Fig. 1

Edward Caruana Dingli,
Village Girl with Goats (detail),
1908, oil on canvas, 43 x 60cm.
(Private Collection, Malta)

The Impactof
Photography on Edward
and Robert Caruana

D . 1 .
Caroline Tonna continues to elaborate on the connection between painting

and photography, with the works of Edward and Robert Caruana Dingli as

examples

Edward (1876-1950) and Robert Caruana Dingli (1882-1940)
were pivotal in shaping Maltese art in the twentieth century, both
asteachersand artists in their own right. Edward, who was also
Director of the Malta Government School of Art,! had his main
interest in portraiture, but his repertoire of paintings includes
Valletta cityscapes and folkloristic themes, subjects which were

selected to promote overseas the Maltese Islands and its people.

Edward Caruana Dingli and Photography

Caroline Tonna has

bachelor degreesin
In some cases, Edward featured picturesque scenes of Valletta Anthropology (2008)
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idealistic manner. They also collaborated in setting up studio involved in the fashion
photography, having models pose in traditional costumes. Both ind:ilftr)(’:andl.cult.uﬁl
Ellis and Edward had their studios in Valletta and both were ol raobot afthe
distinguished artists in their own field; it is understandable Arts Council Malta.
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that they collaborated by bringing together their respective
expertise in paintingand photography. Some comparisons of
specific photographs taken by Ellis and paintings depicted by
Edward could attest to their collaboration.

Atthe Richard Ellis archives there is a number of glass
plate negatives of photographs taken by Ellis of Edward’s
finished paintings, either as a personal visual diary or more
possibly to commercialize the paintings for the printingofan
album, posters or postcards. These photographs document
the valuable record of paintings that are now only known from
photographs, because they are either in the hands of private

collectors or works which have been lost.
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left: Fig. 2
Photograph of avillage girl.
(Courtesy of Mr Joseph Axisa)

below: Fig. 3
Ta' Liesse, Valletta.
(Courtesy of Mr Joseph Axisa)

opposite top left: Fig. 4
Photograph from Edward Caruana Dingli's photo album.

opposite top right: Fig. 5

Edward Caruana Dingli, Serenading on a Karettun on the Road to Mdina
(detail), 1908, watercolour, 24 x 17.5cm.

(Private Collection, Malta)

opposite bottom: Fig. 6

Edward Caruana Dingli, Morning Activity at Ta' Liesse, Valletta, 1908,
oil on canvas, 67 x49cm.

(Private Collection, Malta)

A number of photographs taken by the artist himself
served as templates for his paintings, combining with them
inventiveness and creativity. He probably carried his camera
with him to record particular moments of the daily life of
common people at the market place, village feasts and the
harbour. Clearly, Edward was fascinated with peasantry
and he took liberties in portraying them living a happy life,
withoutany sign of poverty or hardship, or the lack of hygiene
that existed in the carly twentieth century in Malta. Edward
painted countrymen Serenading on a Karrettun (Fig. 5) in
two different versions, and another one titled Maltese Cart
out on a Festa, probably based on a photograph (Fig. 4) that

-

he took of country people travelling uncomfortably on a cart,
addinga guitar player to the accompanying female singers in
his painting.

In the carly twentieth century the Grand Harbour
was very busy with Royal Navy battleships, cargo ships and
merchant seamen from various countries.? Yet, Edward’s
paintings of the Grand Harbour show little more than the
traditional dghajsa tal-Latini.> Edward took a close-up
photograph of such a boat berthed at Pinto Wharf with men
loading cargo on board and a few passers-by at the water’s
edge. His camera captured the momentary atmosphere at
the quayside, and in his painting Gozo Boats (1al-Latini)
alongside Quay in the Grand Harbour he blurred the figures
to create movement using the technique of the ‘Macchiaioli,
with colourful blotches that are left raw and applied with
quick strokes to create an impressionist image.

A photograph taken by Edward at T2’ Liesse (Fig. 3) is
asnapshot of the buzzing trading activities in the area, with
afew makeshift shops from storerooms. The shopkeepers
displayed their goods outside the entrance of the shops to
attract customers and provided some shade reusing pieces
of xoqqa, a material mainly used for potato sacks. Edward
borrowed the particular elements of the set-up shopsin
Morning Activity at Ta’ Liesse, Valletta (Fig. 6) but made the
shop awnings neater and added alarge white drapery awning
hanging from the street above. The architectural backdrop
is authentic, with a house balcony and facade of the Church
of the Blessed Virgin of Liesse that is only partly captured in
the photograph yet fully expressed in the painting. The artist

decided to remove the kiosk that sold ice, water and lemonade

to passers-by and instead placed some men in the background,

sitting on the elevated sidewall. Edward added more trading
activity in his paintingand included alarge wine barrel in the

centre foreground, probably usinganother photograph he had

taken of wine trading.
Edward was also interested in the typical colourful
Maltese village scenes such as the feszz and Carnival. The

photograph taken by Edward is one of the narrow streets in
Qormi* (Fig.7) festooned with hanging garlands across the
street and a mobile lemonade vendor on the side. The artist
was faithful to the architectural setting of the winding narrow
streetlined with balconies and fesza statues in Morning of the
Festa (Fig. 8). Edward made slight changes to passers-by, turning
aman holdinghis children’s hands to face the viewer.

A youngvillage girl must have caught Edward’s attention,
as he took a few snapshots of her. One of these photographs
shows her resting against the wall in company of her three
goats (Fig. 2) and is interpreted faithfully in the painting of
Village Girl with Goats (Fig. 1) making the girl stand taller,
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more attractive and confident, with one of her hands resting

on her waist, as if she were a model. Her blouse is slightly
changed and unbuttoned, and Edward adorns her with a gold
necklace instead of her Peter Pan collar. The position of the
goats is identical, including the bell that hangs around the
goat on the right-hand side of the girl. The recess in the wall is
similar to the photograph, but the artist added more shade to

make the form more visible.

Photographs for nude paintings

In 1915, aletter written by Edward’s brother Robert to his
close friend, Vincenzo Bonello (1891-1969),’ states that
the painting of Salomé* (Fig. 10) by Edward was actually
‘stolen’ from photographs ‘of the Salon’ (Fig. 9).” It is highly
probable that Edward possessed alarge number of French
nude photographs® which he secretly kept under lock and
key because of their sensitivity. It was common for artists to
have such photographs since it was very difficult to have live
models in the nude for painting or sculpture. Local artists
also made use of photographic books on nudes which were
banned in Malta.” The nude in Maltese art in the first half
of the twentieth century should be seen within the local

socio-religious context.'’ The ‘life classes’ or ‘Scuola Libera
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del Nudo’of Josef Kalleya founded in 1936 had to close down
because of pressure from neighbours and the ecclesiastical
authorities." Subsequently, the Malta Government School

of Artdid not offer nude life classes and aspiringartists never
had an adequate teachingin the study of the nude. Therefore,
another way of studying the nude was by means of nude
photographs in books or loose photographs secretly imported
from abroad. They came in handy as a source for painting the
nude, but nobody dared to speak about them as they were

considered pornographic material.

Robert Caruana Dingliand Photography

In another letter written by Robert Caruana Dingli to
Vincenzo Bonello, Robert wrote that a photographer had told
him that Edward had one of the latest cameras.'> However,
even Robert himself was always experimenting with his
camera, which he liked to carry in his pocket.”® There is
evidence that Robert took photographs of his wife Carmelina
(¢.1898-1961) for his Fernale Nude (Fig. 12) and Ugo, one

of his five children, was often used as a model. The painting
was possibly derived from atleast two photographs showing
Ugo in the same position as the female nude (Fig. 11) and
ahead shot of Carmelina’s head in profile. Robert took an

opposite left: Fig.7
Village feast.
(Courtesy of Mr Joseph Axisa)

oppositeright: Fig. 8
Edward Caruana Dingli, Morning of the Festa, watercolour, 36 x25cm.
(CasaRoccaPiccola, Valletta)

below left: Fig. 9
Photograph of 'Salomé.

below right: Fig. 10
Edward Caruana Dingli, Bozzetto of Salomé, oil on panel, 42 x24.5cm.
(Private Collection, Malta)

active role in photographinghis family members. He did not
hesitate to use his own photographs as a method of study and
investigation for his works.'

A charmingblack and white photograph of his son Ugo
(Fig. 13) served Robert to make a direct reference to it in his
painting (Fig. 14). The three-year-old toddler is wearing a
red summer hat and white cotton frock which falls off the

right shoulder, exposing the soft milky skin of the child who is
holdinga small teddy bear, an additional element that Robert
included to make the picture more charming.

Robert, like his brother Edward, kept a scrapbook
with several newspaper cuttings that featured his work.
Throughout his career, Robert exhibited his works in various

collective exhibitions, and in 1937 he had an individual
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top left: Fig. 11
Robert Caruana Dingli's son Hugo posing instead of his mother.

top right: Fig. 12
Robert Caruana Dingli, Female Nude.

bottom left: Fig. 13
Photograph of Hugo.

bottom right: Fig. 14
Robert Caruana Dingli, Hugo holding a teddy bear.
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exhibition in the establishment of Richard Ellis & Co."> This
indicates that Robert also knew Richard Ellis. Robert had a
passion for photography, and he definitely shared ideas with

photographer Paolo Agius Catania D’Amico (1898-1978)
who was also his best friend.'¢

Itis evident that most painters responded positively to

the influence of photography, and they experimented with
their own cameras or collaborated with photographers to
expand on the visual possibilities photography afforded
them. Yet, most painters may have been tight-lipped about

their interest in photography and its direct application

to their work. However, it is clear that photography had a

positive impact on painting, as painters had better tools to

plan and execute their works of art. One may conclude that

photography complemented the bravura and virtuosity of

the painters.
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