made a direct reference of the composition and title of Dutch 
painter, W.J. Marten’s (1839-1895) Cupid Kiss.46 It is highly 
possible that clients requested a replica of famous paintings 
from Calì’s hand.

Calì’s relationship with photography is closely linked to 
his experience as a scenographer. He was well-acquainted with 
the theatre and actors, and the idea of role play was reflected 
in the tableau vivant photography. He was fortunate to have a 
son who was a professional photographer and a daughter who 
modelled for photographs that served Calì as a source for his 
realistic imagery of figures in his paintings.

left: Fig. 10
Ugo Calì.
(Courtesy of Prof. Mario Buhagiar)

opposite top: Fig. 11 & 12
Margaret Calì in a pose that was adopted in the depiction of 
St Vincent Ferrer in the painting at the Parish Church of Our 
Lady of Pompeii, Marsaxlokk. 
(Fig. 11 courtesy of Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta)

opposite bottom: Fig. 13 & 14
Margaret Calì in a pose that was adopted in the depiction of St 
Rita in the painting at the Parish Church of St Andrew, Luqa.
(Fig. 13 courtesy of Casa Rocca Piccola, Valletta)
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