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When Malta became a British Protec
torate, the Consiglio Popolare Maltese 
elected Rear-Admiral Alexander Ball 
(1757-1809) as Civil Commissioner 
(1799-1801) to oversee the adminis
tration and to restore all the institu
tions that were in abeyance during 
the French blockade. Education was 
one of the first items on the British 
agenda. Ball set in motion the process 
to establish an academic body called 
the 'Malta University of Literature' to 
address the educational needs of the 
Maltese population. 

Canon Francesco Saverio Caru
ana, one of the major Maltese play
ers in the new political landscape 
and possibly the shrewdest, hoped 
to milk his connection with Ball to 
attain the prestigious and influential 
position he coveted, that of Bishop 
of Malta. However, Ball had other 
plans for Caruana and instead he 
was appointed Rector of the Malta 
University of Literature on October 
26, 1800, which entitled him to an 
annual remuneration of 400 
Maltese scudi. The Collegio (Old Uni
versity Building, Valletta), originally 
run by the Jesuits and later by the 
Knights, was chosen to house the 
Malta University of Literature. 

Caruana's diocesan ambitions 
had to be deferred for the time 
being (he was elected Bishop in 
1831 and served until his death in 
1847). The newly appointed rector 
found an expression for his love for 
the arts and paved the way for the 
first officially-recognised Drawing 

School, also referred to as Pictoria 
Artis Schola, Scuola de! Disegno and 
Drawing Academy. Caruana's vision 
fostered the Classical artistic 
sensibility which was already 
dominating Europe. 

He was influenced by the Neo
classical and Romantic artistic 
trends being promoted in 
renowned academies in France, 
Britain and Italy. For the first time 
in Maltese history, artistic tuition 
was institutionalised, thus moving 
away from the artist's studio (bot
tega) that numerous artists would 
enter as apprentices, doing humble 
tasks until they proved themselves 
talented enough to learn the art of 
their masters. 

The British not only marked a sea
change in Malta's political establish
ment but also a shift towards a dif
ferent artistic taste. They backed the 
setting up of the Drawing School to 
promote a neoclassical artistic sen
sibility. Caruana was instrumental in 
facilitating the formation of a pro
fessional and dedicated environment 
not only for students who wanted to 
further their studies in the fine arts 
but also for those looking for train
ing in technical drawing skills for 
industrial trades requiring techni
cal/mechanical draughtsmanship, 
which had just been introduced by 
the British in Malta in the harbour 
region. Caruana was greatly admired 
and respected for his pioneering pro
motion of the arts to higher levels. 

Caruana appointed Michele 
Busuttil (1762-1831) as the first Pro
fessore de! Disegno. He was selected 
after being considered the only 
painter "fu eccelente nel disegno" and 
skilled enough to carry out several 
notable commissions. Busuttil was 
listed 14th in a list of professors in 
various branches of learning pub
lished by Ball in the Piano dell'Uni
versita degli Studi di Malta (1800). 

He received an annual renumera
tion of 200 Maltese scudi, which 
was equivalent to that of Dr 
Ludovico Abela (Professor of Med
icine) and Dr Carlo Azzopardi (Pro
fessor of Mathematics and 
Physics). Professors of Italian and 
Latin only received an annual 
salary of 150 Maltese scudi each. 

The Drawing School opened its 
doors to students in 1800 and stu
dents could enrol from the ages of 
12 to 13. Notwithstanding the 
school's limited resources, students 
were rigorously trained on a tailor
made curriculum reflecting those 
followed in foreign academies, 
especially that of the Academy of St 
Luke in Rome, where Busuttil had 
attended in 1780 and distinguished 
himself in various concorsi. Follow
ing their master's instructions, 
students were all immersed in the 
tactile and meticulous imitation of 
the various parts of the human fig
ure (from plaster casts), mainly of 
the head, first its contours and later 
with indications of chiaroscuro. 

"For the first time 
in Maltese history, 
artistic tuition was 
institutionalised" 

One of the earliest mentions of the 
Drawing School, dated November 5, 
1801, refers to its master teacher and 
Caruana's standing with the British 
rulers. Military engineer Sir Charles 
William Pasley (1780-1861) toured 
the newly established academy and 
noted in his diary: "Burgoyne and 
mys~lf go to the College ... a drawing 
academy. The master [Busuttil], 
extremely civil, ... showed us his prin
cipal drawings. About 20 boys 

Portrait of Archbishop Francesco Saverio Caruana 
by Pietro Paulo Caruana. 

Self-portrait of Michele Busuttil, copy by E. 
Calleya. COURTESY OF HERITAGE MALTA 
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The neoclassical rear entrance of the Old University Building in St Paul's Street, 
Valletta, which was opened in 1824. It consists of an archway with two Doric 
columns supporting a lintel bearing a Greek inscription meaning "learning is the 
gateway to distinction", above which is a sculpture of the UK royal coat of arms. 

employed copying drawings or 
models and discovered great genius ... 
This [Drawing School] was instituted 
since we had the island. He [Busuttil] 
is employed in a drawing of Sir 
Alexander Ball entering Valletta after 
its surrender, received by the Bishop 
and by a priest, Caruana, head of the 
College - a man of talents." 

Caruana's original proposal was to 
set up three distinct classes for draw
ing, painting, and sculpture and 
architecture. But Caruana's original 
plans were thwarted and instead the 
school offered four levels of classes 
in only one discipline: painting. 

Despite tl1ese shortcomings in the 
Drawing School's breadth of curricu
lum in its initial years, it gained swift 
popularity and the number of stu
dents attending the classes increased. 
In fact, in November 1803, Caruana 
appointed Giorgio Pullicino (1779-
1851) as assistant professor of draw
ing to Busuttil with the annual salary 
of 200 Maltese scudi (equivalen t to 
£16.6). In 1823, Pullicino earned £24; 
in 1824 he earned £20 due to cost
cutting measures in the public sector; 
in 1832, following the death of Busut
til, Pullicino earned £25. 
· Pullicino was an asset to the 
school. He set about widening its 
programme of studies by introduc-

ing a course in architecture. In fact, 
Pullicino is listed as professor of 
drawing and architecture. 

In contrast with European acad
emies, the Drawing School in Malta 
lacked a course in the study of the 
nude (Scuo!a de! Nudo). The study 
of the live model was considered 
indispensable in other countries, 
and stu dents were encouraged to 
undertake this discipline with great 
seriousness. In Malta, it took 
Caruana, Busuttil and Pullicino 11 
years to introduce this discipline. 

In a letter dated October 1811 to 
Civil Commissioner Hildebrand 
Oakes (1754-1822), Caruana, as rector, 
not only appeals for the introduction 
of an Accademia sul Naturale but also 
sheds light on the ongoing artistic 
training offered at the Drawing 
School. He said that, as in foreign 
academies, studen ts were familiar 
with techniques such as imitating 
various prints, gessi (plaster dists) 
and old master paintings, in lifb-size 
and reduced size, in pen and ink, and 
oils. This confirmed that the Study 
from life-size plaster casts had been 
practised since the school's inception 
under Ball's administration (trovasi 
gia da tempo). i1" 

Some of the plaster models from 
the early 19th century originafplas
ter casts may still be preserved 
among the collection housed at the 
Malta School of Art at 106, Casa 
Brunet, Old Bakery Street, Vall'etta. 

Additionally, the letter proposes 
a pedagogical programme for a life
drawing class that was to be held 
daily for up to two hours during the 
late hours of the day, under th e 
tutors' strict supervision. ' This 
would necessitate the procurement 
of oil for lamps and the hiring of a 
model and a classroom. ~ r• 

The Drawing School's academic 
progressed both in terms of atten
dance and talent. In fact, in a 
despatch dated October 1, 1811, 
Caruana claims that from 1802 to 
1804 the students who excelled in 
English, Arabic, Italian and drawing 
were awarded prizes amounting to 
100 Maltese scudi as per a notice 
issued by civil commissioner 
Charles Cameron on March 28 
1802. In the same dispatch, he als1 
expresses his disappointment tha 
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i i l;l~tween 1804 and 1811, the-expense 

of procuring of prizes for the 
-J;r:ljtlmanities was shouldered by the 
~ teachers who forked out the sum of 

60 to 70 Maltese scudi annually. 
, , Nonetheless, Caruana's determi
pijtion to give scholarships to the 
most promising students attending 

. tf!e Drawing School bore fruit . In 
_ _1814, his political influence and per

severance were efficacious, and four 
students attending the Drawing 

. School were granted scholarships by 
tqe then Governor of Malta, Sir 
:Ihomas Maitland (1760-1824). This 
provision encouraged the adminis-

r t:J:ation of the Drawing School to aim 
for high standards, and proficient 
students could further their studies 
in Rome and return to Malta as fully 
fl11dged artists. 

,From 1814to1824, the Drawing 
Sshool issued four scholarships: 
Piuseppe Hyzler in 1814, Giovanni 
F.arrugia in 1817, Salvatore Busuttil 
)1}.)1818 and Pietro Paolo Caruana in 
1819, all of whom contributed widely 
to the development of Malta's art · 
scene throughout the 19th century. 

111 A series of setbacks convulsed oper
ations at the Drawing School after its 

, .. first two decades. In 1822, Caruana 
c. resigned as Rector of the Malta Uni

•1 yetsity of Literature upon accepting 
l Jl\S new position as Archdeacon of 

1 WJ'1alta. Furthermore, bursaries were 
,wjthdrawn upon Maitland's death in 
l824. These perceived.slights towards 
~tese art were received with con
sternation by the local artistic 
community and connoisseurs in the 
light of the success that the four 
awardees of the bursaries had 
~chieved both in Malta and abroad. ' lo make matters worse, Michele 
Busuttil passed away in 1831. The 

1 c,9_!.rectorship of the Drawing School 
r :1.m-ssed on to Giorgio Pullicino 

(earning £ 25 p.a.) who still kept his 
position as Teacher of Architecture 

..., with his main focus being on civil 
·, ~tf:h'tt~W.Jxe.._ erspective, orna
" •iUJient, and those prrnc·1pies o\' c'1e-
~ )ffi_f;!n t ary geometry n ecessary for 

'.J'J 1~l}~ understanding of architectural 
r rffiPdels. On November 5, 1831, 
i:· "Pietro Paolo Caruana (1794-1852) 
· was officially appointed as Teacher 

·of Applied Drawing and aide to Pul
licino, earning £20 per annum. 

By 1834, Pullicino and P. P. Caruana 
conducted school sessions, in their 
private studios, in Valletta. Caruana 
held his lessons from Sam to 10am at 
98, Strada Britannica, and Pullicino 
from 3pm to 5pm at 117, Strada San 
Paolo. Probably this move was neces
sitated by the Anglo-Maltese Bank's 
demand to expand its operations and 
occupy more space due to its ever
growing activity. The bank started 
operations on June 23, 1809, in the 
Commercial Rooms (Le Stanze), on 
the ground floor of the Malta Univer
sity of Literature Buildings and it is 
likely that it encroached on the Draw
ing School. However, in 1836, Canon 
Dr Emmanuele Rosignaud, rector 
between 1834 and1841, forwarded a 
petition to Governor of Malta Fred
erick Cavendish Ponsonby instruct
ing the Collector of Land Revenue to 
provide an alternative accommoda
tion where the bank - which at the 
time was "occupying two large 
rooms" - could be housed, so that the 
Drawing School would be reinstated 
within University precincts. 

"In January 1839 
the new plan 
brought about the 
demotion of the 
Drawing School 
from the 
University to the 
Lyceum" 

On August 20, 1838; when a new 
Statuto Fondamentale was pub
lished, p roposing a new educa
tional system which was to include 
the following establishments: Uni
versity of Literature, Lyceum, Bib
't"1u~'.>.111~.<J., 'i!.t)ta.nical Gardens, 
Anatomical Theatre and Pmw .. i:'J 
Schools. In January 1839 the n ew 
plan brought about the demotion 
of the Drawing School from the 
University to the Lyceum. The 
Lyceum unified the th r ee lower 
schools at the t ime - the class 

offering primary instruction, th e 
Gr ammar Class and the Humani
ties School - into one general 
public school. In the new set-up, 
only one class of drawing, presum
ably reinstated in official premises, 
was registered, headed by Caruana, 
who took over from Pullicino on his 
r.etirement at the age of 60 . As a 
result, Caruana's income doubled, 
amounting to £50 annually. 

In 1852, Caruana's sudden death 
left the position vacant and he was 
temporarily succeeded by his son Raf
faele (1820-1886) for a period of six 
months (April-November 1852). On 
December!, R. Caruana was replaced 
by Michele Bellanti (1807-1883). In 
1876 he was still teaching drawing at 
the Lyceum, enjoying a salary of 
£100, which included £ 10 extra as 
remuneration for evening classes. 

Belhmti's appoin tment was a 
breath of fresh air for the fine arts 
in Malt a. In 1862, under his 
direction, the Drawing School 
introduced th ree complementary 
disciplines: perspective, drawing 
from the human figure, and the 
study of light and shade. Later, in 
1863, Bellanti in troduced a fourth 
class focusing on the study of 
landscape drawing. Bellanti retired 
with a pension in 1877, after having 
obtained six months' sick leave due 
.to his declining health. 

Oo May 28, 1878, a teacher at the 
Primary Division, Giuseppe Calleja 
(1828-1915) was promoted to 
Teacher of Drawing at the Valletta 
LyceWI\- This position was a coveted 
one, so much so that even Giuseppe 
can (1846-1930), at that time, had 
applied·for the post. Calleja's renu
meration was that of £100 per 
annum, Despite his artistic limita
tions and Nazarener aesthetic pref
erences, Calleja was set to "facilitare 
l'inclinazione del discepolo, e tenerlo 
lontano dagli scogli e dai falsi sistemi, 
usati sovente da maestri poco conos1'i: 
dell'essenza delle belle arti." _ 

In the 1880s, Call~{fl.1eillarged the 
collection of te'M3hing resources at 
the Lyc.earo:ln fact, during a cultural 
tour in Turin, !taly, he requested the 
help of Prof. Cavallero, director of the 
Istituto Industriale e Professionale, to 
acquire P'.lsential drawing equipment 
which he saw being used during his 

Vi.sit. Also, in February 1893 he corre
sponded with Mr Ceccarelli of Rome 
to obtain catalogues of manufactur
ers of plaster casts and ornaments 
being used by Italian technical 
schools. Presumably, the collection 
of plaster casts at the Old University 
Building in Valletta, bearirig a copper 
plate embossed with the words "Ditta 
M. Gherardi Formatore, 56, Via 
Sistina, Roma" were acquired during 
this period (c.1893-1904). 

Michele Gherardi was born in 
1837 at Borgo Mazzano, Lucca, 
Italy, and by 1898 he described 
himself as "provider of plaster 
casts to the Ministry of Education 
in Italy and of various foreign gov
ernments". A selection from 
Gherardi's catalogue of plaster 
casts reached Malta, including 
seven bas-relief copies of the 
Parthenon Frieze, Apollo Belvedere, 
Vatican Discobu!us, Dying Gaul and 
Vatican Hermes. In 1904, Gherardi 
is recorded to have moved his 
activity to new premises at Via 
Sistina 46a, Rome. He passed away_ 
t hat same year. 

At the start of academic year 189(t, 
Lazzaro Pisani (1854-1932) filled in 
the post of acting teacher of drawing 
at the Lyceum. In the meantime, doc
uments reveal thatacallforapplica
tions was published for the post of 
teacher of drawing at the Lyceum on · 
an indefinite basis. Surprisingly, it 
was not Pisani (one of the applicants) 
who obtained. the post but Giuseppe 
Cali, a long-time contender; who con
tro'l(ersially (according to written 
documentation present in the Pisani 
bequest) filled the vacancy and 
replaced Calleja, who retired after 14 
years of service. From 1915-1925, Cali 
was succeeded by Giuseppe Duca 
(1871-1948) as TeacherofDrawingat " 
the~ceum.HewaspromQ~...i..fr-Om 
the Cottonera GovP 1lI ent Technical 
'l:C::!.. Y.J:anual Schoo1,. where he taught 
drawing (1891-1915). 

Despitt. the Lyceum, artistic edu
cation in Malta was felt to be inad
equate. The ever-growing concern 
that Malta was not able to didacti
cally offer a sound artistic educa
tion is h inted in an article penned 
by A. Fabriani in a catalogue enti
tled La XIII Esposizione d'Arte a 
Malta. The article, published in 
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1925 by the Malta Amateur Associ
ation, voiced an alarming situa
tion: "The exhibition affi rms an 
urgent and unavoidable need, 
unless we want to disperse these 
seeds of ideal life that still exist in 
Malta, t he establishment, we 
mean, of an art school which, hav
ing regard to all th e resources and 
didactic material and valorise all 
the applied fo rms of art, giving 
together, the opportunity t o the 
best and most gifted to walk the 
flowery streets of pu re art. High 
ideals are at st ake and economic 
interests are not unaccountable, 
and the authorities cannot worry 
about this." 

Concurrently, the newly elected 
Maltese government, headed by 
Ugo Pasquale Mifsud (1889-1942) 
of the Nationalist Party, set in 
motion the necessary procedures 
for a newly reformed Malta Gov
ernment School of Art. This insti
tution was the brainchild of the 
then Minister of Education, Mgr 
Francesco Ferris, who resigned 
because of the language quest ion, 
and was later realised by his succes
sor Mgr Enrico Dandria (1892-
1932) in 1926. The school was 
originally established in Casa Tessi, 
106, Old Bakery Street, Valletta, and 
it was to serve as an al'.t academy 
for Malta and substituted the small 
classes spread across the island. , 
The newly established school was 
to cater for the challenging and 
ever-changing artistic identity of 
the islands in the new century. 
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