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family portraits were inherited, some
of which came from his family, were
painted in Rome by Pompeo Batoni,
and some other paintings which were
painted by the family friend Antoine
Favray.

Q: What were the main collectibles
in the 16001850 period? 
A: From my research in the archives, I
would say that the main collectibles
were paintings, prints and engravings
but even jewellery, ivory, gold and sil
ver holy reliquaries embellished with
gems and precious stones.

Q: What are, for you, the most signif
icant works of art, commissioned
and executed during the rule of the
Knights of Malta, that have survived? 
A: Most of the Grand Masters and
Knights lived an elegant life full of
pageantry and sophistication, and a lot
of their artworks have survived. For
their palaces, chapels and churches
they commissioned some known
works by outstanding foreign artists
such as Michelangelo Merisi da Car
avaggio 15731510, who produced
his works inside the CoCathedral of St
John in Valletta during his sojourn in
Malta. 

The Grand Masters Palace in Val
letta in time also built up a collection
of religious paintings and portraits of
royalty and Grand Masters by different
European artists. 

The National Museum of Fine Arts
in Valletta also has several significant
works such as the paintings by Mattia
Preti and the Risen Christ by Guido
Reni. There are various paintings at the
museum which originally hung inside
the Grand Masters Palace.The por
traits on display at the museum by the
French painter Antoine Favray are also
highly interesting as they are a testi
mony of the fashion, culture and cus
toms of the time.

Q: When was the first museum in
Malta set up? 
A: The first public museum in Malta
was the Cabinet of Antiquities at the
Public Library in Valletta. This dis
played the collection of the Maltese
antiquarian collector and Vice Chan
cellor of the Knights Giovanni
Francesco Abela 15821655, and it
included memorabilia regarding Mal
tese history and archaeology. 

There were various personalities
who contributed to the setting up of a
National Museum in Malta. In the late
19th century, Dr Antonio Annetto
Caruana 18301905, the librarian and
curator of the little museum at the
National Library was not pleased with

the derelict state of many of the island’s
ancient remains and he complained
about the sale or transfer of antiques to
foreigners, the damage caused by vis
itors as well as weather damage. He
also criticised the greed of collectors
who kept for themselves valuable arti
facts found on their property, rather
than presenting them to the museum
inside the Public Library. He laid down
some principles in the form of a guide
for the formation of a National
Museum, and felt that, “The default of
a law protecting local antiquities as a
common historical inheritance is still
deeply felt” Caruana, 1882:4. 

In 1860, the Palace Armoury inside
the Grand Masters Palace in Valletta
opened as Malta’s first public museum.
By 1895, the itinerary came to include
the Tapestry Room in the Palace,
except when this was closed due to the
sittings of the Council of Government.

In 1901, the Duke and Duchess of
York inaugurated an exhibition of Mal
tese antiquities at the Xara Palace in
Valletta, premises of the Malta Society
of Arts Manufactures and Commerce.
The exhibition was a great success and
the Governor of Malta, Sir Charles
Mansfield Clarke, appointed a com
mittee with the purpose of establishing
a museum in Valletta, entrusted with
the care of the antiquities of the Mal
tese Islands. The committee was
chaired by Sir E. Merewether, the Lt.
Governor, while the secretary was Dr
Themistocles Zammit 18641935
who was also nominated Curator of the
proposed museum. 

Eventually, in 1903/1905, the first
official National Museum was set up. 

Q: What is the main aim and function
of the Smartmuseum project?
A: I worked on the EU funded project
entitled Smartmuseum mainly in 2009
at the National Museum of Fine Arts in
Valletta. Its main aim was to make
information on artworks and artists
accessible. We started the digitisation
of the artworks in the National Collec
tion, created a database and inserted
the artworks along with a lot of research
on them. This is now available for
researchers and students at the library
in the museum and hopefully it will
soon go online and be available world
wide. 

Romina Delia, 28, is an art historian
specialising in art collecting. She has an
MA in History of Art from the Univer
sity of Malta and is currently applying
for a PhD. She has also been recently
elected as secretary general of the Inter
national Council of Museums, Malta
http://malta.icom.museum/.
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Under the hammer
For Pierre Grech Pillow from Obelisk Auctions Gallery,
we should be proud of Malta’s rich antiques heritage.

O belisk Auctions is one of Malta’s leading
auction firms, specialising in antiques and
fine arts, arms and militaria, property, cars,
industrial and liquidation, hotels and cater-

ing equipment and government property auctions.
Obelisk Auctions has also been court appointed to act
as auctioneers for judicial sales by auction. 

The company has invested heavily in its new gallery
at 1, Mdina Road, Attard. The premises, a large 18th
century palazzo, has been professionally restored and
houses the firm’s offices, galleries and auction rooms.
The main gallery has a multi-purpose function and is
used for lectures and seminars. The large courtyard
and garden are used for outdoor cultural activities. 

Obelisk Auctions also provides services for holding
auctions in private properties and in drawing up inven-
tories for the purpose of insurance, valuations, inher-
itance and divisions.

Q: What inspired you to become an auctioneer?
A: I was brought up in an environment where antique
furniture, old master paintings and fine works of art
were the order of the day. As a result, I had an early
appreciation of the antiques and fine arts business
which I grew to love. I learnt a lot from as far back as I
can remember. The fact that I worked with most local
auctioneers also gave me the impetus to become an
auctioneer with a view to provide a better service than
was generally available in Malta.

Q: Would an auctioneer normally also value an
object which is up for auction? In which case, what
would be the parameters that determine its value?
A: The value of an object depends on its condition, age,
origin and quality of workmanship. It is also affected

by the level of current demand for a specific item. An
auctioneer takes all this into consideration to arrive at
a potential price estimate for an object up for auction.
At Obelisk Auctions Gallery, we also make use of a wide
range of leading consultants, local and foreign, to
determine an appropriate estimate.

Q: Auctions are usually associated with antiques.
However, are there other items which you auction? 
A: We are the only auctioneers to have developed a
customised IT system to control all aspects of an auc-
tion from catalogue production, client registrations,
bidding process, invoice production and financial rec-
onciliation for each auction. We have carried out var-
ious types of auctions such as court auctions, arms and
militaria, antiques and fine arts, property auctions,
industrial auctions, car auctions, jewellery auctions as
well as private client valuations. The auction process
is the same, independent of what is being auctioned. 

Q: As an auctioneer, how would you value Malta’s
heritage with regards to antiques?
A: We are exceedingly lucky in Malta to have such a
rich heritage in antiques and fine arts which is testi-
mony to Maltese craftsmanship.

Q: Has the antiques market been hit by recession
and post-recession slowdown, or are antiques still
a wise investment?
A: Antiques and fine arts are always a very good invest-
ment. The economic climate does not hugely affect the
market, though there may be seasonal fluctuations in
the value of specific items. To date, we have achieved
an average of 75 to 80 per cent of sales of lots in each
auction.

Pierre Grech Pillow
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