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Upgrad ing  Va l le t ta

Executive President of Din l‐Art Óelwa

Petra Bianchi

"I used to park my car 
in Valletta every day. 

Now I park outside the 
city walls and it seems a 

sensible thing to do."

It is very noticeable that a lot of new work 
is being carried out in Valletta, which will 
surely lead to a much improved capital city 
over the next few years. Valletta has been 
run down and shabby for far too long. 
 At fi rst, every new change presents 
itself as an inconvenience – whether a road 
is being repaved, the façade of a building 
cleaned up or a new traffic system put 
in place. However, eventually we grow 
accustomed to the changes and welcome 
the improvements.
 I remember the time when South 
Street was pedestrianised a few years ago. 
The idea of not being able to drive in and 
out of Valletta through that street seemed 
complicated, but now I have forgotten all 
about it. I used to park my car in Valletta 
every day. Now I park outside the city walls 
and it seems a sensible thing to do. 
 However, the changes that we 
are about to experience when Pope Pius V 
Street over the existing City Gate is closed 
off will require some meticulous planning 
and I hope that this will be implemented 
carefully and smoothly.

 The national ‘car-free day’ in 
September demonstrated clearly that unless 
the public transport system is improved, 
people simply will not give up their 
cars. Parking spaces around Valletta, at 
reasonable and affordable prices, must be 
provided for people who visit and work in 
Valletta. Park-and-ride is not enough.
 Din l-Art Ħelwa is also doing its bit 
to contribute to the cleaning up of Valletta. 
We recently coordinated the conservation of 
the Great Siege monument opposite the Law 
Courts, a masterpiece by the well-known 
Maltese sculptor Antonio Sciortino, and 
are now engaged in the conservation of the 
Queen Victoria statue outside the National 
Library. We are grateful to have enjoyed 
the support and enthusiasm of corporate 
sponsors for both these projects.
 Last year we undertook the 
restoration of the Vilhena Lion statue 
in East Street and we have other similar 
projects in mind for next year. Valletta and 
Floriana have some fi ne public monuments 
and beautiful niche statues, but many of 
them are crying out for maintenance or 

The Palace of the Grand Masters 
undergoing restoration
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restoration. It is essential that this is done 
professionally, as the unintentional damage 
caused by ill-advised restoration methods 
can be very diffi cult to reverse. 
 The Marsamxett side of Valletta 
down near the ferry terminal is in a 
disastrous state. The attractive old police 
station is functioning as a restaurant, but 
the quaint old customs house behind it is a 
shambles. It is a pity that this area has not 
yet been the focus of a ‘regeneration project’ 
like the Valletta Waterfront. It could be such 
a picturesque harbour area, but instead it is a 
mess and resembles a small shanty town.
 The creation of the new museum 
of fortifi cations just further up from the 
harbour on the Biagio steps is underway, 
and the additional fl oor is already being 
constructed. The new restaurant under the 
bastion walls, which won a Din l-Art Ħelwa 
diploma last year, is also close by. It would 
be good to see more attention being given 
to this harbour side of Valletta and better 
facilities in the area might also encourage 
more people to use the ferry service to 
Sliema and cut down on some traffi c.

top:
Renzo Piano’s concept for City Gate

above:
Innovative public convenience 

in Strada Stretta

Loggia of the National Library 
undergoing restoration
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Martin Scicluna

Vice‐President of Din l‐Art Óelwa

Din l‐Art Óelwa Salutes Professor Guido De Marco

HIS EXCELLENCY 
PRESIDENT EMERITUS 

PROFESSOR GUIDO DE MARCO: 
PATRON OF DIN L-ART ĦELWA, 

1999 – 2004

The death of President Emeritus Guido de 
Marco at the age of 79 years in August has 
left a great void in Maltese public life. He 
was truly one of the major architects of 
independent Malta.
 His contributions as a government 
Minister in several administrations and as an 
international statesman have been, rightly, 
greatly extolled. But for us, in Din l-Art Ħelwa, 
it is as our Patron for fi ve years between 1999 
and 2004 that he will be remembered.
 He was President when the 
cataclysmic destruction of Mnajdra occurred 
in April 2001, soon after I became Executive 
President of the Association. His support for 
us from that moment on was both utterly 
committed and crucial to our efforts to raise 
public awareness about the vital importance 
of cultural heritage in Malta.
 A few days after that awful event, on 
the initiative of Mario Farrugia of Fondazzjoni 
Wirt Artna, we organised a well-supported 
march down Republic Street to the President’s 
Palace to present a petition demanding greater 
protection of Malta’s rich cultural heritage. 
The President received us at the Palace, and 
as we stood together on the Palace balcony 
surveying the hundreds of people in St 
George’s Square it was clear to me that in 
Guido de Marco we had not only a staunch 
ally, but also somebody who genuinely cared 
about Malta’s cultural heritage and, moreover, 
recognised the extreme danger it faced.

 From then on, until the end of his 
Presidency – and beyond – his support for 
Din l-Art Ħelwa was complete. He was, as we 
all know, the master exponent of the politics 
of persuasion and, although he was inevitably 
constrained in what he could openly say 
publicly, his statements about the treatment 
of, for example, Fort St Elmo or indeed the 
very Palace in which he worked, showed 
quite clearly the disdain he felt for the lack of 
priority that cultural heritage then received.
 This was the period where the tide 
of public opinion about cultural heritage 
and the environment began to turn. He 
would sometimes gently chide me for 
being “too tough on the government” 
in something I had written, but I knew 
– having had the pleasure of serving as 
one of his Ambassadors in 1996 – that he 
quietly recognised that ‘persuasion’ and 
‘diplomacy’ sometimes require clear, robust 
language to bring the message home. 
 When he stood down as President 
his close association with Din l-Art Ħelwa 
continued. Since the celebration of our Fortieth 
Anniversary in 2005, President Emeritus 
Guido de Marco had kindly consented to award 
the annual Din l-Art Ħelwa Architectural 
Heritage Awards. Each November he would 
come to our headquarters, present the prizes 
to the winners and, with the articulate wit and 
knowledge which were his trademarks, make 
everybody feel proud of their achievements 
and proud of Malta’s cultural heritage. He 
might have arrived late – and he would make 
a disarming joke about this on arrival – but 
in no time at all this would be forgotten and 
what was remembered was the warmth and 
humanity of the man.
 He was genuinely interested in Din 
l-Art Ħelwa’s achievements ever since its 
inception. He had been a close colleague 
and admirer of our Founder President, Judge 
Maurice Caruana Curran, and loved and 
respected him. This feeling he conveyed by 
proxy to our Association.
 It is this which we in Din l-Art 
Ħelwa will always remember. Guido de 
Marco had the knack of making people feel 
they mattered. He was well-read, cultured, 
broad-minded, cared about history and 
Malta’s place in it and had a vision that 
stretched way beyond our narrow shores. 
He will be sorely missed by Malta. He will 
be genuinely missed by Din l-Art Ħelwa.
 We extend our warmest condolences 
to his close and loving family.      

President Emeritus Guido de Marco 
with the winners of the 2009 
Architectural Award Scheme
photo by Joseph F Chetcuti

President Emeritus Guido de Marco presenting 
Judge Maurice Caruana Curran with the Europa 

Nostra Silver Medal Award for a lifetime 
contribution to cultural heritage in 2001
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SPOTLIGHT ON SPONSORSHIP & PATRONAGE
D i n  l ‐ A r t  Ó e l w a  Restorations

Din L-Art Ħelwa, in collaboration with Union Rempart, France, held a restoration camp 
in September, centred on the baroque church of Tal-Ħniena, on the outskirts of Qrendi.
 A group of eight volunteers from France, together with their leader Elodie 
Godineau, and four young Maltese volunteers, attended workshops by Frank Chetcuti 
and James Licari, who are conservators with Heritage Malta, on the principles and ethics 
of conservation, traditional waterproofi ng techniques using ‘deffun’ and pointing and 
plastering using hydraulic lime mortar. 
 The lectures were held in the church itself, and were accompanied by practical 
demonstrations by the conservators. The volunteers were then assigned work and learnt 
how to mix the mortar and apply it, under the supervision of Frank and James. 
 The areas tackled were the beautiful stone balustrade around the parvis of the church, 
and the annexe, which had served as a shelter for pilgrims visiting Tal-Ħniena in former days, 
when such a journey nearly always necessitated fi nding a place in which to spend the night.
 The work involved the removal of old cement repairs, which was particularly 
diffi cult and time-consuming, and in places, applying ‘plastic repair’ to aesthetically 
integrate areas that had severely corroded. It was satisfying to re-open old rainwater 
drainage holes that had been cemented over and to remove the roots of plants that were 
causing serious damage to the parvis steps.
 The stone blocks on the façade of the annexe, which was originally an open 
arcaded loggia, needed pointing from top to 
bottom, and although this work is not yet 
completed, it is already started taking shape, 
thanks to the young volunteers’ efforts. 
The interior walls of the annexe were also 
cleaned of old cement grouting and layers 
of deteriorated paint.
 On the roof, the large cracks in the 
original deffun, which had previously been 
repaired with an incompatible cement-based 
compound, were re-opened down to the 
torba layer and built up again to achieve the 
traditional roofi ng system. This waterproofi ng 
system, which is so sympathetic to Maltese 
stone-roofed buildings – providing as it does 
both insulation from the heat and cold and 
effective waterproofi ng – has been supplanted 
by modern methods and Frank Chetcuti has 
done much to revive it. He enthusiastically 
explained the traditional aspects of this 
“woman’s work”, and the concept of 
maintenance and prevention, which is key 
to the well-being of old buildings and which 
unfortunately has been lost.

The First 
Din l-Art Ħelwa / Rempart 

Restoration Camp.

Church of Tal-Ħniena, Qrendi. 
10 - 19 September

Text and Images
Maria Grazia Cassar

top:
Work at Tal-Ħniena during 

the restoration camp 

The participants at the restoration camp
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 As it was a live-in camp, the volunteers were 
lodged in two houses: one in Żurrieq, kindly lent to us 
by Prof. Sebastian and Mrs Sue Lucas, and the other in 
Qrendi, just around the corner from the church of Tal-
Ħniena. The Lucas’ lovely traditional Maltese house 
in Żurrieq was used as the main base and provided 
an idyllic setting for the group’s evening meals. The 
focus was on traditional Maltese cooking, with dishes 
like qarabali mimli (stuffed baby marrows), ravjul 
(ravioli), lampuki and mqarrun (baked macaroni), 
as well as a large leg of pork that was taken to the 
local bakery to be cooked. On the ‘French Night’, 
the French volunteers prepared a lovely dinner of 
poulet avec champignons de Paris followed by 
gateau au chocolat et crème anglaise. Everyone 
helped out in the kitchen and in the daily chores, and 
it was wonderful to experience such goodwill, and 
camaraderie among the young people.
 Elodie made sure that everyone had a turn 
at shopping at the local green-grocer and buying the 
fresh ftajjar from the baker every morning, which 
were eaten with tomatoes, olive oil and fresh basil 
from the garden for lunch. 
 Several excursions were organised for the 
group, including visits to nearby Wied iż-Żurrieq to 
swim, as well as Għar Lapsi. Sunday was dedicated to 
visiting Bir Miftuħ and a tour of Mdina and Palazzo 
Falson, accompanied by Din L-Art Ħelwa president 
Petra Bianchi, and Martin Galea, while the afternoon 
was spent relaxing on the beach at Għajn Tuffi eħa.
 Another day saw a visit to Valletta and after 
looking around St John’s co-Cathedral the volunteers 
were welcomed to Din L-Art Ħelwa’s offi ces by 
vice-president Simone Mizzi and several Council 
members, and were each presented with a copy of Dr 
Andy Welsh’s book on Qrendi. The author himself 
was there to do the honours, and to talk to the group, 
who were very interested in Din L-Art Ħelwa’s work. 
Later in the week, Dr Welsh and his wife Jenny 

took everyone on a tour of Qrendi, starting with the 
parish church, where they were met by parish priest 
Dun Mario Mifsud, who showed them around and 
also brought out the titular painting of Our Lady of 
Mercy, which has been removed from Tal-Ħniena for 
the duration of the restoration work.
 Thanks to Dr Stanley Farrugia Randon, 
the volunteers were also treated to a memorable 
evening at Wignacourt Tower, which they enjoyed 
very much. They also managed to fi t in a visit to the 
megalithic temples of Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra. It 
was certainly an exciting week, which came to an 
emotionally charged climax on Friday, when Din 
L-Art Ħelwa’s Founder President Judge Maurice 
Caruana Curran visited the restoration site and met 
the young volunteers. His visit coincided with that of 
the Deputy Head of Mission at the French Embassy 
in Malta Tudor Alexis, who was very interested in 
the restoration work and chatted with the French and 
Maltese volunteers. Vice-president Martin Scicluna, 
who keenly followed the progress of the camp, was 
also there to meet him and show him around. 
 The idea a restoration camp was initially 
discussed last year, at the 13th International Conference 
of National Trusts in Dublin, by Rempart’s Fabrice 
Duffaud and Martin Scicluna. In France, such 
voluntary work camps are held regularly with various 
objectives, such as encouraging heritage preservation 
and offering training in traditional restoration 
techniques, with a particular focus on stone cutting, 
masonry and carpentry, among others. 
 Organising international activities is also 
high on Union Rempart’s priority list and, in fact, it 
continuously promotes international cooperation on 
various projects. A visit to Malta by Fabrice Duffaud 
soon followed, and the idea took shape, with Maria 
Grazia Cassar and Cathy Farrugia entrusted to plan, 
promote and manage the fi rst Malta camp. 
 It was certainly a very rewarding and 
enjoyable experience for everyone, and would not have 
turned out so well, were it not for everyone’s valuable 
contribution, including the backing of head offi ce and 
staff. It was applauded as a “fi ve-star camp” by the 
French volunteers, and the Maltese volunteers expressed 
their wish to keep up the restoration work they had 
started, and also involve their friends. This is another 
project in the pipeline, aimed at attracting more young 
people to Din L-Art Ħelwa and to pass on its values and 
important work to the generations to come.
 For more information regarding voluntary 
restoration work, please contact Din L-Art Ħelwa on 
tel: 2122 5952. For information about Union Rempart 
visit www.rempart.com.
 The restoration of the church of Tal-Ħniena 
is being carried out through the generous sponsorship 
of Bank of Valletta.

The Din l-Art Ħelwa committee is 
very grateful to council members 

Maria Grazia Cassar and Cathy Farrugia 
for having successfully organised 

and coordinated the entire week of 
events at tal-Ħniena.

Founder President Judge 
Maurice Caruana Curran paid 
a surprise visit to encourage 

volunteers working at 
Tal-Ħniena
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The monument commemorating the Great Siege of 1565, an Antonio Sciortino masterpiece, 
has recently been the subject of a conservation initiative, sponsored by Malta-based trade 
fi nance institution FIMBank plc and coordinated by Din l-Art Ħelwa. 
 This well-known Valletta landmark, which is located opposite the Law Courts 
in Republic Street, was installed in 1927. It consists of a granite base with three bronze 
fi gures above. The female fi gure on the left represents Faith and carries a papal tiara in 
her outstretched hand, while the one on the right, carrying the head of Minerva, represents 
Civilisation. These two female fi gures wear fl owing dresses as well as a band in their 
hair. The central fi gure is a muscular male representing Valour, holding a sword in his 
right hand, which points down the centre of the monument, and a shield in his left. This 
fi gure wears a half-suit of armour as well as a three-pointed crown over a helm. 
 The project began in early August and was concluded in time for the annual wreath-
laying ceremony on 8 September, the National Day known as ‘il-Vitorja’ (the Victory).The 
Heritage ResCo conservation team, composed of academically trained and experienced 
conservators Ingrid Ross, James Licari and Frank Chetcuti, were entrusted with the cleaning 
and preventive maintenance of this important monument. The work was coordinated with 
architect Dr Claude Borg of the Rehabilitation Project Offi ce (Valletta Mdina Kottonera 
Rehabilitation Project), which falls under the Ministry for Resources and Rural Affairs. 
The VMK also provided the scaffolding as a further contribution towards this project.
 The work primarily addressed the effects of unfavourable atmospheric conditions, 
in particular the natural weathering process caused mainly by salt deposition and acidic 
bird droppings, as well as previous restoration. 

Preserving the 
Great Siege Monument 
for future generations

below from left to right:
Frank Chetcuti, James Licari and Ingrid Ross 
undertaking some swab solvent cleaning on 

the monument to select the most 
suitable method of cleaning

The restored monument
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Commenting on the project, FIMBank president 
Margrith Lütschg Emmenegger said: “These islands 
are a treasure trove of history, and as a Malta-based 
institution we feel we owe it to the people of Malta 
to help safeguard these jewels like the Great Siege 
Monument. Not only is this monument linked to an 
important event in the islands’ history, but it is also a 
masterpiece by one of Malta’s greatest artists”. “Din 
l-Art Ħelwa is grateful to Fimbank for their support of 
the conservation of this important monument by one 
of Malta’s most accomplished 20th-century artists, 
Antonio Sciortino,” said Dr Petra Bianchi, Executive 
President of Din l-Art Ħelwa.

The project is dedicated to the memory of the 
former Curator of the National Collection of Modern 
and Contemporary Art, Dr Dennis Vella, who passed 

away last year. On 6 September, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Dr Tonio Borg visited the site to see the completed 
restoration work, together with Fimbank Senior Executive Vice President and Group Head of Banking Armin Eckermann and Mayor of 
Valletta Alexiei Dingli. Dr Borg expressed his appreciation of the restoration work carried out by Din l-Art Ħelwa, and the support of Fimbank, 
and also referred to various other projects currently being undertaken by the government as part of the rehabilitation of Valletta.
 FIMBank is an international trade fi nance specialist with an established 
reputation as a dynamic and customer-driven provider of trade fi nance solutions 
to corporates, banks and individuals worldwide. Through its strong correspondent 
banking network and international offi ces located across the globe, it offers 
a unique environment in which trade fi nance opportunities are identifi ed, 
innovatively structured and successfully executed.
 The bank’s range of trade fi nance products includes structured commodity 
fi nance, ship demolition fi nance, counter/barter trade facilities, syndications/
risk participations, bond and guarantees, letters of credit facilities, international 
factoring, forfaiting, currency accounts and supporting banking services.
 Through its Mediterranean Factors Division, which is based in Malta, 
FIMBank offers a complete portfolio of factoring services and actively pursues 
a strategy of establishing factoring joint ventures with prominent institutions in 
selected emerging markets. Its international network of factoring joint ventures 
currently includes MENAFactors in Dubai, Egypt Factors in Egypt, LCI Factors 
in Lebanon, FactorRus in Russia and India Factoring in India.
 FIMBank, which is based in Malta, is listed on the Malta Stock Exchange 
and is regulated by the Malta Financial Services Authority. For more information 
about the Group please visit www.fi mbank.com. This conservation project has 
been sponsored by FIMBank plc as part of its CSR Programme for 2010.

top:
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Hon Dr Tonio Borg 
visiting the completed restoration work

left: 
Detail of the central fi gure representing 

Valour

right: 
Detail of the head of Minerva
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Din l‐Art Óelwa News

A team of volunteers led by Joe Attard set 
themselves the task of restoring the iron and 

wood footbridge at Santa Marija’s Comino Tower.
 The work was sponsored by Pace and Mercieca Ltd.

Thanks are due to Carolyn Clements, the 
hard-working warden of DLH Gozo and Comino 

properties, for organising this initiative.

Comino

Back is the roamer from far away lands.
He wanders no longer; his feet are now still.
He is taking his rest on the isle he loved best

Where he lays himself down with a will.

Here, when the breeze with the sweet thyme is laden,
And the night is bright with its silvery sphere,

The lark will arise to embody his spirit
And soar to the stars so seemingly near.

And from there, high above, in the still of the night,
Start singing his Psalms in thanksgiving and praise,

And fragments of crystal-like shimmering sound
Are heard down on earth in angelic praise.

His thanks to the Lord he thus yearly keeps fresh
For giving him life in a wonderful world
In which he had seen the beauty of God
Wherever he went, this roamer – or bird.

 Louis A Naudi

The restored bridge - photo by Joe Attard

Restored work in progress. 
photos by Carolyn Clements

Restoring of the footbridge at 
Santa Marija’s Comino Tower
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The Foresta 2000 Project, which comprises an area of over 104 hectares on Mellieħa ridge, aims to reinstate the Mediterranean maquis 
in this area, to promote and preserve the biodiversity of its fl ora and fauna and to establish small scale organic farming initiatives in 
order to help the local community remain on their land.  
 Over the last year, thanks to the generous sponsorship of The Body Shop Foundation, a considerable amount of work has 
been carried out. A terrace for the planting of an olive grove was established and shored up, while two kilometres of retaining rubble 
walls (the olive grove part of which was funded by funds from the Body Shop Foundation grant, the rest with funds and support from 
other sources) were reinstated. The grove was planted with an initial 25 olive trees.
 Railway sleepers made out of recycled wood were used to shore up the clay slopes, creating a safer access and a trail to the site. 
This was carried out with the help of volunteer students and foreign visitors, who did most of the physical work. Numerous holm oak acorns 
were planted naturally into the ground so that they may self propagate and an additional 400 trees and shrubs were planted, bringing the 
total over the last fi ve years to 19,000. Where possible, 
the work was once again carried out by volunteers.
 The keeping of bees for which the area was 
once renowned has been successfully re-established. 
Beekeeper Arnold Grech and his family are producing 
wild thyme honey for Din l-Art Ħelwa, thanks also to 
the start-up assistance for the purchase of equipment, 
jars and labels provided through The Body Shop 
Foundation grant. Red Tower Malta Honey has been on 
sale since June and some 200 jars have now been sold. 
It has proved very popular with summer visitors to the 
Tower and all the profi ts generated through the sale of 
this honey are redirected to the conservation project.
 A small information centre has been 
established inside the Red Tower giving information 
about the Foresta 2000 site and the regeneration 
project. Display boards with information about the 
fl ora and fauna of Mellieħa Ridge, as well as historical 
details of the area, have also been set up.
 Ranger Ray Vella has organised several 
school visits and has received over 300 visitors to 
the site. A booklet for visitors entitled Foresta 2000, 
produced by Din l-Art Ħelwa council member Victor 
Rizzo, has been produced and has proved most popular, 
with all funds raised being redirected to the site.
 A 2010 calendar depicting the fl ora of the 
area was printed and copies were distributed to school 
children and a calendar for 2011, this time focusing 
on the endemic fauna, has also been produced. Both 
calendars have also been produced by Victor Rizzo. 
The Foresta 2000 booklet and calendars are available 
from The Red Tower, some of DLH’s other properties 
and from our offi ce in Valletta.

The Body Shop Foundation Foresta 2000 Project Report

Ranger Ray Vella with Swedish volunteers building the pathway to the ridge The new olive grove 

Letter from The Body Shop Foundation grants panel to Din l-Art Ħelwa

1 September 2010

Dear Dr Bianchi,

Monitoring and Evaluation Report
Award Reference: EMEA/MAIN/08/00487
Project: The grant is made for the continued regeneration work of the 
green area surrounding the Red Tower known as Foresta 2000, Malta.

Thank you for sending your report for the above project. We have read 
the information with interest and will ensure that it is distributed to the 
Europe Middle East and Africa Grants Panel of The Body Shop for their 
interest. The progress of your project will also be circulated to the Body 
Shop employees and customers.

Thank you for keeping us updated and best wishes with your continuing 
work.

Yours sincerely,

Philippa Gautrey
Foundation Administrator
On behalf of The Body Shop Foundation

The Body Shop Foundation is an institution set up by the late Dame Anita 
Roddick and her husband Gordon Roddick. It awards grants annually for 
initiatives that help promote social, environmental and human rights causes 
and Foresta 2000 was found worthy of such a grant in 2008.
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Malta Mediterranean Literature Festival held at Msida Bastion Garden of Rest

Hundreds of people attended the fi fth Malta Mediterranean Literature Festival held between Thursday, 9 and Saturday, 11 September at 
Msida Bastion Garden of Rest. This annual event, the only one of its kind to be held in Malta, was organised by Inizjamed and Literature 
Across Frontiers (LAF), with the support of the Culture Programme of the EU, Institut Ramon Llull, The British Council, Literaturwerkstatt 
Berlin, Delicata Wines and Din l-Art Ħelwa. Msida Bastion Garden of Rest, with its literary connection (it is the fi nal resting place 
of Mikiel Anton Vassalli, ‘father of the Maltese language’) provided the perfect setting, particularly when subtly illuminated by the 
atmospheric lights, which highlighted random trees, shrubs and a few headstones and cast evocative shadows around the garden.
 The event featured top writers and musicians from seven countries, including gritty Welsh novelist Niall Griffi ths, iconic 
Maltese poet Victor Fenech and Lebanese novelist Hyam Yared. The poems and prose were read mainly in Maltese and English, but 
also in the native languages of the various writers. Those reading on Thursday were popular Maltese novelist Gużè Stagno, Sicilian 
poet, singer, musician and actor Biagio Guerrera and the Angola-born Portuguese poet and novelist Valter Hugo Mãe, who has published 
seven books of poetry and three novels and is included in the list of Best European Fiction 2010. Friday’s readings were by Maltese 
poet Nadia Mifsud, who lives in Lyon, Egyptian poet, novelist, journalist and photographer Youssef Rakha, leading Catalan writer 
Miquel Desclot and the well-known Maltese poet Victor Fenech. 
 Saturday, 11 September was the turn of award-winning Gozitan novelist and short-story writer Pierre J. Mejlak, Lebanese 
Francophone poet and novelist Hyam Yared, who confesses that “I write in French with all the infl uences of Arabic in which I was born,” 
and the well-known Welsh novelist Niall Griffi ths, who was also interviewed by Dr Albert Gatt. According to The Times of London, 
any fan of Trainspotting will fi nd Grits, the fi rst of six novels published by Niall Griffi ths, “persuasive, alarming and addictive”. The 
Scottish council estates of Irvine Welsh “seem like Toytown when compared with Griffi ths’ Aberystwyth”.
 Short fi lms, most of which were in English or had English subtitles, from the Zebra Poetry Film Festival, which takes place 
in Berlin, were shown on Thursday and Friday. These were presented by Boris Nitzsche. All three evenings also featured live jazz or 
alternative music. Trumpet player Effi e Azzopardi and his jazz band performed on Thursday and Saturday, while Plato’s Dream Machine, 
with their traditional folk, punk-infl uenced numbers, melancholic ballads and drone-chants, performed on Friday evening.
 Those attending the festival also had the opportunity to read and sign a declaration presented by Inizjamed that deals with 
freedom of expression. Part of the declaration reads: “We writers are convinced that, among other things, writing is a political action 
which calls for great responsibility... a responsibility which we have chosen to take upon ourselves... While we understand and value the 
idea that our discipline can be a means of enjoyment and recreation, we realise that, politically, it can also be a source of disquiet...”
 As part of the festival activities Inizjamed and LAF also offered two 
two-hour workshops on writing for children by leading Catalan writer Miquel 
Desclot. The workshops, which were open to both writers and non-writers 
interested in exploring children’s literature and were free of charge, were held 
in the cinema at St James Cavalier in Valletta on Tuesday, 7 and Thursday, 9.
 The Festival coincided with the fi fth annual Malta LAF Literary 
Translation Workshop, led by LAF director Alexandra Büchler, during which 
the participating writers translated each other’s works. Previous workshops have 
hosted writers from Algeria, Croatia, Finland, France, Greece, Iceland, Italy, 
Latvia, Palestine, Portugal, Slovenia and Turkey, who translated their Maltese 
colleagues’ writing into their languages and whose work was in turn translated 
into Maltese. This event was fi rst held at St James Cavalier, in September 
2006, and since then has been held in Birgu. This year’s festival and literary 
translation workshop was the biggest to date in terms of writers and events.

45th Anniversary Autumn Concert 
at Auberge de Castille

 
We are pleased to announce that, this year, our autumn fund-raising 
concert will be held at Auberge de Castille, under the gracious 
patronage of the Prime Minister and Mrs Gonzi. The event will 
feature a recital by renowned soprano Lydia Caruana.
 The concert, which will be held on 27 November in the 
Cabinet Room at Castille, will be followed by a sit-down dinner 
catered for by Osborne Caterers. Details of the menu, etc., are 
still being fi nalised, but for more information please contact the 
offi ce on 2122 0358 or 2122 5952. The event, highlighted by 
the performance of Ms Caruana, in the prestigious setting of 
Auberge de Castille promises to be a magnifi cent evening and 
Din l-Art Ħelwa is grateful to the Prime Minister and Mrs Gonzi 
for their kind patronage. Parking arrangements for patrons will 
be organised on Castille Square and in its surrounding parking 
spaces.  
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Din l-Art Ħelwa will be holding a new series of monthly public lectures, beginning in October. Each lecture will begin at 6pm in 
the DLH lecture hall, 133 Melita Street, Valletta. Those attending are requested to be seated by 5.45pm. The lectures are open to the 
public and free of charge, but donations to help with our restoration projects will be greatly appreciated.
 

 Thursday, 14th October
‘John  Hookman Frere’s Maltese Garden’ Ms Jo Tyndale Biscoe

Thursday, 11 November
‘Architectural Awards 1936 – 1939’ Dr George Camilleri 

 

Thursday, 9 December
‘Every Picture Tells a Story’ Simone Mizzi 

 

Thursday, 13 January
‘Fantasy & Reality, My Life in Art’ Joseph Casha

 

Thursday, 17 February
‘Experimental Archaeology’ Christopher Busuttil

Thursday, 10 March
‘Religious Aspect of Medicine in Ancient Egypt’ Ella Samut-Tagliaferro

Thursday, 14 April 
‘Natural Hazards in Geology’ Gordon Knox 

Thursday, 12 May
‘Title to be advised’ Dr Reuben Grima

 

Thursday, 9 June 
‘The Great Siege as seen by Matteo Perez d’Aleccio’ John Sare

Din l-Art Ħelwa Public Lectures 2010 / 11

Din l-Art Ħelwa Annual Dinner July 2010

The Din l-Art Ħelwa Annual Dinner was held at 
San Anton Gardens in July The Din l-Art Ħelwa 

committee is very grateful to the following volunteers 
who helped to organise this event: Cettina Caruana 

Curran, Edward Xuereb, Charles Gatt,  Maureen Gatt. 
Joe Chetcuti and Simone Mizzi. Thanks also to Connie 

Mollicone and Rosemarie Stagno Navarra at DLH offi ce.
Photos - Joe Chetcuti 

(below - from left to right)
The Hon Dr Mario de Marco, Mrs de Marco, Mrs Cettina Caruana Curran, 

His Excellency Dr Ugo Mifsud Bonnici, Mrs Gemma Mifsud Bonnici, 
Dr Petra Bianchi, Dr Gordon Caruana Dingli ‘The Quacks’



14     VIGILO ‐ DIN L‐ART ÓELWA OCTOBER 2010

Marine Photographic Competition 

Din l-Art Ħelwa has once again organised what has become an annual event – a marine photographic competition – with the aim of 
raising awareness of our marine environment as part of the Blue Campaign. The negative effects of certain fi shing methods on the fi sh 
population have been known for years. Continuous dredging of the seabed, and the uncontrolled use of fi ne-mesh nets, are contributing 
to the depletion of fi sh in the Mediterranean, as is the illegal fi shing of immature tuna and swordfi sh.
 The award of prizes took place at Din l-Art Ħelwa’s offi ces in Melita Street on 25 September. There were two categories: 
category A was for photographs showing pollution or any other negative effect of human activity on the sea or coastal environment, 
and category B was for photographs showing the beauty of underwater life. 
 Of the 40 entries, Mario Micallef was the winner of category A with his photograph entitled Better Off Recycled, and André 
Reine won category B with his photograph entitled UFo2. A prize of €250 was presented to each of the two winners by Dr Stanley 
Farrugia Randon and Mrs Anna Roberta Micallef Eynaud on behalf of the sponsors. This year’s prizes were sponsored by Claude 
Sciberras of Dive Systems and Marcel Stafrace of Fototek Services Ltd.  
 Din l-Art Ħelwa believes that such an event helps raise awareness of the importance of our beautiful marine and coastal 
environment and the need to protect it for future generations. Stanley Farrugia Randon thanked the sponsors for their support and also 
thanked all the participants, pointing out that the high quality of the entries had made the judging very diffi cult. A special thank you was also 
expressed to long-standing council member and photographer Joseph F. Chetcuti for helping with the organisation of the competition.
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Discover Floriana – Historic Walks in a Green City

To help improve awareness of local heritage and the environment, Din l-Art Ħelwa works closely with local councils to produce 
cultural and historical booklets and cooperation with Floriana Local Council has resulted in Discover Floriana – Historic Walks in a 
Green City. The 56-page booklet is extensively illustrated in full colour, and details three walks through Floriana’s main gardens, with 
a detailed description of all the historical sites passed along the way. There are no fewer than 15 gardens in Floriana.
 The booklet was sponsored and printed by Best Print Co. Ltd of Qrendi and the author, Victor J. Rizzo, is the Treasurer and 
a Council member of Din l-Art Ħelwa.
 The origins of Floriana date back to 1634 and the town can hardly be developed any further, as its boundaries are delineated 
by a smart array of fortifi cations on all sides. A quick look at the centre-page map will reveal that half the built-up section of Floriana 
is green area. The streets are also all straight – what could be called an example of town planning at its best, with an emphasis on the 
environment. The work was completed in 1721 and three hundred years later it still cannot be bettered.
 After a brief history of Floriana, the fi rst walk takes the reader through the three main central gardens – The Mall, Argotti 
Gardens and St Philip’s Garden. In this walk you will also come across a small building that was originally used as a booking hall for 
the Floriana railway platform 15 metres below ground level. The offi cial opening of the Malta Railway Co. took place on 28 February 
1883. The railway line to Mdina commenced in Valletta and passed underneath the fortifi cations of Floriana through a tunnel almost 
1km long to emerge in open ground near Portes des Bombes below St Philip’s Bastion. Both entrances to the tunnel are presently 
walled-up. Serious competition from trams and buses, which started in 1922, 
led to the fi nal closing down of the service on 31 March 1931.
 After visiting the three gardens, the reader will walk back to the start 
past an ornamental fountain built by Grand Master Wignacourt to commemorate 
the arrival of the water supply in Floriana in 1615. Other attractions are the 
Sarria Church built to a design by Mattia Preti, the parish church dedicated 
to St Publius, the Granaries or grain silos dug underground by the British as 
part of a military strategy to store grain for use in the event of a siege, and the 
Commonwealth Air Forces Memorial.
 The second walk will take the reader through the two main gardens 
on the Marsamxetto Harbour side – the Msida Bastion Historic Garden – a site 
that was restored and is maintained by Din l-Art Ħelwa, and the Sa Maison 
Garden, adorned by detailed British regimental crests. On this route you will 
also walk across one of the railway tunnel exits and a railway viaduct. Prominent 
landmarks in Floriana along this route are the Portes des Bombes gateway and 
the Lion Fountain, the symbol of Floriana.
 The third walk is to the Cenotaph, the Herbert Ganado Garden, the 
King George V Recreational Grounds and the Sir Luigi Preziosi and Vilhena 
gardens. These are situated along the fortifi cations overlooking Grand Harbour 
and offer spectacular views. After visiting the grounds of the Capuchin Order’s 
convent, the reader will return to the starting point along one of Floriana’s 
oldest street, St Francis Street, which is adorned with corner niches and both 
wooden and wrought iron Maltese balconies.
 The booklet, which costs €2.50, is available from the offi ces of 
Floriana Local Council and Din l-Art Ħelwa.

Marine Life Exhibition For Biodiversity Year (2010)
 
With 2010 being the International Year of Biodiversity, and to promote the rich marine biodiversity of the Maltese islands around Tourism 
Day, Din l-Art Ħelwa set up an extensive exhibition of different aspects of marine life in the Judge Caruana Curran Hall at 133 Melita 
St, Valletta that focused on ‘the world under the sea’. This was held from 25 
September to 19 October and was enjoyed during the Notte Bianca.
 The exhibition showed colourful images of the little known 
organisms that our seabed has to offer, so that even the amateur snorkeller 
would be able to spot and identify them. These sub-classifi cations of marine 
life include the numerous plants, algae, molluscs and other crustaceans, 
sponges, cnidaria and echinoderms that are so plentiful around the Maltese 
Islands. Most of the photographs were taken by Stanley Farrugia Randon, 
Din l-Art Ħelwa Council member and coordinator of the exhibition. 
 The intention of the exhibition was to show the public the 
diversity of organisms existing in the sea. Although they are usually 
inaccessible to people who do not swim or snorkel, it is hoped that this 
exhibition raised awareness of the need to protect further our marine 
environment and safeguard our marine environment. Peltaster placenta               photo - Stanley Farrugia Randon 
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Saved Watercolour Collection Limited Edition Prints 
 
Din l-Art Ħelwa’s Heritage Saved Watercolour Collection 
Limited Edition Prints by Kenneth Zammit Tabona make a 
handsome Christmas gift for both home and for sending abroad. 
At a special price of €100 for a set of six, both Set A and Set B 
are on view and available at DLH’s offi ces at 133 Melita Street, 
Valletta, or by ringing 2122 0358 or 2122 5952.
 These colourful and detailed limited edition prints 
painted by Kenneth, and their accompanying adhesive texts, 
were coordinated and written by vice-president Simone Mizzi. 
Each tells the story of 12 historic sites restored by Din l-Art 
Ħelwa since it was founded in 1965, and of the historic characters 
connected to each. So you will see Grand Master Lascaris praying 
to St Agatha outside the Red Tower, Grand Master Wignacourt 
in procession on the occasion of the completion of Wignacourt 
Tower in St Paul’s Bay, Grand Master Pinto outside Mistra Gate, 
which carries his coat of arms, and Grand Master la Valette 
praying to Our Lady of Victory, to whom he dedicated this fi rst 
church in Valletta. Beautifully illustrated by Kenneth Zammit 
Tabona, with hidden symbolism in each, the prints come in a 
presentation folder. They were sponsored by Banif Bank Malta 
plc, and are available solely from Din l-Art Ħelwa. All the money 
raised will go towards the restoration of the church of Our Lady 
of Victory.
 Simone Mizzi will be giving a presentation about this 
watercolour collection in her talk entitled Every picture tells a 
story at 6pm on 9 December, in our lecture room at 133 Melita 
Street, during which she will illustrate the 12 prints and the story 
each carries and the hidden symbolism painted by the artist. 
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Heritage Fragments - A New DLH Publication
Martin Scicluna 

Joe Azzopardi has been the editor of Vigilo for well over a decade. 
When I took over as Executive President of Din l-Art Ħelwa in 
2001, we made a concerted effort together to up-grade the design, 
layout and content of our magazine – to make it more relevant to 
our readers’ requirements, more interesting and informative and 
a more powerful tool as the voice of Malta’s cultural heritage and 
environmental movement.
 Joe Azzopardi, as editor, was an enthusiastic supporter 
of the new-look magazine, which was to be glossier and more 
visually pleasing, with a greater use of colour and a raft of articles 
that not only informed the reader about Malta’s cultural heritage, 
rich history and precious environment, but also dealt with the key 
issues affecting our members at the time. 
 Joe, a volunteer like all of us, would spend literally 
several weekends gathering together each edition in time for 
publication. I would hate to try to calculate the number of hours 
that each edition would have entailed, but it would run into several 
hundred. He was – still is – responsible for its content, its layout 
and visual impact. He is, indeed, the perfect example of the kind 
of volunteer who is attracted to Din l-Art Ħelwa: modest, hard-
working and dedicated to the cause of Malta’s cultural heritage. 
 But Joe’s work as editor did not end there. He is an 
excellent photographer, and so many of the illustrations in Vigilo 
are his own. But, above all, he also began to research and write 
his own articles for the magazine, articles that covered a range 
of subjects, all informed by his great love of Malta’s cultural 
heritage.
 The result can be seen in the excellent book which Joe 
has put together and which he has called Heritage Fragments. This 
is a collection, a selection, of his many articles dealing with what 
he calls “the many-splendoured things that are the embodiment 
of and testimonial to the history of our Island”.    
 Joe has an enquiring mind and an eclectic range of 
interests. He is widely read and his research leads him into 
fascinating aspects of our history, culture and those little 
idiosyncratic details which make us the kind of people we are.

 Thus, a random fl ick through the pages of Heritage 
Fragments takes you from windmills in Malta (Of Wind and 
Bread) to sundials (Telling Time from Sun and Shadow) to Malta’s 
burial heritage (The Art of Death) to the lighthouses (Beacons in 
the Darkness) and to the cannon of the Order (Of Art and War) 
and many more.
 Each chapter refl ects Joe’s love and enthusiasm for the 
subject and his deep and careful research. Each is well-written and 
beautifully illustrated, almost entirely by his own photographs. 
The outstanding thing is the affection with which Joe has clearly 
approached his subjects. The proof-reading is impeccable, as 
one has come to expect from Judy Falzon, also a volunteer of 
Din l-Art Ħelwa, whose excellent work Joe Azzopardi rightly 
acknowledges.
 Joe has generously dedicated all the proceeds of this book 
to Din l-Art Ħelwa’s restoration fund. I cannot urge you enough to 
go out and buy this book, not only because our restoration fund will 
benefi t but also, and just as importantly, because it is such a good 
read. For any reader who is looking for an attractive Christmas 
present for a discerning brother, sister, friend or parent, this would 
make the perfect gift. All of us in Din l-Art Ħelwa should have a 
copy of Heritage Fragments on our book-shelves.

Heritage Fragments
Author - Joe Azzopardi  
Published by - Din l-Art Ħelwa
ISBN: 
Hardback - 978-99957-31-01-4
Paperback - 978-99957-31-00-7
262 pp / Full colour
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SPOTLIGHT ON SPONSORSHIP & PATRONAGEF r i e n d s  o f  T a ’  B r a x i a  C e m e t e r y 
A n n u a l  R e p o r t

The joint Government/Din L-Art Ħelwa 
restoration project at Ta’ Braxia Cemetery 
was mainly completed in 2007. However, 
considerable restoration work still remains 
to be done and this is being carried out 
piecemeal, as and when funds are available. 
Both DLH and The Friends of Ta’ Braxia 
volunteers still spend numerous hours 
working at the site, doing minor restoration 
work on vaults and monuments and also 
some gardening. 
 The Friends, as a satellite of Din 
L-Art Ħelwa, are willing to continue with 
their efforts but are seeking more interest 
and support from the relevant Government 
Department. To this end, a meeting was 
held recently with the Department of Public 
Health at which all the problems encountered 
by the Friends in implementing the joint 
arrangement were discussed. We feel that 
what was a cordial meeting has yielded some 
results: the Department’s representatives 
noted our continued effort in respect of Ta’ 
Braxia with appreciation, but indicated that 
their principal responsibility is to strictly 
comply with existing agreements, as specifi ed 
in the prescribed regulations, and they are 
often restricted by budgetary constraints.
 The Friends expressed the opinion 
that the main problem with the maintenance 
of the cemetery, and its often unsightly state, 
is the poor quality of the performance of 
the caretakers employed. The cemetery has 
been left closed on a number of occasions 
and it is not unusual for the volunteers to 
be called from home to open it for foreign 
visitors who have come to Malta specifi cally 
to visit their relatives‘ graves.  
 The wall at the back of the 
cemetery that collapsed some fi ve years 
ago has still not been repaired. This, and 
the untidy state of the area in general, was 
highlighted in a recent letter to the editor of 
The Times of Malta by a foreign visitor and 
in a TVM news programme. The outcome 
was a flurry of gardening and cleaning 
activity by the Department’s personnel. 
Regarding the collapsed wall, the Friends 
agreed to engage volunteer architect Louis 
Naudi to determine the full extent of the 
damage from the structural and safety 
aspects, obtain an estimate for the repairs 
and advise the Department accordingly.
 The current palm weevil attack has 
had a disastrous effect on the 30 palm trees 
in the cemetery. One has had to be cut down 
and some 27 others are either dead or slowly 

dying. The Friends have organised, and 
paid for from their funds, the installation 
of water pipes and electricity to reach well 
into the cemetery, the building of two store 
rooms – one for the caretakers’ tools and the 
other for the volunteers’ equipment – and 
organised the planning and construction of 
two new toilets.
 DLH and the Friends have spent 
a considerable amount of money over the 
years on the joint monument restoration 
project, along with hundreds of hours every 
year freely offered by volunteers. The 
Friends are now spending funds obtained 
from subscriptions and donations on trying 
to help with the maintenance of the site. In 

opposite bottom:
The 2010 edition of the 

cemetery guide book 
on sale at Ta’ Braxia, 

DLH offi ce and other properties

Interion view of the chapel dome

Detail of one of the tombs

opposite top:
One of the tombs at Ta’ Braxia 
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addition, DLH pays the gardening bills on 
demand and invariably waits a long time for 
reimbursement by the Government, which 
has been a strain on our funds in the past. 
 At the end of last year, due to lack 
of funds, the Friends had to discontinue 
the regular hiring of skips. This has often 
resulted in numerous heaps of garden debris 
left on the pathways. The Department has 
now agreed to provide one skip per month 
for use by both the caretakers and the hired 
gardener. The Friends also requested that the 
yearly Government Ta Braxia Maintenance 
vote be maintained at an agreed level but 
not less than €10,000 per annum and that 
invoices be paid on time. We envisage that, 
if the requested sum is made available, the 
Friends will be in a position to engage the 
gardener for two days a week instead of one, 
which will make an enormous difference to 
the state of the cemetery.
 The old caretaker’s house by the 
main gate of the cemetery is in a dilapidated 
state and there are many fractures on the 
external structure of the building that 
need urgent attention. The Friends have 
refurbished the room adjacent to the present 
caretakers’ room and transformed it into an 
offi ce cum funerary museum. The Friends 
asked that consideration be given to the 
restoration of the whole building before it is 
too late, that its proper use be determined and 
that the future allocation of space for their use 
be considered. The Department undertook 
to investigate the position with regard to the 
legality of the present occupation and to take 
account of the safety aspect of the structure.

The Memorial Chapel 

As previously reported, the Friends have carried 
out a considerable amount of work inside the 
chapel. They installed electricity, restored the 
main door, repaired or replaced many of the 
windows – using appropriate cathedral glass 
to maintain their originality, professionally 
cleaned the internal walls, purchased chairs 
and a carpet and have regularly maintained 
and cleaned the building.
 Also as previously and repeatedly 
advised, the chapel roof and some of the 
stonework is in a bad state. In particular, 
the supporting roof beams and rafters are in 
need of urgent attention. Detailed plans were 
prepared by architect Antonio Mollicone 
and approval for restoration obtained from 
Mepa. Senior offi cials from the Department 
visited the chapel, together with the previous 
British High Commissioner, who was asked 
to intercede in view of the fact that the site 
has many British connections. The Friends 
also visited the EU representative in Malta 
to seek advice.

 The Friends have requested the 
Government to treat the restoration of the 
chapel as a matter of urgency and either 
provide the necessary funds or offer guidance 
with regard to the procedure to be adopted 
for obtaining funds from the EU or other 
sources. No commitment has been made by 
the Department on this matter. However, we 
were advised that if the Friends were to make 
a fresh approach and provide estimates and 
proposals, the matter will be revived by the 
Department. This the Friends are endeavouring 
to do, being aware of the diffi culties involved 
in fi nalising a whole package for presentation 
to the Government.
 The Friends have also asked the 
Department to consider installing fl oodlighting 
to illuminate the chapel, in keeping with the 
present trend to highlight prominent buildings 
in Malta. The Friends undertook to consult 
electrical contractors to determine the 
adequacy of the present electrical supply to 
the site, obtain a cost estimate for the work 
involved and advise the Department.

New Graves

The Friends had offered to organise the 
construction and sale of some 130 new 
graves, the income from which would 
provide suffi cient funds to fully maintain 
Ta’ Braxia for a number of years without 
an additional contribution from the 
Government. Plans for the new graves 
were prepared by an architect and submitted 
to the Government. We were subsequently 
advised that the Government was capable of 
dealing with this matter without involving 
third parties. No action has been taken so 
far. It has been agreed, however, that the 
Friends will re-submit the proposal to the 
Department for a fresh consideration. The 
Friends and Din L-Art Ħelwa regard Ta’ 
Braxia as a heritage site and a potential 

tourist attraction. As such, it deserves to be 
kept in a clean and respectable condition at 
all times. This much is owed not only to the 
Maltese citizens whose relatives or friends 
are interred in Ta’ Braxia but also to the 
numerous foreign visitors who often travel 
to Malta specifi cally to visit the cemetery. 
The latter invariably judge the virtues and 
character of our Island by what they see 
when they get here. It is the Friends’ wish 
to emulate the success of Msida Bastion 
Cemetery in Floriana, now called the Garden 
of Rest, which, under the care of Din-L-Art 
Ħelwa volunteers is now a showpiece of 
tidiness and tranquillity. The Friends and 
Din L-Art Ħelwa believe this can also be 
achieved at Ta’ Braxia in partnership with 
the Government.
 Finally, we think it is only right 
to express our sincere thanks and gratitude 
to the few volunteers who spend many 
hours of their own free time working at Ta’ 
Braxia Cemetery with just one aim – that 
of keeping it tidy and respectable.
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T h e  M a m o  F a m i l y
Stanley Farrugia Randon

Din l‐Art Óelwa Executive Council Member

Dr Stanley Farrugia Randon meets 
the Chevalier John Edward 

De Micoli Deguara, 
a descendant of the 

“old and notable” House of Mamo

Records of the Mamo family in Malta date 
back to the 16th century, with one Simone 
Mamo being referred to as an “illustrious 
citizen” in 1514. In his compilation of 1647, 
Commendatore G.F. Abela documents the 
Mamo family as another old and notable 
Maltese family.1 According to Abela, 
Giovanni Mamo, was a Maltese armateur or 
corsair who equipped his own ship and sent 
it out to prey on Turkish or infi del vessels 
“che’ attefe a’ far il corfo contro d’ Infedeli 
con vna fua fufta.” 2  Abela also writes that 
Giovanni had a son called Salvo (who is an 
ancestor of the Chevalier’s).
 I was shown a detailed family 
tree by Chevalier De Micoli Deguara and 
immediately noticed that one of his ancestors 
was a renowned Dottore fi sico (physician). 
The earliest available reference to the training 
abroad of Maltese doctors of medicine and 

surgery is dated 18 September 1569. On that 
date, a Maltese from the city of Notabile, 
Gregorio Mamo, obtained his Doctorate 
in Surgery from the renowned College of 
Doctors’ School of Medicine in Salerno.3 

Seven years later, he presented himself 
once more in front of the same College to 
graduate, this time as Doctor of Arts and 
Medicine.4 Incidentally, Mamo’s is the fi rst 
name of a Maltese found in the research 
carried out in the archives of the College of 
Doctors of the School of Medicine. Mamo 
was the only Maltese to graduate from the 
College in the 16th century.5

 Commendatore Abela describes 
Mamo as an “eccellente medico fi sico.” 
When the plague epidemic ravaged the 
Maltese Islands during 1592-93, one fi nds 
Dr Mamo working alongside the physicians 
Francesco Saltalla and Pietro Parisi. Dr Torri Mamo
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Parisi, from Trapani, had been sent to Malta by the 
Viceroy of Sicily to co-ordinate sanitary measures 
against the plague, and left us an account of the event. 
He stayed on in Malta and we are told that Dr Mamo 
became his “compagno indivisibile”. 6

 This same Dr Gregorio Mamo married 
Donna Lorenza Abela, the daughter of Andrea Abela 
and Leonora Cannella, in 1572.7 Commendatore 
Abela gives prominence to this union, actually 
referring to the bride by name at a time when women 
were seldom referred to because they held practically 
no legal status unless they had a respectable standing 
in society.8 In fact there is strong evidence to suggest 
that Andrea Abela was the progeny of the Habela 
(Abella) family, Barons of Petra Longa.
 The aforementioned Donna Leonora 
Cannella was another upper-class woman referred 
to by the Commendatore, having married notary 
Giuseppe Mamo – her son-in-law’s brother!9 Mamo 
(the physician) also invested in good unions. He 
married off his daughter to a wealthy descendant 
of the distinguished and armigerous Cassia family 
(Chev’s branch) and his erudite son Gio-Maria – or 
Don Mattia UJD10 as he was then known – to Diana 
Vassallo, the daughter of Matteo Vassallo, Secreto di 
Malta, and Agata Testaferrata.11

 Gio-Maria’s son was the eminent Dr 
Gregorio Mamo UJD who, in 1657, built Torri 
Mamo at Tar-Rumi, on the road leading to Żejtun, as 
a fortifi ed home to guard against raiding incursions 
by the Turks. He also built a chapel dedicated to St 
Gaetan, located just 50 metres from the tower. 

 The Chevalier brought to my attention 
the fact that Elisabetta Mamo Mompalao is the 
grandmother of Maria Teresa (Teresina), Baronessina 
di Frigenuini, who was born in Naples to the Maltese 
Baron Benedict Pisani Mompalao Cuzkeri and the 
Neapolitan Vincenza Carrano on 29 December 1806. 
Maria Teresa (Adeodata) lived for 25 years in perfect 
observance of a cloistered life as a Benedictine nun 
at St Peter’s Monastery in Mdina. 

Mamo 
coat of arms

St Gaetan Chapel
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Footnotes

1 G.F. Abela (1647), 510-511. 

2 Ibid., 511. 

3 Extract from Vincent Borg, Medical Practitioners in 16th Century Malta, Proceedings of History week 1981, Malta Historical 
Society, Malta 1982, (82-85). 

4 Ibid., Archivio di Stato, Salerno, Collegio dei Dottori, Reg. 1571 – 1595, 181r. Hence the style Artium et Medicinae doctor in 
Acts of Notary Andrea Alban 07.01.1617 NAV. 

5 Vincent Borg. Malta Historical Society, Malta 1982, (82-85). In all probability, Mamo was a pupil of the Rev. Andrea Axiak, 
who was accused of heresy by the Holy Inquisition. (Ref. Andrew P. Vella Storja Ta’ Malta. L-ewwel Volum Edizzjoni Klabb 
Kotba Maltin. Malta 1974. Pg.146). 

6 I.S. Mifsud, Biblioteca Maltese, pt. i. Malta, 1764. 100-103. 

7 Marriage settlement celebrated in Acts of Notary Giuliano Briffa 12.03.1572 NAV. 

8 Before 1700, females being married were seldom listed with their family or surname but only with their fi rst name. 

9 G.F. Abela (1647), 511. Donna Leonora Cannella widower of Andrea Abela (1st marriage) and Notary Giuseppe Mamo (2nd 
marriage) drew her Will in Acts of Notary Giuseppe Mamo 15.04.1609 NAV. 

10 From the Latin Utriusque Juris Doctor or iuris utriusque doctor (“doctor of both laws”) is a scholar who has acquired a 
doctorate in both Civil and Canon law. The degree can be abbreviated in many ways, the most common being UJD and JUD. 

11 The daughter of Mariano Testaferrata and of Maddalena Coremasco-Cassia. Ref: C.A. Gauci (1992), 207, footnote No. 7. 

12 ‘Removed’ indicates a difference in generations. Your fi rst cousin once removed would be your fi rst cousin’s child, and twice 
removed would be your fi rst cousin’s grandchild. 

13 G.F. Abela (1647), 511. 

 Adeodata was renowned for her spirit of self-sacrifi ce and 
self-denial and many people claimed miraculous cures and other 
graces from God through her intercession. She was subsequently 
declared venerable by Pope Leo XIII in 1898 and beatifi ed on 9 
May 2001 by Pope John Paul II. Hopefully, she will be the next 
Maltese to be canonised. The Chevalier is privileged to be her sixth 
cousin, seven times removed.12 
 A principal and acknowledged family, the House of Mamo 
was entitled to hereditary heraldic arms by virtue of patrilineal 
descent, i.e. “Vfa ella per arme tre ftelle d’argento in campo 
azzurro nella parte fuperiore dello fcudo, e nell’altra di tre bande 
d’oro, che lo trauerfano in campo vermiglio”.13

 Chevalier De Micoli Deguara handed me, in my capacity 
as a member of Din l-Art Ħelwa’s Executive Council, his family 
tree that was drawn up 
by Maltese genealogist 
Mary Lanfranco and bears 
the De Micoli Deguara 
coat of arms, for our safe-
keeping. I assured him that 
a copy of this interesting 
document, detailing his 
family history, will grace 
the walls of Torri Mamo.

De Micoli Deguara 
family tree 

as drawn up by 
genealogist 

Mary Lanfranco
Maria Teresa (Adeodata)
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L a n d ,  W a t e r  a n d  L i m e s t o n e

Executive President of Din l‐Art Óelwa

Petra Bianchi

Malta does not have many natural resources, or great quantities 
of them, so why can we not manage them properly? Just look at 
the state of three of our existing key resources, land, water and 
limestone, to which can be added a potential resource: renewable 
energy. All four are in a deplorable state. Why are they not being 
better supervised?
 Unfortunately, here we must confront a story of a lack of 
vision, ignored objectives and fl awed management. Sadly, this has 
been the case for many decades and under several administrations, 
and the wounds are deep.
 Our land has been over-developed. Planning policies have 
long been riddled with inconsistencies, giving scant importance 
to quality or design in urban areas. Our pocket-sized countryside 
is besieged by small buildings, neglect, dumping and other 
illegalities, and hardly any of the protected areas are yet being 
managed. All this, of course, is complicated by the fact that Malta 
is one of the most densely populated countries in the world.
 Water has presented a challenging problem in arid Malta 
throughout history. However, our natural aquifers are now being 
grossly over-exploited and depleted. It has often been put forward 
that waste water can be recycled and used for agriculture and 
industry in order to reduce water extraction from boreholes, yet 
no enabling infrastructure has been put in place. Instead, our new 
sewage treatment plants treat waste water but then throw it back 
into the sea. Our immediate needs have been met through reverse 
osmosis, yet this still relies on polluting and expensive fossil fuel.
 Limestone is a non-renewable and limited mineral 
resource. It is an integral part of our urban landscape and often 
considered to form part of Malta’s national identity. It has been 
estimated that, at the current rate of quarrying, there will only be 
enough limestone left to supply the building industry for another 
30 years or so. Yet no efforts are being made to encourage the re-
use of stone when buildings are demolished, and instead the stones 
are broken up or crushed, and discarded.

 We are still far from achieving any signifi cant levels 
of renewable energy production, and we continue to rely almost 
exclusively upon fossil fuel. The obligation to manage our 
environment competently has been ignored for so long, that now 
we are faced with very steep targets to be reached in a short time. 
Many of our politicians, on both sides of the house, have taken 
far too long to appreciate the importance of environmental issues. 
The country urgently needs more vision, direction and action on 
the environment, with a wider group of legislators pushing the 
environmental agenda forward.
 As a positive step, the government has recently fi nally 
begun drawing up a National Environment Policy. It is easy to be 
sceptical about this, as various environmental reports have been 
drawn up in the past and then left to gather dust in back rooms. 
Nonetheless, it is important that we should have an environment 
policy, so the effort should be supported.
 The environment cannot be considered as a sector in 
isolation. The new policy will never be of any use unless its 
recommendations are integrated into the strategies and policies 
of other sectors – such as transport, energy, industry and tourism 
– which often have negative impacts on the environment, or 
confl icting targets.
 The Environment Report published by Mepa earlier 
this year has not received much attention. It is filled with 
recommendations and information which must not be ignored. The 
new environment policy should build on this, as well as on other 
reports of previous years, and ensure that all those past efforts and 
discussions are not wasted.
 I have mentioned four natural resources. However there 
are many other environmental issues which require urgent attention, 
such as our coastal and marine resources, waste, fi sh stocks, 
biodiversity and air pollution. 
 Over the last few years, a lot of new environmental 
legislation has been put in place, and public participation 
and consultation has also increased. The phrase “sustainable 
development” is steadily growing and multiplying into a kind of 
mantra. However it can only change from a dream into reality 
when it is absorbed by all sectors. The new environment policy 
must reach far and deep to heal the wounds of our environment.

above and top – Wounds of our environment
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T u n a  -  O n l y  t h e  B e g i n n i n g
George Camilleri

Din l‐Art Óelwa Council Member

This year the EU Commission took the 
decision to close the bluefi n tuna season 
one week earlier, recalling its purse seine 
fi shing fl eet after the catch quotas had been 
reached sooner than had been expected. This 
is not the good news it might appear to be, 
because the tuna massacre is set to continue 
as European fi shermen fl ying non-European 
fl ags of convenience continue to fi sh. Non-
EU boats are estimated to be responsible for 
about 40 per cent of the total bluefi n tuna 
catch in the Mediterranean.
 It is now common knowledge that the 
Mediterranean tuna is an endangered 
species but unfortunately it is not only the 
tuna that is threatened with extinction. By 
the European Commission’s own admission, 
in the case of 88 per cent of European stocks 
“over-fi shing is so serious that more fi sh 
would be caught if there was less fi shing.” 
Almost 20 per cent of stocks are in such a 
bad state that scientists advise there should 
be no fi shing at all.

 Local numbers confi rm this because our very own National Statistics Offi ce provides 
historical fi gures for fi sh landings. Leaving aside the well-known sad numbers for tuna 
landings, and turning to swordfi sh landings, we learn that 30,000 tons were caught in the 
fi rst six months of 2001. In the corresponding period nine years later, in 2010 our fi shermen 
landed 150,000 tons – an increase of a whopping 500 per cent. Although at fi rst sight this 
might appear to be a testimony to the effi ciency of our fi shermen, this is not the case.
 Most of us will remember that a decade ago truly enormous swordfi sh weighing 
over 500kg used to lie on the fi shmonger’s chopping block, and the diameter of a swordfi sh 
steak used to be much bigger than the largest dinner plate. Nowadays a swordfi sh steak 
is more the size of a side plate. This of course means that there are no big swordfi sh 
left to catch and that only the smaller ones weighing around 100kg are ending up on the 
fi shmonger’s chopping block, which in turn means that there are fewer mature swordfi sh 
to produce baby swordfi sh with the logical consequence that there are fewer swordfi sh all 

around. And yet we continue to increase the 
weight of swordfi sh landings and continue 
to sell and consume baby swordfi sh, which 
incidentally is also yet another illegal 
practice, enforcement on which is lacking.
  The story does not stop at tuna and 
swordfi sh. If we compare the variety of fi sh on 
the stalls today with that of a few years back 
we will notice a few interesting things. First 
of all there is always a show of locally-farmed 
fresh sea bass (spnott) and bream (awrat), 
which is not in itself a bad thing. There is also 
plenty of imported fi sh of unknown origin 
such as snapper, grouper, imported mussels 
and other assorted shellfi sh. Where are the 
sargi, kahli, accol, denci, ceren, trill – local 
species that used to be such common fare? 
Certainly not at the fi shmonger’s. The answer 
is simple: they don’t exist any more in our 
waters in appreciable quantities. You can 
easily confi rm this personally by donning a 

Purse seine trawler

Tuna in pen
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pair of goggles and taking a look at the sterile marine desert we now 
have under the sea’s surface. Nowadays you are considered lucky if 
you see a fi sh longer than your middle fi nger. We have over-fi shed 
our seas with illegal and unsustainable practices such as fi shing with 
small mesh nets, small hooks and scuba-assisted harpoons. Pollution 
and climate change are not helping either.
 This is a worldwide problem. The truth is that there is just 
not enough fi sh in the sea to satisfy the ever-increasing demand. 
Instead of trying to fi nd a long-term solution to these problems, 
the fi shing industry’s eyes are turning towards the Pacifi c – but 
this is not the answer. Politicians continue to ignore the advice of 
scientists about how these fi sheries should be managed and the 
need to fi sh these threatened species in a sustainable way. Despite 
this, EU member states plan to expand their catches, especially in 
distant fi shing grounds such as the Pacifi c. Pacifi c Island countries 
depend on these stocks as a source of income and food, but often 
stand no chance in competition with the large fi shing fl eets of 
distant water fi shing nations.
 EU trawlers circumnavigate the planet searching for 
octopus, squid, shrimp, bottom-dwelling fi sh such as cod and hake, 
and deep-water species of fi sh such as redfi sh. Bottom trawling is 
among the most indiscriminate and destructive forms of fi shing. 
It destroys sea-bed habitats, including highly vulnerable deep-sea 
corals, leaving trawled areas almost devoid of life.
 Can something be done to save the situation? To its 
credit, Mepa have designated four new marine protected areas 
and this is surely a step in the right direction. Given an effective 
management plan unshackled by political interests and backed up 
by rigid enforcement, fi sh will hopefully regenerate in these areas 
and spill over into the other unprotected areas. This has happened 
in other countries, as close to home as the south of Sicily, and the 
results have proved to be overwhelmingly positive.
 The EU must implement the forthcoming reformed EU 
Common Fisheries Policy, which will hopefully include provisions 

for accountability in policy, management and traceability of seafood 
products, as well as more science-based decision-making in the 
capping of Total Allowable Catches at scientifi cally recommended 
levels.
 In this game there are the winners and the losers. The 
winners will be the big fi shing industries and, more often than 
not, the politicians. It is time that we collectively realise that 
the consumer and the fi sherman will be the losers unless we do 
something concrete to preserve the marine environment. The 
consumer will suffer because future generations will not have 
any fi sh to eat that has not been artifi cially bred in a farm, and the 
small-scale fi sherman will not have any fi sh to catch.

Small immature swordfi sh 
being sold illegally 

Tuna in net
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T h e  Baroque Redevelopme
Joe  Azz

History has an odd tendency of repeating itself. Amongst all the 
uproar surrounding the Valletta Entrance Project, there were some 
who drew a parallel with the redevelopment of Mdina that was 
initiated in 1722 and spearheaded by the newly-elected Grand 
Master Anton Manoel de Vilhena (1722-1736).
 In fact, there are a number of similarities between these 
two projects. Both deal with the entrance to a fortifi ed city and 
include a new main gate and a square immediately inside it. 
Furthermore, one of the main features of both projects consisted 
of the building of a new seat for the political leadership of the 
country – the Magisterial Palace in Mdina and the new parliament 
building in what was Freedom Square in Valletta.
 Even some of the concepts behind the implementation of 
these two projects are similar. Both were ultimately envisaged to 
provide an opportunity to revitalise a strategically important urban 
space; both were conceived in the architectural style prevailing at 
the time and were designed by one of the best architects available. 
Finally, both projects attracted considerable opposition. 
 A look at the way in which the Mdina project originated 
and developed may throw some light on what might be expected 
from the Valletta Entrance Project. 

Historical Background

Early 18th century Mdina was much more then a hilltop fortress. It 
represented one of the three centres of power on the Island. While 
Valletta was the stronghold of the Grand Master and the Knights of 
the Order of St John, and Birgu that of the Inquisitor, Mdina was the 
citadel from where the infl uence of the Bishop, clergy and feudal 
nobility emanated. Although tolerated, this situation was far from 
pleasing to the absolutist minds of the Order’s topmost hierarchy.
 The redevelopment of Mdina envisaged by Grand Master 
de Vilhena in 1722 can be interpreted as an effort by the Order to 
reclaim Mdina as part of its domain, and from which it expected 
absolute subordination. Another stimulus for this redevelopment 

must have been the emergence, within Mdina, of buildings conceived 
in the baroque idiom. The fi rst baroque manifestation in Mdina is 
represented by the Carmelite Church, built in the third quarter of the 
17th century. This was followed by the replacement of the choir of 
the Romanesque Cathedral in 1679 and, following the devastating 
earthquake of 1693, the complete rebuilding of the cathedral. This 
was the way in which the Mdina faction expressed its conviction 
that grand architecture was not an exclusivity of the Order.
 The baroque architectural idiom is particularly suitable for 
this purpose, being infused as it is with the doctrine that impressive 
buildings are a refl ection of political strength. In reaction, the Order 
decided that it too needed to impress itself architecturally on Mdina 
in order to reassert its authority. Although a few baroque buildings 
had been erected prior to 1722, Mdina remained essentially 
mediaeval, with weak and outdated fortifi cations and a system of 
narrow, curving streets.
 One essential requirement in order for Vilhena to implement 
his project was the services of a valid architect and his choice fell on 
the Parisian military engineer Francois de Mondion (1683-1733). 
Mondion was a personal friend of Vilhena, for whom he would 
design and build other projects, such as Fort Manoel. He was well-
versed in both military and civil architecture and before undertaking 
the Mdina project he had already worked on perfecting the Floriana 
land-front (c1718), and had devised a plan for a Magisterial Palace 
and a new hospital in Gozo (c1720). Through his involvement in 
projects of the Order under the title of Commissario dell’Opere della 
Sacra Religione, Mondion was familiar with the fi scal resources and 
manpower available for such an ambitious project.
 In 1722, he devised his Plan et Profi ls de la cite Vielle 
ou Citte Notable de Malte, which focused mainly on the main 
entrance area. Not surprisingly, one of the main features of his 
project was the Magisterial Palace, situated just inside the main 
entrance and leaving no room for interpretation as to whom the 
city belonged. The Magisterial Palace, which also incorporated 
the adjacent Law Courts, together with the Torre dello Standardo 
and the new triumphal main gate, represented the fulcrum around 
which the redevelopment turned.
 The absolutist nature of the undertaking can be inferred by 
the fact that the new scheme involved the total obliteration of the old 
urban fabric of the area which, originally possibly dating back to the 
Arab period, had been modifi ed by Grand Master Philippe Villiers de 
L’Isle Adam (1521-1534) in the 1530s. The decree authorising the 
funding of the project was issued by Vilhena on 3 November 1722.

“Having considered, after reading the report of our renowned 
engineer, the absolute necessity to restore the walls and fortifi cations 
of our beloved city of Notabile, which, with the passage of time 
have fallen into disrepair, and also to construct a covered way 
along the main land-front, so as to render the city defensible, in 
the event of any attack by the common enemy, we, Manoel de 
Vilhena, hereby authorise the Magistrates of the Municipality of 
our glorious cities of Valletta, Senglea, Vittoriosa and Bormla, to 
administer to this effect 350 scudi per week, in addition to the 4000 
scudi already administered on our orders. We further specify that 
the fi rst payment is to be made by next Saturday, to be continued 
on a weekly basis until orders to the contrary are forthcoming”. 
(as translated by D De Lucca in Mdina: Baroque Town planning 
in 18th Century Mdina in Heritage No.2)



OCTOBER 2010 VIGILO ‐ DIN L‐ART ÓELWA     27

ent of the Entrance to Mdina
zopard i

 The project had the dual purpose of updating the defences 
of Mdina, which were considered inadequate in the context of the 
artillery-based war strategies of the 18th century, and remedying 
the heavy depopulation that, following the damage caused by the 
earthquake of 1693, had left the city virtually uninhabited. It was seen 
as an opportunity to repopulate this strategically important site while 
relieving the population problems of Valletta and the Grand Harbour 
area. Demolition work was completed by July 1724 and by then 
Mondion had a blank canvas on which to create his vision in stone.

The Porta Reale 

The main gateway, or Porta Reale, represented the main access 
point to the city. It also served as a sentry post and customs house. 
Furthermore, and in a less tangible way, it was also a manifest 
statement of power, intended to deter the enemy, greet and 
encourage friends and impress the populace.
 On 14 May 1724, Mondion issued precise specifi cations 
for its building, stipulating that all the stone had to be made at the 
exact size as specifi ed by the master mason and in conformity with 
his (Mondion’s) design. He even went as far as to specify that these 
stones had to be cut from the higher levels of the quarry. If the 
stones were not of the required standard, the building contractor 
Joseph Cuschieri was bound to fi nd an alternative quarry which 
provided more satisfactory material. This statement is testimony 
to the architect’s understanding of the importance of the quality 
of the stone used, if his creation was to last.
 Mondion designed a monumental gateway that is both 
heavy and grand, while incorporating a relatively small segmental 
arched opening. This opening is set within a larger arch that carries 
a trophy of arms centred on a marble shield with the Vilhena coat-
of-arms. Over this is a Latin inscription that translates as: “For the 
love and safeguarding of the people he restored and enlarged the 
city of Notabile from its state of decay”.

opposite:
Mondion’s drawing of the Porta Reale

Heraldic lion at the Porta Reale holding the coat of arms of 
Grand Master Anton Manoel de Vilhena

Trophie of arms on a plinth at the onset of the stone bridge 
leading to the Porta Reale
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 This larger arch is framed by slightly 
projecting sections of rusticated wall. Over these are 
imposed, on each side, a pair of vermiculated bent 
Doric pilasters. All this section is visually united by 
the overlying entablature, over which is a sort of attic, 
again sub-divided by pairs of rather squat pilasters. 
Surmounting the whole is a crowning centrepiece that 
terminates in two volutes, close to which are the arms 
of Vilhena with those of the Mdina Municipality.
 The Porta Reale is reached by a stone 
bridge, the extent of which is marked by two pairs 
of plinths. The fi rst two carry trophies of arms, while 
the second pair carry stone lions with shields of the 
Mdina Municipality and Grand Master Vilhena. The 
back elevation of the Porta Reale that overlooks 
St Publius Square is composed of a plain opening 
framed by plain Doric pilasters. Over these springs 
an arched moulding that forms a lunette, which is 
carved with the standing fi gures of the three patron 
saints of Malta with their attributes: St Paul in the 
centre, fl anked on the right by St Publius and on the 
left by St Agatha.
 A discretely placed carving can be seen at 
the back of the arched opening. Its sheltered location 
has protected it over the years so that it retains most 
of the fi ne detailing that characterises it. This bas-

relief, set in a masonry frame as if it were a painting, 
represents the skyline of the city of Mdina. The 
portion of sky represented is characterised by a few 
cloud formations. It is probable that over the central 
formation once stood the fi gure of a saint, probably 
St Paul, or the Holy Virgin, in the act of blessing or 
protecting the city. This is now unfortunately lost.
 All the work was fi nished by the end of 1724 
and is remarkable for the quality of the carvings and 
the bold contrasting textures that are emphasised by 
the chiaroscuro effect they generate. Most of the 
carvings were executed by maestro Gerolamo Fabri 
and his sons. From a document entitled Stima del 
Travaglio fatto da Mro. Gerolamo Fabri e suoi fi gli 
scultori alle Porte della Notabile (Estimate of the 
work done by maestro Gerolamo Fabri and his sons 
(sculptures) on the new gates of Notabile) we obtain 
a good idea of the costs incurred for the carvings. 
 The gates referred to in the document are 
the Porta Reale and the so-called Porta Dei Greci 
(Gate of The Greek). The coat of arms of Vilhena 
came at 35 scudi, the ornamentation of the frieze 12 
scudi, the vermiculation of the pilasters 6 scudi, the 
fi gures of Malta’s three patron saints 42 scudi and the 
inscriptions and statuary at the head of the bridge, 
including the inscription under the fi gure of St Paul, 5 
scudi. The document also refers to other ornamentation 
that can no longer be seen, including the coats of arms 
of various Grand Masters and a large one of the Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V (1500-1558).

St Publius Square

Once inside the city, the visitor is faced by the 
elongated volume of St Publius’ Square. The square 
created by Mondion was different from the one we 
see today. The three sides occupied by the Torre dello 
Standardo, the back of Porta Reale and the outer 
wall of the forecourt of the Magisterial Palace, have 
survived almost intact. However, three shops stood on 
the site of the building – later known as the Nurses’ 
Quarters –  next door to the magisterial palace, while 
at the far end of the square was a row of dwelling. 
These are now replaced by the rather blank side 
wall of the Monastery of St Peter. As seen today, the 
square is a longitudinal space that lacks a focal point 
at its end – something that would have been deemed 
unacceptable in the age of baroque.

Figure of St Publius carved 
on the lunette overlooking St 

Publius Square

Torre dello Standardo
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Torre dello Standardo

The most imposing element of the square is certainly the Torre dello Standardo 
which, with its thick walls and massive proportions, has an austere, military 
character. This replaced the old Torre Mastra and is similar to the coastal towers 
build by Grand Master Martino de Redin (1657-1660).
 The fi rst fl oor is marked externally by a plain string course, while the 
upper fl oor is topped by a full cornice and a parapet. Attached to the façade are, 
once again, the arms of Vilhena with those of the Mdina Municipality. Visible 
at roof level is a circular structure similar to a gardjola, probably a lookout post, 
crowned by a domed vault.

The Magisterial Palace

The new Magisterial Palace designed by Mondion replaced the old palace built by 
Grand Master de L’Isle Adam, considerably extending its footprint. Manuscript 
MS 60 (Folio 24) held at the national library states:

“… demolire il Palazzo Magisteriale nella detta Citta e quello fabricare in 
miglior forma, secondo il Disegnio dato dal Sig. Ingegniere Cavaliere de 
Mondion e perche con tal disegnio vien ampliato il sito dello stesso Palazzo 
sino le Porta della Citta…”

(...to demolish the Magisterial Palace in the city and rebuild it in a better way, 
according to the designs provided by the Knight de Mondion, thus extending 
its footprint to the gate of the city...) Outer wall of the forecourt of the Magisterial Palace

Vilhena coat of arms over the outer wall of the forecourt 
of the Magisterial Palace
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 The building of the palace started 
in July 1725 and the work was entrusted 
to master mason Petruzzo Debono. It was 
planned around a central courtyard, with 
one side occupied by the Magisterial Palace, 
which was intended to house the Governor 
of Mdina, and the other dedicated to the 
Law Courts. Access from St Publius Square 
is through a spacious forecourt, a typical 
feature of Parisian hotels, separated from 
it by a stone screen running along the side 
of the forecourt opposite the main façade. 
 The screen is pierced by a heraldic 
gate set in front of the main portal of the 
palace. This is fl anked by pairs of panelled 
Ionic pilasters that have a garland stretched 
across the volutes of the capital and another 
running down three-quarters of the pillar’s 
panelled section. These pilasters support a 
cornice over which are set the bases of two 
crouching lions. At the centre is set a trophy 
of arms with the coat-of-arms of Vilhena.
 Considering the reduced dimensions 
of the square, it is rather strange that Mondion 
should have chosen to close off a considerable 
part of it to create the forecourt of the 
Magisterial Palace. This screen, however, 
expresses in no uncertain terms the power 
of the ruling princes who could take for their 
use a space that might be considered as being 
public. It also emphasised the remoteness 
sought by the ruling classes of the age.
 Rather than explicitly showing 
what is behind, the few glimpses of the 
inside afforded by the gate inspire a sense 
of magnifi cence that encourages the mind 
to create its own pictures of the grandeur 
concealed within. However, the screen also 
provides the square with a well-defi ned 
rectangular shape.
 Across the forecourt opposite the 
screen is the palace’s main façade. This is articulated in three bays by a pair of giant fl uted 
Doric pilasters. These bays are pierced by a series of windows and two small doorways, 
but attention is focused on the elaborately designed main portal. The composition of 
this is framed by two banded columns with Corinthian capitals of French inspiration, 
which are brought forward by the half pilasters in front of which they are set. Across the 
columns is set an entablature that carries at its centre a white marble shield bearing the 
arms of Vilhena. Over the entablature, two allegorical fi gures frame a bronze medallion 
with a portrait of the Grand Master, attributed to Pietro Paolo Troisi (1686-c1750).
 The other two sides of the forecourt are dominated by richly modelled façades, 
articulated by segmental arches that feel like – and have often been compared to – the 
arrangement of theatre boxes. These are also rhythmically divided by giant fl uted Doric 
pilasters.
 One of these façades was originally simply a screen resting against the back of the 
shops referred to earlier. This is a form of architectural deception which was very popular 
in the baroque era. Here the architect used a monumental façade simply as a screen in order 
to create symmetry and conceal the constraints of the site on which he was working.
 There is also a marked discontinuity in design between the sides and the main 
façade, which thus attains prominence – a common feature of baroque architecture. 
However, the whole arrangement of the façades around the forecourt is bound together 
by a cornice that runs the length of the perimeter, both above and below the pilasters. 
Another strong binding element is represented by the arrangement of the plinths for the 
giant pilasters that occupy the fi rst fl oor level throughout the composition.

Allegorical fi gure, representing Justice, on the 
balcony of the Law Courts building

opposite:
Central section of the skyline 
of the Law Courts building
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The Law Courts
 
The Law Courts building, or Corte Capitanale, forms an integral 
part of the Magisterial Palace plan, although it has its own façade 
on St Paul’s Square.
 What might seem at fi rst a practical solution to a shortage 
of space was, in fact, a very well calculated political choice. The 
integration of the Corte Capitanale with the Grand Master’s 
(Magisterial) Palace was meant to emphasise the inseparability 
of the juridical and political power, both of which were wielded 
by the Grand Master and from whom they emanated. It was also 
a clear reminder that the local Universita was subservient to the 
authority of the Order.
 This façade, although far more restrained and repetitive 
than that of the Magisterial Palace, is however better articulated, 
having an altogether more harmonious sub-division. It is divided 
by superimposed pilasters, stronger and thicker Tuscan ones at 
ground level, and slender, more elegant, Corinthian ones on the 
upper fl oor. The windows of the upper fl oor are set in recessed 
panels between the pilasters.
 Decorative elements are concentrated around the central 
portal and the overlying balustraded fi rst-fl oor balcony, which rests 
on two Ionic columns that also frame the arched portal. Access to 
the balcony is through a niche-like recess surrounded by a garland 
that intersects over the arch of the door in an elaborate frame with 
a circular void in the centre. It is very probable that this space 
was meant to hold some sort of effi gy, probably representing de 
Vilhena or his coat-of-arms, as is the case with the main portal of 
the adjacent Magisterial Palace. The balcony is set between two 
of the Corinthian pilasters of the upper fl oor to which are attached, 

curved in high-relief, allegorical fi gures representing Mercury and 
Justice. These are a direct indication of the intended function of this 
building and are the embodiment of the baroque concept by which 
the exterior decoration of a building should refl ect the function 
carried out within – a precursor of the modern architectural dictum 
“Form follows Function”.
 Over the pilasters runs an entablature inscribed with the 
words Legibus et Armis (Law and Arms) which further express 
the function of the building. The central section is crowned by an 
ephemeral composition with a trophy centrepiece, while the skyline 
is rendered more dynamic by means of ornate fi nials and urns.
 Although the overall scheme was certainly designed by de 
Mondion, the style of the Law Courts façade seems to be more akin 
to that of the Italian Romano Fortunato Carapecchia (c1668-1738) 
although there are some who attribute it to Pietro Paolo Troisi.

Conclusion

All the buildings referred to in this article have now come to form 
part of our perception of Mdina and we would be hard pressed to 
imagine the silent city any differently. Yet when they were fi rst 
planed and built, they represented – as is the case with the Valletta 
Entrance Project – a drastic and alien intrusion into the existing 
urban fabric. However, as seen above, this project was implemented 
with the emphasis on quality of design and materials.
 In the case of Mdina, time has shown that through Vilhena’s 
initiative, Mondion’s ingenuity and this emphasis on quality, Malta 
gained an interesting urban space that, in time, came to be perceived 
as an integral element of the overall Mdina cityscape. Will the Valletta 
Entrance Project achieve the same results? Only time will tell.



32     VIGILO ‐ DIN L‐ART ÓELWA OCTOBER 2010

Records of Black and Red Coral Fishing Activities 
Around the Maltese Islands

This is the edited version 
of a study by 

A Deidun, G Tsounis
F Balzan and A Micallef

of the
Physical Oceanography Unit, 

University of Malta

This study presents a description of the little known coral fi shery activities around the Maltese 
Islands. Apart from previously unpublished catch data on red coral (corallium rubrum), this 
study also reveals sporadic harvesting of black coral (antipatharia) in the past and serves as a 
fi rst record of leiopathes glaberrima (another type of black coral) in Maltese waters. The data 
indicate that precious coral fi shing was regulated on an arbitrary licence system that was not 
based on scientifi c management. Both fi sheries ceased operation in 1987, although personal 
communication with industry operators indicates that c. rubrum is still being unoffi cially fi shed 
on a reduced scale. As Mediterranean precious coral fi sheries originated so long ago, and since 
so little is known about precious coral species’ distribution, the historical data presented here 
may help in evaluating baseline levels of population status and past anthropogenic impact. 
Finally, the study also highlights the importance of an evaluation of the current population 
status of precious coral species and a more effective curbing of illegal fi shing activities to 
achieve the desired conservation of the precious coral species in question.

Introduction

Precious coral fi shery management in the Mediterranean faces the challenge of studying 
the baseline species’ distribution and population structure some centuries after fi shing 
actually began (Tsounis et al., in press). Although the biology of the precious red coral 
(corallium rubrum) has been the focus of a series of studies since the 1970s, our knowledge 
of the distribution of the species originates mainly from information gleaned from 
fi shermen, rather than from ad hoc scientifi c studies. The scientifi c literature considers c. 
rubrum to be an eurybathic species, extending from the shallow sub-tidal to over 700m 
(Costantini et al, 2009). In contrast, little is known about the distribution of other precious 
and deep corals in the Mediterranean.
 A review of related literature suggests that c. rubrum is the only precious coral 
species that has been fi shed to date in the Mediterranean, overlooking the fact that 
other precious coral species, such as Gerardia spp. in Turkey (Bayram Öztürk, personal 
communication) and antipatharian species in Malta, have also been fi shed, albeit on a minor 
scale. It appears that precious coral fi sheries in Malta might never have been monitored or 
managed on the basis of scientifi c surveys, and were rather based on sporadic short-term 
permits. Historical records show that coral fi shing has occurred around the Maltese Islands 
for centuries, probably ever since the fi rst century BC (Busuttil, 1971). The importance of 

Fig. 1. 
Distribution map of historical 

red and black coral records from 
Maltese near-shore waters. 

Coral records cited in maps from 
HMS Medina (1862) expedition and 

not fi shed during the 1984–1987 period; 

(A, B) coral records cited in maps from 
the HMS Medina expedition and 

fi shed for corallium rubrum during the 
1984-1987 period; 

(I–II) coral records cited in maps from the 
HMS ‘Medina’ expedition and fi shed for 
black coral during the 1984-1987 period. 

GB, the bay of Gnejna; 
RW, Ras in-Newwiela. 

Bathymetry data collected by the British Admiralty 
and the US Navy between 1955 and 1957, and 

digitised by Professor Aldo Drago, Physical 

Oceanography Unit, University of Malta.
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corals to the Maltese culture is underlined by 
the presence of un-worked white and pale 
red coral (dendrophyllia ramea, mainly) at 
the temple site at Tas-Silġ in Malta, dating 
back to approximately the same period 
(Quercia, 2002). With the EU-wide ban 
on coral dredging coming into force in 
1994, black coral populations are no longer 
exploited in Maltese near-shore waters, but 
it is likely that the population structure of 
these long-lived, slow-growing organisms 
has not yet returned to pre-fi shing levels. 
Therefore, describing past precious coral 
fi sheries gives some clues on the present 
status of affected species’ populations.
 The increas ing in teres t  in 
Mediterranean coral habitats (eg study by 
Cerrano et al, 2010, on the effects of the 
presence of gold coral Savalia Savaglia 
on ecosystem functioning and marine 
biodiversity at a site in the Ligurian Sea) has 
contributed to advancing our knowledge of 
the distribution of these species, pursuant to 
improving their conservation. For example, 
deep-water coral populations have been 
recently recorded from Maltese waters, 
including reefs of dendrophyllia cornigera, 
desmophyllum cristagalli and white coral 
(lophelia pertusa and dadrepora oculata) at 
depths of 390–617m (Schembri et al, 2007), 
and colonies of corallium rubrum at depths 
of 585–819m (Costantini et al, 2009). 
Conversely, very little is known about the 
distribution of coral at intermediate depths 
(ie the continental shelf below scuba-diving 
limits – Pyle, 1996). There are only a few 
records of antipatharia in the Mediterranean: 
in the Adriatic, off Genova, and Marseille, 
Corsica, Sardinia and North Africa (Gravier, 
1921; Lacaze-Duthiers, 1864; Brook, 1889; 
Koch, 1889). More recently, black coral populations have been studied in the Strait of 
Messina (Bo et al, 2008, 2009), and have been documented off Nice (Ballesta, 2008). 
Another precious coral family, gerardiidae, has been recorded in similar habitats off 
Sicily, Naples, Croatia and southern France at 40–70m depth (Schmidt, 1972) and along 
North African coasts (Lacaze-Duthiers, 1864). However, little is known about this group 
of corals in the Mediterranean, or about anthropogenic impacts on their populations. 
 Given the scarcity of precious corals, the lack of data on their distribution and 
the presumed ongoing unregulated fi shing activities, this study presents a fi rst record 
of black coral (antipatharia) from Maltese waters, as well as historical information and 
data on Maltese coral fi sheries. The reported data improve our understanding of the 
ecological history of the populations and thus contribute to the long-term establishment 
of a population baseline, which is in turn useful for environmental management.

The Study

All available information concerning the previous fi shing of precious corals in Maltese 
territorial waters was collected. In order to obtain this information, grey literature had to be 
relied upon, including the archives of various Maltese government entities, including the 
Ministry for Resources and Rural Affairs, Malta Enterprise and the Fisheries Department, 
as well as the National Archives. Interviews with fi shermen were carried out in order to 
reconstruct a realistic rendition of previous coral fi shing activities in Maltese near-shore 
waters. A specimen in a private collection and another at the Natural History Museum in 
Mdina were inspected for identifi cation.

Corallium rubrum 
(precious red coral)
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 The presence of red (and white) coral 
in Maltese waters, particularly near Xlendi, was 
documented in the 18th century (Agius de Soldanis & 
Mercieca, 1999). One of the earliest records of coral 
fi shing in Maltese waters dates back to 1647, and states 
that red coral fi shermen from Trapani in Sicily fi shed 
coral from Maltese waters (Abela, 1984). In the mid-
18th century, 25 corallari from Trapani, who owned 
boats, petitioned the Order of the Knights of St John 
to harvest coral in Maltese waters, since a quantity of 
red coral had been spotted towards the north-east of the 
island, and records show that in 1747 a large number 
of Sicilian boats crossed to Malta to fi sh for coral.
 The fi rst systematic attempt at mapping the 
distribution of corallium rubrum in Maltese waters was 
made in 1862 by Captain T.A.B. Spratt aboard HMS 
Medina (Figure 1). The offi cial cruise report states that 
c. rubrum was fi shed in Maltese near-shore waters by 
means of the St Andrew’s Cross, or ingegno. The same 
report provides us with the fi rst distribution map of c. 
rubrum in Maltese near-shore waters (Figure 1).
 According to an Oil Exploration Progress 
report compiled by R. Scotto in 1983, the fi rst coral 
fi shing licence was issued by the British authorities 
that same year (1862), on an exclusive basis, to 
Michele Crescuolo, a Neapolitan hailing from a 

family involved in the fashioning of coral items, for 
the harvesting of a coral bank located 200 – 300m 
off Ras in-Newwiela in Gozo (Figure 1).
 A tender was awarded in 1863, for the 
duration of one year, for coral fi shing on an exclusive 
basis for the entire coast of Malta and Gozo to 
Giosue Cafi ero, in association with Settimio Caramia 
(Balzan & Deidun, in press). Subsequently, individual 
fi shermen or companies, mainly from Sicily or the 
Torre del Greco area, periodically requested permits 
for coral-fi shing purposes, up to recent times. In 1983, 
a licence was granted by the Maltese authorities to 
an Italian company (Coralma) to extensively survey 
Maltese waters for the presence of c. rubrum. Twenty 
different locations, extending throughout the 12 
nautical-mile territorial waters of the Maltese Islands, 
were sampled by dividing the area into 10 different 
zones. The enterprise was largely unsuccessful, since 
just three kilos of “low quality” corallium rubrum was 
offi cially recorded. In 1984, a government-owned 
company, the Mediterranean Coral Fishing Company, 
was instituted with the sole objective of identifying 
and harvesting precious coral populations in Maltese 
waters, which yielded the only quantitative information 
about shallow-water precious coral populations in 
these waters (Table 1). The company was initially 
established with an investment of €250,000 and had at 
its disposal two Italian boats. Maltese fi shermen were 
commissioned at an attractive rate of €165 per week.
 An analysis of this data indicates that the c. 
rubrum catch landed from Maltese near-shore waters 
during 1984–1985 and 1986–1987 amounted to almost 
1.5 per cent of the total biomass of the 44.3 tons and 
40.4 tons recorded for the whole Mediterranean over 
these two periods, respectively (http://www.fao.org/
fi shery/statistics/software/fi shstat/en).
 During the operating period of the coral-
harvesting company (1984–1987), Maltese near-shore 
waters were surveyed primarily by means of scuba 
divers using helium-based breathing gas mixtures, 
an ROV (remote observation vehicle) operating 
from a modifi ed French navy vessel and a manned 
midget submersible, 10m in length, manned by three 
individuals and fi tted with hydraulic arms for collection 
of coral specimens, which was occasionally hired for 
€150,000 per week from offshore oil companies.
 Underwater footage of c. rubrum colonies 
filmed during this period has deteriorated in 
quality, making it impossible to estimate population 
descriptors such as the abundance of colonies or 
colony height. The footage suggests, however, that 
c. rubrum colonies are distributed at the base of 
submarine vertical walls and along the lower fringes 
of overhangs. Attempts made by the submarine 
operators to harvest c. rubrum through the use of the 
robotic arms proved largely unfruitful.
 In addition to surveying exercises through 
the deployment of the midget submarine, fi shermen 
generally used conventional nets or a device akin 
to the barra italiana, a heavy metal bar with nets 
attached at intervals along its length that was dredged 
along the seabed to collect corallium rubrum. The pipe 
in question was generally less than 20 cm in diameter 

Fig. 2. 
The antipatharian 

specimen at the Natural 
History Museum, Mdina, 
identifi ed as leiopathes 

glaberrima
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and about 20 feet long. This fi shery also landed 100 
kg of black coral (antipatharia), which was recorded 
at that time as antipathes spp. (Table 1). To date, very 
few black coral specimens and fragments retrieved 
from the company’s operations can be located, and 
it is not clear if the fi shery exploited one or several 
species. One such erect, branching specimen, 
identifi ed as leiopathes glaberrima and having a 
height of 40 cm, is housed at the Natural History 
Museum in Mdina (Figure 2). Other smaller black 
coral fragments were also available for this study, 
having base diameters ranging from 6 to 12 mm, 
suggesting colony sizes slightly smaller than that of 
the museum specimen. Unfortunately, the state of 
the specimens makes defi nite identifi cation diffi cult. 
However, the irregular sympodial branching pattern 
and the absence of spines on the larger branches 
further indicate that this specimen probably belongs 
to the species leiopathes glaberrima.
 Most of the recorded fi shing locations for 
the precious coral species coincide with the locations 
indicated by Captain Spratt’s survey in 1862 (Figure 
1). One other record refers to c. rubrum documented 
by a scuba diver at a depth of 20m, in a partially 
submerged cavern, located a few hundred metres to the 
north of Ras in-Newwiela in Gozo. If confi rmed, this 
would constitute the shallowest record of c. rubrum 
in Maltese near-shore waters. The restriction of c. 
rubrum populations to waters off the western coasts 
of the Maltese Islands might be attributed to a number 
of factors, including the seabed typology, which is 
largely rocky with frequent pockets of coralligenous 
biocoenosis, the prevailing sea currents (mainly of a 
north-western provenance in the Maltese Islands) and 
the abrupt increases in sea depth experienced along the 
western fl anks of the islands, in the form of submarine 
cliffs and vertical walls.
 While raw red coral fi shed from Maltese 
near-shore waters was mainly bought by the 
industry in Torre del Greco (Tescione, 1973), offi cial 
Mediterranean Fishing Coral Company documents 
state that black coral jewellery derived from Maltese 
stocks was mainly sold to the German market, whilst 
the largest demand for local red coral artefacts came 
from Britain. The former fetched lower prices and 
was more time-consuming to sculpt. In addition, 
whilst 75 per cent of the biomass of precious red coral 

was wasted during the sculpting phase, this statistic 
was even higher for the black coral species, due to 
its softer skeleton that made it less malleable for 
mechanical manipulation. The company purchased a 
single coral-fashioning machine from Germany, at a 
cost of €10,000, and even developed a protocol for the 
polishing of precious red coral through the adaptation 
of equipment normally used in the manufacture of 
spectacles and through the use of tumblers and mud.

Discussion

Information gathered from historical sources and 
interviews has to be analysed cautiously, considering 
its questionable reliability. However, in the case of 
the reconstruction of past coral fi sheries scenarios 
presented in this study, only a few minor discrepancies 
were encountered. One of them was the fact that the 
coral distribution documented in Captain Spratt’s 
survey had to be interpreted with caution, in view of 
the lack of sophisticated remote surveying techniques 
at that time. Borg et al (1998) also alludes to the 
fact that benthic habitats off the north-eastern coast 
of Malta identifi ed originally as “coral” in British 
Admiralty charts turned out be to maerl.
 The Maltese fi shery seems to have been an 
exception to the general practice of the centralised 
precious coral jewellery manufacture in Italy, 
whereby most Mediterranean fi sheries supplied the 
raw material to the specialised industry in Torre del 
Greco (Tescione, 1973). 
 Certainly the most remarkable aspect of this 
analysis is the discovery of the only known past black 
coral fi shery in the Mediterranean. This is even more 
surprising given that the presence of this group had 
not been previously described from Maltese waters. 
Unfortunately, the specimens available had lost their 
soft tissue, that is helpful for reliable identifi cation, 
by natural abrasion (Opresko, 2001). However, the 
branching pattern (Opresko & Försterra, 2004) of 
the larger black coral specimen in the Mdina Natural 
History Museum suggests that it might be a specimen 
of leiopathes glaberrima, whose taxonomic identity was 
further confi rmed through an analysis of microscopic 
spines from smaller fragments of the species. If future 
surveys confi rm the presence of gaberrima in Maltese 
waters it would have considerable implications for 
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conservation as this species is supposed to reach a lifespan of several 
decades or centuries (Williams et al., 2009), maybe even more 
than 2000 years (Roark et al, 2006), and is thus very vulnerable 
to anthropogenic disturbance. The impact of the fi shery on the 
populations is still unknown, but it is possible that they are currently 
recovering, as fi shing for black coral in Maltese near-shore waters 
ceased, for two main reasons: the great depths involved, making the 
use of coral dredging or netting necessary in order to access the coral 
populations, and the fact that coral dredges have been prohibited in 
the EU since 1994. The only alternative is cost-intensive harvesting 
by manned submersibles, but the low price of black coral, coupled 
with its availability from the tropics, makes this option non-profi table. 
Harvesting large antipatharian colonies, with their relatively tough 
and fl exible proteinaceous skeleton (as opposed to the brittle, calcium 
carbonate skeleton of corallium spp), would require hydraulic arms, 
further raising the cost of deployed ROVs as well.
 Furthermore, antipatharia species have been listed in 
Annex II of the CITES Convention since 1981, which regulated 
its international trade, by only allowing export of corals from 
sustainably managed stocks, coupled with scientifi c monitoring. 
Consequently, the black coral fi shery in the Maltese Islands 
eventually came to the attention of the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) which, in 1987, solicited the 
Maltese government to sustainably manage and regulate these 
slow-growing species based on scientifi c studies, highlighting 
the fact that this was the only known black coral fi shery in the 
Mediterranean. To date, there is still a dearth of information about 
the biology of the species in question, and even the fact that it was 
previously fi shed has never been published. 
 The need for a stock assessment of red coral populations 
in Maltese waters was raised in 1990, when Maltese environmental 
authorities sought advice on the matter from the Conservation 
Monitoring Centre of the IUCN. Since the late 1980s, Malta 
has been invited to participate in the FAO pan-Mediterranean 
stock assessment of corallium rubrum populations, with no data 
being submitted by the Maltese authorities (Matthew Camilleri, 
GFCM–FAO, personal communication).
 Corallium rubrum and antipatharian species (as antipathes 
spp) fall under strict protection regimes in the Maltese Islands, 
being listed under Schedule VI of LN 311 of 2006 (Maltese 
legislation), which includes all species of plants and animals of 
national importance in need of strict protection. The listing of 
these precious coral species has been conducted on precautionary 
grounds, in view of the complete lack of abundance data for the 
same species (with leiopathes glaberrima not being included in such 
a listing). The listing seems justifi ed when considering the small to 
medium size of the red coral landed (8mm; see Table 1), the limited 
distribution of precious coral species in Maltese near-shore waters 
(being restricted to isolated pockets off the north-western coastal 
fringe of the Maltese Islands, Figure 1), and the small quantities 
of coral landed (Table 1), in contrast to the intense fi shing effort 
involving submersibles, robots and dredges. Even if not all the 
coral landed was offi cially reported, the quantities cited are still 
considerably less than in other regions (Tsounis et al, in press). In 
addition to this protection, Act No. XII of the 1953 (Fish Industry 
Act) of the Maltese Islands regulates the harvesting of coral species, 
stating that “Fishing means the art of catching every description 
of fi sh, of shellfi sh or corals or plants found in the sea”. 
 Nevertheless, interest in fi shing for corallium rubrum 
continues to be high, as confi rmed by offi cial correspondence 
between the Director of Agriculture and Fisheries of Malta and a 
prospective coral fi shing licencee, dated 10 July 1990, and numerous 
applications for coral fi shing by Maltese fi sheries authorities in 
successive years. Another indication of the sustained high demand 

for precious red coral is a recent application by a Maltese company 
for a licence to initiate a coral-culturing enterprise on roof space 
and in a marine area in close proximity to existing aquaculture 
operations. In conclusion, it can be stated that the harvesting of 
precious coral populations in Maltese near-shore waters has, to 
date, been conducted without any provisions for stock assessment, 
and may thus not have been sustainable. The distribution of 
antipatharia in Malta is unknown to date, while the distribution of 
corallium rubrum is only known thanks to the records of fi shermen, 
at least above 120–150m. Similar fi ndings in other parts of the 
Mediterranean (see Tsouris et al, in press) and the isolated record at 
20m, indicate that c. rubrum could have been more widely present 
at this depth before industrial harvesting commenced.
 Future research may provide a precise stock assessment 
of precious coral populations through the deployment of ROV 
technology during ad hoc scientifi c surveys at reported locations. 
In addition, the taxonomic identity of black coral species occurring 
in Maltese near-shore waters should be conclusively established. 
Such data are invaluable for the sustainable management and 
conservation of the precious coral species in question.
 It is likely that, whilst exploitation of black coral in 
Maltese waters has ceased, red coral fi shing in the same waters 
is still ongoing, albeit on an unoffi cial and at scaled-down levels 
(when compared with the 1980s fi shing efforts). Concerns exist 
over the complete lack of management protocols and regulation 
governing such fishing, for which no licences are currently 
operational. It is thus recommended that, in respect of Maltese 
near-shore waters, baseline data concerning the coral species of 
interest are collected and environmental monitoring of the same 
populations is embarked upon.

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to the Ministry of Resources and 
Rural Affairs and Malta Enterprise for allowing access to 
their archives in order to obtain information on previous 
fi shing for precious coral species in Maltese near-shore 
waters. In addition, the authors are grateful to Professor Noel 
Zarb Adami, Dr Roger Scotto, Dr Dennis Opresko and Mr 
Frank Abela, formerly involved in the directorship of the 
Mediterranean Coral Fishing Company, for the wealth of 
useful information provided.

Corallium rubrum (precious red coral)



OCTOBER 2010 VIGILO ‐ DIN L‐ART ÓELWA     37

SPOTLIGHT ON SPONSORSHIP & PATRONAGERestoration of Victoria Gate and Marina Street
Joe  Azzopard i

The rehabilitation 
of an historic route

The value of public urban areas in Valletta is slowly asserting itself as a fundamental 
element of the rehabilitation process through which the city has been going in recent 
years. These areas, often conceived as not belonging to any particular entity, are in fact 
the part of the city that belongs to all of us, and of which we make most use. They are 
indispensable in shaping our experience of Valletta. This acquired awareness is amply 
refl ected by some of the projects recently undertaken in the capital. We seem to have 
fi nally understood that the restoration of single buildings will only go so far and that, in 
order to achieve a full rehabilitation of Valletta, its streets and squares have to be given 
the same attention as has been given to its key buildings.
 The restoration of Victoria Gate and Marina Street is a highlight of the ongoing 
rehabilitation process aimed at re-creating an appealing pedestrian route that connects 
the Valletta Marina to the city centre. This route passes by the Customs House, through 
Lascaris Tunnel and the area once occupied by the fi sh market, past the church of Our 
Lady of Liesse and up the slope that is Marina Street leading into Valletta through Victoria 
Gate. Beyond the gate one comes to the hard stone steps leading to St Ursula Street and 
St Paul’s Street through St John’s Street that were restored in 2009.

  The dignity of an urban area is 
often defi ned by the status of the streets that 
traverse it. Rather than simply being gaps in 
the urban fabric, streets are often the fulcrum 
around which the urban fabric develops. The 
overall aim of the restoration projects referred 
to above is to offer a unique experience to 
visitors arriving in Malta by sea, providing 
them with a pleasant route that will lead them 
into the heart of Valletta. This is in fact nothing 
more then an exercise in urban historic 
restoration aimed at re-focusing attention on 
an area that has been generally neglected for 
the past few decades but that was for centuries 
the real gateway to Valletta.
  It is diffi cult, in fact, to overstate 
the importance of the marina area to the 
city before motorised land vehicles became 
the main mode of transport. Nowadays we 
have a somewhat distorted impression of 
the routes leading into the city. What we 
consider the main entrance to the city, 
namely City Gate, although historically used 
by the country-folk to enter the city, was 
primarily a defensive system intended to 
keep people out, rather then letting them in. 
Valletta was designed to be approached by 
sea and the marina was the real access point, 
with the city centre often reached through 
this route. This made sense when most of 
the economic life of the city centred on the 
activity in Grand Harbour. This was where 
passengers landed and where imported 
produce – Malta rarely being self-suffi cient 
in that respect – was brought to the city.
  It should be remembered here that 
when the Knights of St John transferred 
their seat from Birgu to Valletta it was at 
the marina that the cortège landed and 
from there that it proceeded, through the 
Del Monte Gate, into its new home. The 

Marina Street
Watercolour by Thomas Allom
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facts of that historic day, 8 March 1571, are 
well recorded. The Grand Master, Pietro 
Ciocchi del Monte San Savino (1568-72), 
crossed the harbour on board the fl agship 
of the Order under the command of Fra 
Pietro Giustiniani, Prior of Messina. He 
was received with great ceremony by the 
governor of Valletta, Fra Christoforo le 
Boleur, and his lieutenant – and future Grand 
Master – Alof de Wignacourt. The high point 
of the ceremony was when Giustiniani knelt 
in front of Del Monte, kissed his hands, and 
consigned to him the keys to the city. 
 Once the menace represented by 
the expansion of the Ottoman Empire – 
which was the main reason for the building 
of Valletta – had subsided, the city went 
through a redevelopment intended to give it 
a new role as one of the main ports of call in 
the Mediterranean. Thus the marina acquired 
renewed importance, being at the centre of 
such a vision for Valletta.
 The importance of the area can also 
be inferred by the number of monuments and important buildings 
present in this relatively small urban space. Various Grand Masters 
took considerable interest in this area and commissioned a series of 
projects intended to improve effi ciency but most of all to impress 
those arriving by sea.

Del Monte Gate and Victoria Gate

Being fi rst and foremost an important access route into Valletta, it 
is not surprising that the focal point of the area was, and still is, the 
gate. Del Monte Gate, or Porta Marina as it became known, was 
probably already envisaged in Laparelli’s original designs for Valletta. 
Presumably built between 1568 and 1571, under Grand Master Del 
Monte it was a simple diminutive arched aperture refl ecting the concern 
with defence. Gates were perceived as weak links in a defensive system, 
and a security hazard, thus many protective measures were taken to 
minimise the risks involved. The gate was surrounded by a ditch that 
could be traversed only through a drawbridge. The drawbridge was 

operated by a system known as a fl eccie e catena, the most prominent 
feature of which were two parallel overhead counter-weight arms 
jutting out at an angle from two parallel vertical slits in the masonry 
face of the gate. The end of the drawbridge across the ditch would have 
been defended by a palisade where sentries would be billeted.
 The gate was probably redesigned by Romano 
Carapecchia in the early 18th century. Like many other fortifi cation 
gates, Del Monte Gate was surmounted by an imposing but 
plain superstructure accommodating a room probably used to 
store ammunition and supplies. In 1777, the Congregation of 
Fortifi cations and War agreed to rent out this room to Sebastiano 
Olivieri. An engraving by M. Bellant shows that there was a public 
wall fountain just inside the gate.
 In the late 19th century, Del Monte Gate was replaced by 
Victoria Gate as part of the transformation of Valletta envisaged by 
the British colonial administration. This transformation had a dual 
purpose: to bring the city up to date and make it more effi cient in 
view of its role as a major port of call on Imperial trade routes, and to 

give it a distinct British feel by architectural 
projects in the neoclassical style.
 The project was entrusted to Emanuele 
Luigi Galizia and was carried out between 
1873 and 1884. As had been done in 1868 
at Porte des Bombes, it was decided that 
the new gate should have double arched 
openings to aid traffi c fl ow. The need to 
increase the height of the openings was 
also strongly felt and to achieve this it was 
determined that the ground level should be 
lowered into the ditch, while retaining part 
of the same. Finally, the orientation of the 
gate was also altered to bring it more, though 
not completely, in line with Marina Street.
 Galizia designed a gate with a 
monumental façade pierced by two bold 
arched openings, surmounted by a coat of 
arms, for vehicular traffi c fl anked on both 
sides by smaller rectangular openings for 
pedestrians. The rectangular openings are 
surmounted by large niches which, rather 
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then being imposed onto the masonry fabric, 
are formed out of it by the rustication present 
on the surface of the entire lower level of the 
gate. Over this rusticated surface are set four 
plain Doric pilasters that rise the full height 
of this level, separating the lateral rectangular 
openings from the central arched ones. These 
pilasters support a wide Doric entablature, 
decorated with triglyphs and metopes, that 
runs the whole length of the façade and 
unifi es the various elements below. Over this 
is an attic section bearing bas-reliefs and the 
name of the gate, inscribed in marble, at its 
centre, on top of which is a free-standing 
royal coat of arms fl anked at its extremities 
by two armorial shields.

Gnien is-Sultan 

Some time after 1636, the year of his 
election, Grand Master Jean-Paul Lascaris 
Castellar (1636-1657) laid out a garden, 
subsequently known as Gnien is-Sultan, in 
the ditch surrounding Del Monte Gate. This 
was done before 1642, as this year is recorded 
by Gian Frangisk Abela in his Descrittione 
di Malta (1647), as being on an inscription 
located in the garden. This is one of the 
earliest references to this garden in Valletta, 
which was made possible by the plentiful 
supply of water available as a result of the 
1615 aqueduct project, which conveyed fresh 
water to Valletta from the Rabat-Mdina area, 
implemented under the Magistracy of Alof 
de Wignacourt (1601-1622).
 Entrance to the garden was through 
a monumental gate at the top of Marina 
Street. When the area was re-designed 
due to the building of Victoria Gate, the 
garden was segregated from Marina Street 
by a sequence of square masonry pillars 
between which were sections of wrought 
iron railings. The garden was eventually 
cleared and replaced by a block of fl ats. 
 The garden was an oasis of greenery 
embellished by at least two fountains. One 
wall-mounted fountain, still standing on the 
site of the garden, was restored in 1987 by 
students of the Crafts School. In the course 
of the excavations carried out in 1956, 
the large basin of a second fountain was 
discovered buried on the site of the garden. 
This was eventually relocated to the central 
open area of the Argotti Garden. As pointed 
out by Leonard Mahoney, these fountains 
are among the earliest artefacts showing 
the distinct baroque style that can be seen 
in Malta.

Nix Mangare Steps

To the right, as one faces Victoria Gate, is a 
narrow fl ight of steps that leads to Barriera 

Wharf and that was frequently used to 
reach the gate. Its strategic position was 
exploited by a great number of beggars 
who positioned themselves along the steps 
crying “nix mangare”, a mixture of the 
German word ‘nix’ and the Italian word 
‘mangare’, freely translating as “I have 
nothing to eat”. The narrowness of the steps 
meant that pedestrians were hard pressed to 
ignore these pleas, which gave the steps the 
nickname that persists to this day.  

Barriera Wharf and Perellos Stores

The commercial character of the area is best 
embodied by the crescent shaped row of 
stores built in 1712 by Grand Master Ramon 
Perellos y Rocafull (1697-1720), and which 
are still identifi ed by his name. Specifi cally 
built to hold merchandise, the row of stores 
extended from the foot of Marina Street 
to the opposite end of the wharf. In one 
particular section, where Santa Barbara 
Bastion protrudes onto the wharf, these 
consisted only a screen façade built for the 
sake of aesthetics. 

opposite top:
Victoria Gate

opposite bottom:
Wall-mounted fountain formerly 

in Gnien is-Sultan

Engraving by M Bellant

Detail from Victoria Gate
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 A signifi cant monument in this area was a free-standing 
masonry structure, a short distance from the water’s edge, with a 
colossal bronze base relief representing Christ the Saviour by the 
famous Roman baroque sculpture Alessandro Algardi (1598-1654). 
This was commissioned by Alessandro Zambeccari, Prior of the 
English Langue, and installed at the Marina in 1639. In 1722 the 
statue was dismantled and the fi gure of the Saviour was transferred 
to a new chapel built in the middle of the Perellos Stores. This was 
demolished in 1853, along with the part of the stores adjacent to 
it, and after being adapted by the addition of some drapery, the 
head of Christ the Saviour was transferred to the tympanum of the 
pediment at the top of the façade of St John’s co-Cathedral.   

Marina Street

Marina Street, aka Scesa Marina (Marina Slope), has gone 
through many changes and it can safely be said that it is nearly 
unrecognisable from what it looked like some 200 years ago. A block 
of buildings fl anking one entire side of the street, to the left as one 
goes down the slope, is a complete reconstruction. The level of the 
street itself has also changed signifi cantly. As seen above, when Del 
Monte Gate was demolished to create Victoria Gate it was decided 
that the entrance should be lowered substantially. This entailed a 
considerable lowering of the street level as well. An indication of the 
original street level is apparent by observing the remaining original 
buildings on the street, which have Roman numerals engraved in the 
keystone of the doors. These doors, however, are now completely 
incongruous in the context of the present street level.
 Only 40 or so years ago, Marina Street was busier than 
Republic Street is today. It was mainly characterised by a number 
of shops. The shops on the church-side of the road were exclusively 
occupied by fruit and vegetables wholesalers who supplied produce, 
imported primarily from Gozo and Italy, to the other shops in Valletta. 
The numerous small boats at the shoreline were an indispensable link 
in this supply chain, as they acted as ferries between the large cargo 

vessels and the docks on Marina Street. A particular character of the 
street was the large canvas sheets, stretched out to form canopies, 
which protected the shop fronts and products from intense sunlight. 
The last Royal Navy vessel to leave the area was HMS London – a 
fact that is commemorated by a bar currently situated at the bottom 
of Marina Street that bears the same name.

The Church of Our Lady of Liesse

At the foot of the sloping Marina Street is the small church of Our 
Lady of Liesse, which in the past was much frequented by merchants 
and travellers. The original church was built in 1620 and was fi nanced 
by Fra Giacomo Chenn de Bellay, Bali d’Armenia. It was rebuilt 
between 1737 and 1740 by the Langue of France to the design of 
Andrea Belli, with contributions by Master Mason Clement Zahra.
 The church is built to a central, almost perfectly circular, 
plan, with the main altar set in recessed apses and two side altars 
facing each other across the central part. The central section of the 
façade is set forward by splayed-back sections. This accommodates 
the main door, which is surmounted by a broken segmental pediment 
and a tondo with the Madonna and Child. Above this is another 
segmental pediment echoing the one over the main door. Behind 
the upper segmental pediment rises a rectangular superstructure, 
linked to the splayed back wings by Vignola links, over which is 
an ill-proportioned pediment. This is in sharp contrast to the other, 
well-proportioned, elements of the church’s skyline that includes a 
low hemispherical dome with graceful ribs and lantern, and a bell 
tower. The upper part of the façade was reconstructed following 
damage incurred during WWII.
 “Our Lady of Liesse” (Our Lady of Jubilation) is a historic 
title of the Holy Virgin intimately connected with the Order of St 
John. The cult revolved around an ancient statue representing a 
mother and child brought from Egypt to northern France at the 
time of the Crusades by three knights. It was one of the many 
Black Madonnas of France and there is a strong possibility that 
the original statue actually represented the Egyptian deity. 
 The statue was enshrined at Liesse, near Laon, in the 
diocese of Soissons (France). Since ‘liesse’ may be freely translated 
as ‘jubilation’, the cult eventually developed into that of Our Lady 
as the cause of joy. The Missal of the Order of St John contains 
a prayer that reads: “O God, who brought joy to the world by the 
Incarnation of Christ your Son, grant to us, who honour his Mother 
as Cause of our Joy, the grace to follow your commandments...”.

Neptune Fountain

Just beyond the church of Our Lady of Liesse is an open area 
presently occupied by a traffic round-about that originally 
accommodated the Neptune Fountain, which was placed here in 
1615 to mark the completion of the Wignacourt aqueduct project. 
At the centre was a bronze fi gure of Neptune, holding in his left 
hand a shield bearing Wignacourt’s coat of arms and in his right a 
trident from which water fl owed. Actually this fi gure was adapted 
in order to represent Neptune, with the shield and trident being 
later additions. It is not known precisely when it arrived in Malta, 
although it was probably between 1551 and 1584. 
 Neptune is represented as a magnifi cently proportioned 
male nude with a crown of laurel around its head. The fi gure is 
animated by a balanced contropasso, with its left leg carrying the 
weight of the body while the right one rests on a dolphin. The 
Neptune stands on a narrow, squarish bronze base. The four sides 
of the base are decorated with images of blowing putti faces, from 
which water once spouted, that may be an allegoric representation of 
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the four winds. The bronze rested on a plinth, the four 
sides of which were decorated with bronze plaques 
bearing Latin inscriptions that recalled the Grand 
Master’s victories against the Turks at Mahometa, 
Ajas, Passava and Lepanto. The whole was set in a 
small basin rising on a tall pedestal. On the side of the 
pedestal rested four bronze water-spouting dolphins. 
The pedestal was set at the centre of large basin.
 The Neptune is one of the most outstanding 
bronzes to be found in Malta and certainly the fi nest of 
its era. It was cast in the 16th century and shows close 
affi nities to the style of the Mannerist sculptor Jean 
Boulogne (aka Gianbologna 1529-1608), who was 
active mainly at the court of the Medici Grand Dukes 
of Tuscany. The bronze alloy used in the casting is 
of the highest grade. Historian Giovanni Bonello 
attributes the work to Leone Leoni (1509-1590) and 
believes it might be an idealised representation of the 
Genovese admiral Andrea Doria (1466-1560). Bonello 
believes he has identifi ed the bozzetto (model) of the 
Valletta Neptune in a small fi gure by Leoni that is 
found in two versions – one in the Castello Sforzesco 
in Milan and the other in a private collection.
 In 1803, the Neptune was at the centre of 
a serious diplomatic crisis. Following the expulsion 
of the French in 1800, it was decided that Malta 
was to return under the domain of the Order but the 
British dragged their feet, not wanting to lose such 
a strategically placed territory. The newly-appointed 
Grand Master Giovanni Battista Tommasi (1803-
1805) sent Balì Nicola Buzi as his plenipotentiary on 
the Island to supervise the withdrawal of the British 
forces. This resulted in a tense political situation 
that fostered the formation of factions supporting 
one or the other. In an attempt to ridicule the Order, 
supporters of the Britain factions clothed the Neptune 
in full Grand Master’s regalia, while leaving the 
genitalia exposed. The offending attire was only 
removed after a considerable period of time and 
repeated appeals by Buzi. 

opposite top:
One of the Perellos Stores

Neptune Fountain, 
Watercolour by 

Giorgio Pullicino

 The impressive Neptune Fountain was 
eventually dismantled and the bronze fi gure was 
transferred to its present location in the courtyard of 
the Grand Master’s Palace during the governorship 
of Lieutenant General Sir John Gaspard le Marchant 
(1858-1864). The move probably took place in 1858 
and the whereabouts of the basins is not known. 

The Fish Market

During the reign Grand Master Ramon Despuig 
(1736-1741) a number of offi ces were built around 
the edge of the semi-circular space surrounding 
the Neptune Fountain. These were eventually used 
to accommodate the fi sh market and survived the 
fountain itself. The fi sh market was active until 
after WWII and was a popular site, both with 
landscape painters and photographers. It was a hub 
of commercial activity until 1974 when it ceased 
operating, with fi sh subsequently being sold directly 
from the boats to the middlemen, or pitkali, who then 
sold it on to the public and other retailers around the 
city. All the buildings were demolished in 1979 to 
make way for the Valletta ring-road. 

Miżieb ix-Xwieni 
(the Galley’s Waterspout)

The semi-circular space around the Neptune Fountain 
was outlined on the sea side by a retaining wall, attached 
to which was a large cannon-shaped marble miżieb 
(water spout) known as “Miżieb ix-Xwieni” (The 
Galley’s Waterspout). This was a peripheral attachment 
to the fountain from which its water supply was derived. 
It was used to supply the galleys of the Order with water 
prior to their departure from harbour and was also used 
by small boats frequenting the area.
 Now preserved in the Malta Maritime 
Museum in Birgu, the miżieb is in the form of 
a truncated cannon adorned with two shields, 
surmounted by open crowns, showing the coats of 
arms of the Order and of Grand Master Martino 
de Redin (1657-1660). The muzzle face carries an 
inscription that translates as: 

“Why are you afraid, little boat?
There is no fi re here, and water in place of shot.” 

Lascaris Tunnel

At the base of the bastion that enclosed Barriera Wharf 
close to the Neptune Fountain is Lascaris Tunnel. This 
was dug in 1642, through the bedrock underneath the 
bastions, to facilitate circulation in what was then a 
very busy area. It is about 70 feet long and was created 
by order of Grand Master Jean Paul Lascaris (1636-
1657) by whose name it is still known.

Amati Column

A little known columnar monument also used to stand 
in this area. It was set up in 1651 to commemorate 
the Italian Knight Fra Giulio Amati, who sponsored 
the construction of a shelter for small boats known 
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as Porto Pidocchio on the site where the 
Customs House now stands. The monument 
consists of a plain marble shaft with some 
carvings, including the coat of arms of 
Amati, in its upper section, surmounted by 
a carved sphere with a cross and an imperial 
double eagle. This is also now kept in the 
Malta Maritime Museum.

The Customs House

At the farthest end of the Lascaris Tunnel from 
Marina Street is the Customs House, built in 
1774. The architect was Giuseppe Bonici, 
the Order’s Capomastro delle Opere from 
1761 to 1779, and it was one of the last public 
buildings erected by the Knights in Malta. 
Bonici was presented with a very challenging 
site as the foundations had to be sunk in water. 
This gave rise to a building with massive walls 
that are at times up to four metres thick.
 The Customs House was conceived 
in the nascent neoclassical style with a sober, 
dignifi ed and rigidly rectangular exterior 
having two identical façades on each of its 
wider sides. The ground fl oor is constructed 
of upper coraline limestone in order to 
resist the eroding effect of sea spray. The 
imposing façades are articulated by pairs 
of large banded Doric pilasters raised on 
plinths, over which rests a conspicuous 
continuous entablature that separates the two 
levels of the building. The upper level, built 
of globigerina limestone, while also being 
articulated by pairs of plain Doric pilasters 
superimposed in correspondence to the lower 
level ones, has a much lighter character.
 The Customs House represented the 
fi nal act of a development project intended 
to express architecturally the opulence of the 
commercial community inhabiting Valletta 
as already embodied by the magnifi cent 
rows of magazines built along the Marina.

Victoria Gate Restoration

The restoration process of Victoria Gate 
began with a documentation exercise that 
included a thorough research into both the 
gate and its immediate environs. This led to 
the discovery of documents which, in turn, 
led to the rediscovery of the ditch dating 
back to the British period. This discovery 
affected the fi nal design of the project, as the 
ditch was excavated and exposed and a new 
access was created through bridges made of 
steel and concert. The concert was fi nished 
in such a way as to resemble wood.
 The documentation exercise was 
followed by a detailed survey with the aim of 
establishing the state of conservation of the 
various elements making up the gate. Victoria 
Gate was found to be structurally sound but 
presented a highly compromised surface with 

considerable accumulations of black crust 
and heavily eroded sculptural details. Black 
crust is composed of carbonaceous deposits 
made up of small chemical particles, similar 
to carbon, derived from different sources, 
including internal combustion engines. 
These deposits tend to accumulate over areas 
that are not subject to rain washing. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, the greatest accumulations 
of black crust were on the vaults of the 
tunnels behind the façade which for years 
have functioned as one of the main traffi c 
routes in and out of Valletta.
 The surge in the use of motor 
vehicles, and their concentration in the 
Valletta/Floriana area, has contributed to the 
decay of the monument in more then one 
sense. Primarily, motor vehicles were the 
carriers of noxious substances which, when 
emitted underneath the gate, had nowhere 
else to go except the surface of the stone, 
to which they became tenaciously attached. 
There was also a more subtle aspect to this 
vehicle-induced decay. In the late 1970s, the 
whole urban set-up of the area was re-thought, 
with the motor vehicle as its main focus. 
This led to a drastic change to the area, with 
the creation of the Valletta ring-road making 
the route passing through Marina Street and 
Victoria Gate nothing more than an appendix 
to it. This loss of status and context were major 
contributors to the decay that has characterised 
the area for the past three decades.
 Furthermore, its location within 
the Grand Harbour area means that Victoria 
Gate stood in a most polluted environment. 
For many years the harbour area represented 
the industrial heart of Malta, accommodating 
coal-burning ships and fi rst the Floriana, 
and later the Marsa, power stations. In 
addition to this, the monument has also 
been subjected to the damaging effects of 
marine elements, the most harmful of which 
is sodium chloride (marine salt). This was 
most evident in the deteriorated sculptural 
details. The physical characteristics of the 
globigerina limestone out of which these 
are made makes them susceptible to salt-

induced deterioration. Furthermore, their 
location in the upper part of the monument 
means that they are exposed to daily cycles 
of wetting and drying, which are accelerated 
by the action of the wind and sun. This 
means that the rhythm of the process of salt 
dissolution and re-crystallisation, governed 
by the rate of water evaporation, was very 
sustained, leading to accelerated decay. 
 The project entailed the rigorous 
conservation and restoration of the gate’s 
masonry and the vaults. The precarious 
state of part of the masonry entailed the 
use of the most delicate procedures, so the 
restorers opted for cleaning with the use of 
hand brushes and poultices. Poultices consist 
of wet material that is applied to the stone 
surface and left to act for a predetermined 
period of time. Its malleable nature, similar to 
a paste, means that it can be applied without 
much diffi culty even to extremely uneven 
surfaces such as sculptured elements.
 The  ma te r i a l  app l i ed  has 
properties that maintain a localised 
high degree of humidity that acts on the 
surface encrustations of a particular area, 
rendering them less tenaciously attached 
and subsequently absorbing them into its 
own surface. Thus when the poultice is 
removed, part of the underlying encrustation 
is also removed. These results are obtained 
without any mechanical action on the 
surface and this method is generally used on 
delicate or uneven surfaces that are likely to 
suffer or be damaged if mechanical action 
is applied directly to them. However, due 
to the tenacious nature of some of the dirt 
encrustations, micro sand blasting also had 
to be used in some areas. 
 Once the stone surface was cleaned, 
areas that presented alveolar deterioration 
were treated with a specially designed lime-
based mortar used to meticulously fi ll the 
alveolar holes and thus prevent further salt-
induced deterioration. Missing sculptural 
elements, particularly in the coat of arms, 
were reintegrated using a non-shrink plastic 
repair mix.

Plan dated 1883 
showing the ditch recently 

rediscovered
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Marina Street Restoration

The deterioration of the whole urban area was epitomised by the 
sad state of Marina Street. All the pavements were in a bad state and 
have been renovated, which provided an opportunity to re-direct 
all the services so that they now pass underground, allowing the 
removal of the unsightly overhanging wires. In order to achieve 
this, trenches were excavated and manholes were incorporated into 
the paving in order to retain access to the services. The pavements 
were all covered with 100mm thick hard stone slabs, a material 
traditionally used for paving in Valletta. 
 The project also identifi ed which issues needed to be 
addressed in order to bring life back to the now largely abandoned 
Marina Street. The historic commercial nature of the street, together 
with tourist-oriented operations, is identifi ed as a base on which to 
develop an urban regeneration project. At the moment, there are many 
derelict shops on Marina Street and the few that are still in business 
operate for particular niche markets. A need for a greater variety of 
retail outlets, particularly those operating in the tourism sector, is 
envisaged. The paramount need to provide shade by day and adequate 
light at night was also identifi ed. The street lighting is very poor and 
the introduction of appropriate lighting has been proposed to create 
a sense of security for both tourists and residents alike.
 Many of the derelict shops are situated on the left-hand side 
of the street as one walks towards Victoria Gate. This is the side that 
receives no shade at all during the course of the day. On many of 
the façades can clearly be seen the remains of the old canopies that 
once characterised the area but now only add to the derelict feel of 
the place. Such canopies were thus identifi ed as a suitable means to 
provide shade. These would have the added value of  recreating the 
look of the street as it once was. The canopies could also be used as 
appropriate signage for each individual shop, as opposed to modern 
signs, further helping to recreate the original feel of the area.
 As seen, evidence of the old canopies survives to this day, 
although in a totally neglected state, in the form of a few elements 
of the original supporting structures and, in one particular case, 
some of the fabric. These have been thoroughly studied and a 
design has been suggested that is believed to closely resemble the 
original. These canopies were operated through a roller, several 
struts and a length of rope attached to the roller. This was deduced 
from a number of physical remains, such as nails hammered into 
the drum, suggesting a fi xed rope, and pegs placed into the wall 
under the drum, to which a rope could be secured. Hinged struts 
indicated that the canopies could be raised and lowered and the 
scant remnants of cloth left on one of the rollers, combined with 
the mounting, clearly suggest that it was able to rotate freely. The 
design of the new canopies is intended to keep the aesthetics of the 
originals intact. It was suggested that the new canopies could be 
modernised to make them easier to operate and more accessible, 
which could be achieved by housing an electrical motor inside the 
winding drum.
 An extremely interesting, and certainly under-utilised, 
feature of the area is the rooftop terrace located over the row 
of shops on the left, going down Marina Street. The entrance to 
this rooftop terrace, which has a magnifi cent panoramic view 
of Cottonera across Grand Harbour, is at the top of Nix Manger 
Steps. However, the roof shows signs of disrepair and its current 
state needs to be properly assessed. The railing around the terrace 
is rusted and the joints in particular are in need of attention. The 
fl oor surface requires re-levelling and resurfacing as the current 
material is unsuitable and the top of the neighbouring building 
requires tidying and the removal of various eyesores. Finally, 
the gate leading up to the roof needs restoring to make it more 
aesthetically pleasing.

Additional Proposals

The project also includes a series of proposals which, if eventually 
implemented, will go some way to reasserting the historical status of this 
area as one of the main routes into Valletta. These also aim to transform 
the area into a centre for tourists by providing information on the 
history of the area, thus adding more depth to the visitor’s experience. 
Cafés, souvenir shops, tourism agency outlets and information offi ces, 
as well as a hub for sea transport across the harbour, are also being 
proposed. A garden, albeit small in scale, is being proposed next to 
Victory Gate to evoke the lost Ġnien is-Sultan.
 The current traffi c arrangement was also identifi ed as 
causing considerable diffi culties for any pedestrians or motorists 
trying to use the area. The problem is exasperated at particular times, 
such as when cruise liners call at Grand Harbour, and congestion 
ensues. Furthermore, only a low narrow pavement, offering little in 
the way of security, connects the cruise liners docking area to Marina 
Street, and this only on one side of the tunnel and this pavement can 
only be reached by crossing a busy road. Before entering the tunnel 
there is little in the way of signage to indicate to pedestrians that this 
is the quickest and most direct route into the centre of Valletta.
 The interior of the tunnel is coated in soot deposits, 
originating from traffi c, that has accumulated over the years 
and there is no artifi cial lighting, so it is dark and intimidating. 
On leaving the tunnel, the pedestrian is confronted with a busy 
roundabout which is generally regarded as an unsuitable traffi c 
management device. In addition, there is no pedestrian crossing 
from the pavement at the bottom of Marina Street to the seafront.
 A simple railing between the pavement and the road would 
improve matters inside the tunnel, while the provision of artifi cial 
lighting would increase safety for both pedestrians and motorists. 
The situation will also be dramatically improved by the cleaning 
of the tunnel wall, roof and immediately adjacent area. 
 Alternatively, pedestrian access to Marina Street from the 
cruise liner terminal could be accomplished by a seashore route from 
the cruise liner docking area to beyond Lascaris Bastion, passing by 
the Customs House, without necessitating the use of the tunnel. To 
achieve this, the present street level would have to be lowered and 
the roundabout could be replaced with a small fl yover, eliminating 
the need for pedestrians and vehicle traffi c to cross each other.

Vandalism

Unfortunately, no rehabilitation project can ever eliminate the 
gross selfi shness and sheer stupidity of some individuals, such as 
those who saw fi t to light a fi re inside the newly restored gate a 
few weeks after its re-opening. Work was soon taken in hand to 
minimise the damage caused.

Detail of the restored Victoria Gate
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It will not take 
long for the 

Visitation Church 
in Wied Qirda to 

live up to the name 
of the valley in 
which it stands

Under siege! 
This boundary stone 

has lost it’s battle

If Pegasus gives in 
this magnifi cent balcony 
will come crashing down
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The economies of heritage?

Heritage on stilts
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Heritage 
Publications 

Review

Publications for consideration 
within this section 

are to be forwarded to 
the Editor :

Din l-Art Ħelwa
133 Melita Street

Valletta

It may be because we are all 
aware that our earthly life is 
destined to come to an end that 
human beings can become so 
obsessed with the passage of 
time. We read it, record it and 
construct our life around it. We 
try to schematise it and mark its 
passage by that wondrous human 
concept that is anniversaries.
 The year 2010, and 
more precisely 10 February 2010, 
marked the 1950th anniversary 
of the apostle Paul bringing 
Christianity to Malta. The event 
called for much celebration, 
although the further back we go in time, the less accurate dates become and we enter the 
realms of speculation if not total illusion. Strictly speaking, we are not sure that the island 
mentioned was our own Malta, let alone that the actual shipwreck happened where we 
believe it did. 
 This notwithstanding, the event did merit commemorating, as the link between 
St Paul and Malta can be considered a primary factor in the formation of the cultural 
heritage of our Island. This being the case, the exhibition entitled St Paul in Malta – and 
the shaping of a nation’s identity was probably the most appropriate way of marking the 
anniversary. Fittingly enough, the exhibition was held in the prestigious location that is 
the Auberge de Castile and gathered together what may be considered some of the most 
outstanding pieces of art with St Paul as their main subject. Even more outstanding, and 
certainly more permanent, is the accompanying catalogue containing colour illustrations 
of all the exhibits and essays by John Azzopardi, Anthony Pace, Peter Serracino-Inglott, 
Oliver Friggieri, Stanley Fiorini, Thomas Freller, Keith Sciberras, Sarah M. Borg and 
Timmy Gambin. 
 Welcoming visitors to the exhibition was a marble statue of St Paul from Rabat. 
Until its recent replacement by a copy, this statue adorned the façade of the church in the 
architectural complex of St Paul Outside The Walls in Rabat. This is the quintessential 
Pauline shrine in Malta¸ incorporating as it does the grotto believed to have accommodated 
the saint during his stay in Malta. The complex is mentioned as early as 1366 in a document 
that speaks of the church of Sancti Paoli de Cripta. The complex has undergone a series 
of transformations and what we see today is the result of the enlargement and redecoration 
designed by Francesco Buonamici and Lorenzo Gafà that was carried out between 1653 
and 1683.
 For a time it was believed that this statue was the one set in the inner chamber 
within St Paul’s Grotto that was replaced by the statue commissioned by Grand Master 
Emanuel Pinto dated 1753. However, the older statue is documented as being already on 
the façade in 1736. As indicated in the catalogue entry accompanying the illustration of 
this statue, documents recently discovered by Mons. Ġwann Azzopardi reveal that it was 
commissioned to Bartolomeo Minviello in December 1660 for the altar of the grotto, and 
was carved out of a block of marble dating back to classical times. Also illustrated is the 
rarely seen back of the statue showing a carving with acanthus leaves probably meant to 
form part of a frieze. 
 Following the Council of Trent, and the initiation of the Counter Reformation, 
the Rabat complex in general, and the grotto in particular, assumed an important role in 
the promotion of the Pauline cult throughout Christian Europe and became a fundamental 
stop on the Pauline pilgrimage route. The centrality of the Rabat complex to the cult of 
St Paul can be deduced from the fact that a good number of the exhibits are in some way 
connected to it.
 An interesting collection comprising 35 medals in Terra Sigillata (rock from St 
Paul’s Grotto) was also on show. It was popularly believed that the rock from which the 
grotto was formed had been infused by St Paul with protective and curative powers against 
poisoning and that it continuously regenerated, so that no matter how much rock was 
chipped off, the cave remained the same size. These rock chippings were known as ‘Pietra 
or Terra di San Paolo’, ‘Terra Sigillata Melitensis’ and also as ‘The Grace of St Paul’. Stone 
chippings from the grotto were made into anti-poison cups, medals and votive tablets, or 
powdered and added to small amounts of water or wine and drunk. As was often the case 

St Paul in Malta – and the shaping 
of a nation’s identity 
Edited by - John Azzopardi & 
Anthony Pace 
Published by - The Offi ce of the 
Prime Minister
ISBN - 978-99932-0-870-9
Reviewed by Joe Azzopardi
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with relics, Terra Sigillata was often the subject of falsifi cation by 
unscrupulous dealers and distributors. The items on show come 
from the prestigious museum of Casa Buonarroti in Florence and 
were crafted by the Knight Fra Francesco Buonarroti.
 The star of the show, also originating from the Rabat 
complex, was the bronze roundel with the representation of the 
beheading of St Paul. This was produced in Naples and was 
cast from the one created in 1648 by Alessandro Algardi (1598-
1654) for the Spada Chapel in San Paolo Maggiore, Bologna. 
In 1666, Melchiorre Gafà (1636-1667) was commissioned 
to sculpt a statue of St Paul in alabaster to stand on the altar 
within the grotto. The fi gure was completed by Ercole Ferrata 
(1610-1686), following Gafà’s untimely demise. It arrived in 
September 1669, together with 10 loads of marble that consisted 
of facing for the altar and two kneelers showing the coat of arms 
of Grand Master Nicolas Cotoner (1663-1680) which delineated 
the chancel. In 1681, the bronze roundel was set on the front of the mensa of this altar. It has now 
been replaced by a copy and the original is in the Wignacourt Museum across the road. Its exhibition 
in a glass case at the centre of the hall provided a rare opportunity to view this fascinating artefact 
from behind and obtain an insight into aspects of the technique used to create the work.
 This exhibition was yet another event held at the initiative of the Offi ce of the Prime Minister. 
Not stopping at nice speeches regarding the importance of making cultural heritage more accessible, 
the OPM has made some genuine and intelligent moves in this direction. 

Bronze roundel of the beheading of St Paul - verso and recto

Marble statue of St Paul 
from Rabat

left: 
Late sixteenth  century icon 

right:
Detail from a late 
fi fteenth century 
holy water fount 
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Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950) 
Portraits, Views and Folkloristic Scenes: 
Authors - Nadine Debattista Briffa; 
Madeleine Gera; Nicholas de Piro; 
Nadine Debattista Briffa; Natalino Fenech
Published by - Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti 
ISBN –  978-99932-7-303-5
Reviewed by Joe Azzopardi

At long last they are back! I am referring to the exhibitions held periodically 
by Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti at the Palace in Valletta. The last of these 
exhibitions was Antique Furniture in Malta, which was held in 2002. From 
2003, the organisation concentrated all its resources on the restoration of Palazzo 
Falson and establishing the museum that was fi nally opened in 2007. 
 For its return exhibition, the organisation chose to once again feature the 
work of a painter, as it did in 1994 with the Girolamo Gianni in Malta exhibition. 
This year’s exhibition was entitled Edward Caruana Dingli (1876-1950) Portraits, 
Views and Folkloristic Scenes and, as has become the norm with Fondazzjoni 
Patrimonju Malti, accompanying the exhibition is a lavish catalogue.
 Preceding the section in which most of the exhibits are illustrated 
in beautifully rendered colour plates are fi ve essays through which the main 
elements of the artist’s output are analysed. Edward Caruana Dingli came to the 
art scene somewhat late in life, as his early professional life had been dictated 
mainly by his family background. Born in Valletta on 10 August 1876 to Raphael, 
a major in the Royal Malta Regiment of Militia, and Martha Garrone (b.1849), 
who came from a prominent Gozitan family, Edward joined the Maltese Militia 
at the age of 19. At the time he painted as a hobby, infl uenced by his father’s 
cousin Raffaele Caruana Dingli (1851-1915) – himself an amateur artist. Art 
seem to have been well engrained in the Caruana Dingli genetic code, as 
Edward’s younger brother Robert (1882-1940) also became a highly acclaimed 
artist, focusing mainly on landscapes and religious works.
 In 1897, at the age of 21, Edward was commissioned to illustrate the 
popular book Historical Records of the Maltese Corps in the British Army 
by Major Alexander George Chesney. In the same year he made his début by 
participating in the Esposizione Industriale Maltese. However, it would be a 
further 16 years before Edward Caruana Dingli succumbed to his true calling 
– in 1913. At the age of 37, as a married man with two sons, and after 18 years 
in the army, he took the plunge and became a full-time painter. 
 Caruana Dingli’s fi rst formal artistic training was at the Lyceum, 
where he joined the drawing classes of Giuseppe Calleja. However, the artist 
who was most infl uential in his formation was Giuseppe Calì who also acted as 
his mentor. Calì encouraged him to develop his personal style, a peculiar blend 
of realism and romantic idealism, which would persist throughout his artistic 
career. Caruana Dingli also studied at fi rst hand the Old Masters during a tour 
of Europe. He spent the greater part of 1920 studying at the British Academy 
in Rome then under the direction of Maltese sculptor Antonio Sciortino.

Portrait of Giuseppe Cali 
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 Caruana Dingli reached fame and fortune through his portraits, a fact 
that is apparent by the quantity of such works on display in the exhibition. 
He operated in a market where church and state commissions were at a 
premium and the greatest market share consisted of middle-class households 
and the commercial community. The few church commissions he obtained 
were also for portraits of important clergymen. He painted portraits of many 
public personages, professional individuals and society ladies, reaching a 
zenith in this ambit with royal commissions starting with the 1928 portrait 
from life of King George V for the British Order of St John. The number of 
commissions for this type of work also assured him fi nancial stability. 
 His aptitude in this fi eld is manifest by the often high aesthetic quality 
of his work. However, although all his portraits present a detailed and well-
rendered fi nish, only a few indicate a deep insight into the personality of the 
sitter, with most seeming to stop at the threshold of such a quest, resulting in 
little more than status illustrations. On the other hand, when this threshold was 
crossed the result was splendidly engaging portraits such as that of Sir Filippo 
Sciberras. Also fascinating are the number of self portraits, particularly the 
one painted in 1913 that serves as a cover for this publication.
 A similar streak also runs through the many landscapes and genre 
scenes created by the artist and also well represented in the exhibition and 
catalogue. More often than not, these are akin to carefully staged tableaux 
populated by improbable personages. Although aesthetically engaging, his 
works are seldom powerful.
 Caruana Dingli emerges mainly as a painter of surfaces who was 
not particularly interested in a deeper exploration of his subject. The greatest 
merit of these works is historic, capturing as they do an evanescing world – 
a world that would soon be shook to its foundations, in its social aspect by 
the cataclysm of WWII and in its artistic aspect by the establishment of an 
uncompromisingly modern artistic expression that would have little room for 
the accurately rendered and perfectly placed details so dear to Caruana Dingli 
and his clientele. At a time when war was on everybody’s mind, his work 
was an almost total negation of war with very few of his pictures tinged by 
its existence. Symptomatically, one of his rare war-related works is entitled 
Inside a Shelter, depicting a refuge rather than war or its consequences. 
 Yet there was also a deeper aspect to his work. Through his canvases, 
Caruana Dingli aimed at depicting Malta as he thought it should be depicted. 
Somewhat akin to what Canalletto and Longhi had done for the Venetian 
Republic a few centuries earlier, he sought, almost frenetically, to capture the last 
glimmer of an era and to keep together a world that was fast slipping through his 
fi ngers – a world that his artistic sensibility told him would never be the same 
again. This intuition proved to be true to a degree beyond anything he might 
have imagined. He also painted at a time when photography was asserting itself 
and gaining wider popularity, and he might have felt that it was the role of the 
photographer to capture reality, while the artist had a different mission.
 In 1930, Caruana Dingli was appointed Director of the Malta 
Government School of Art, where he was also Teacher of Painting and Technical 
Design. In this role, he was involved in the formation of an important group of 
young artists, amongst whom were Esprit Barthet, Anton Inglott, Willie Apap, 
Giorgio Preca and Emvin Cremona. While these artists had a fundamental role 
in introducing the modern art idiom to the local scene, Caruana Dingli persisted 
in his style even though the movements that shook European art had also gained 
a foothold in Malta and were shaping the style of his contemporaries.
 There is, in fact, a static, non-evolutional feel in Caruana Dingli’s 
art. He began by producing beautiful, precise pictures and stayed with that for 
his entire working life. None of the many avant-garde art movements such as 
Cubism, Futurism, Expressionism, Surrealism and Dada, that emerged with 
astonishing regularity during the period in France and central Europe, had any 
infl uence on his output. From a contemporary perspective that seeks to interpret 
every speck of colour and every stroke of the brush as the manifestation of 
the interior agitation, these images seem terribly static and unreal.
 Edward Caruana Dingli continued to paint even after he became 
seriously ill in 1947 and 1948. He died of heart failure on 9 May 1950 aged 
73 in his apartment in South Street, Valletta.

Frederick biting an Apple

The Chapel of Aragon
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Letters to 
Vigilo

These pages are meant to be 
your voice for your heritage. 

Please mark your letters 
for the attention of 
The Editor, Vigilo, 
and send them to:  

Din l-Art Ħelwa
133 Melita Street

Valletta

Or email the editor on: 
joe.mnajdra@gmail.com 

Museums for Birgu Waterfront

I noted in the last issue of Vigilo the photographs showing the neglected buildings 
and vacant site on the Birgu Waterfront. I often visit this area and have long 
wondered why these impressive buildings were being left to crumble, while the 
prime site adjacent to them was simply being used as a car park. As far as I 
know, the site was earmarked for the building of a hotel. Although the design 
of the proposed façade was nothing to write home about, this gap that has been 
allowed to persist in its place is even worse. I have a humble suggestion to make 
for this site and the two abandoned buildings. Why not save these building for 
the country and turn them into much-needed museums? One could be dedicated 
to the history of Grand Harbour and would certainly compliment the Maritime 
Museum close by. The other could be a well-designed modern building on the 
empty site, incorporating the missing portion of the façade of the building next to 
it, to house modern and contemporary art. The Museum of Fine Arts possesses 
a considerable collection of such works which, however, are not on permanent 
display due to lack of space. Such a project would go a long way towards 
boosting the tourist product of the south region which, although having lots of 
potential, has been neglected for years.  

It is encouraging to see that fi nally scaffolding has gone up around these façades. 
Whatever their fi nal use, I do hope that this is the prelude to their long overdue 
restoration. 

Alex Zahra
Fgura

Paving the Way in Valletta

Valletta has always been my favourite place on the Island and it is even more so now that all the 
rehabilitation of the past years is building up towards a truly restored and renovated urban space. On top 
of this there is the excitement of the new entrance project and the pleasure of seeing the vision of architect 
Renzo Piano taking shape little by little. 

The one discordant note in all this is the recently laid paving in the secondary streets off and around Republic 
Street. Not that I am in any way against these being paved and given back to pedestrians to enjoy in safety 
without the cumbersome presence of cars everywhere. I was all for this project and it had my full support 
from day one. As someone wrote: “cities are built for people, not for cars”.

What I contend, and I do this very strongly, is the choice of material for this paving. Although in itself there 
is nothing wrong with the material used, I fi nd it completely inadequate for purpose, for various reasons. To 
start with it is practically impossible for the white-surfaced material to retain any appearance of cleanliness 
in a busy outdoor environment. In fact, it already looks dirty and shabby. Secondly, it is not compatible with 
the dark tones of the porfi do paving used for Republic Street, Merchants Street, St George’s Square and 
Zachary Street. Furthermore, its refl ective surface becomes considerably irritating when light bounces off 
it and into the face of pedestrians walking up the likes of Melita Street. All this not to mention the fact that, 
historically, Valletta’s streets were paved with dark lava slabs. 

How these streets would have looked had porfi do been used can be seen in the stretch of Melita Street from 
Republic Street to Zachary Street. This is in total harmony with the rest of the paving, while all the streets 
paved recently in this area fail miserably in comparison. I really cannot see why, after setting the tone with 
the dark porfi do, the authorities, namely the Valletta Rehabilitation Committee, have had a change of heart 
and gone for a completely different material. 

As I stated at the beginning of this letter, I am very appreciative of all the efforts being made to give back to 
Valletta the appearance it so rightly deserves. The quality of these efforts has raised the standard of what is 
expected from projects in the capital city and any choice that is not up to that standard will stand out like a 
sore thumb.  

Carmelo Xerri
Msida
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Promoting Reading

People need to read more: fact! The poor quality, both in content and in the mode of expression, manifest in most forms of the 
local media is a symptom of poor cultural formation due to a lack of reading. By cultural formation, I mean the formation of an 
educated opinion about the subject one is meant to be discussing and the ability to present that subject in a decent way. While 
all opinions may be valid, there is a vast difference between those that are informed and those that are spur-of-the-moment. 

At the beginning of April, the Ministry of Education, in the person of Minister Dolores Cristina and in association with local 
councils, launched a three-month campaign to encourage people to make greater use of the National Public Library and 
lending libraries. The fi rst reaction that comes naturally to me is that a three-month campaign is far too short. Reading is a 
habit that is acquired over the years and such a short-term campaign can achieve very little. In fact, fi ve months later, no real 
impact has been felt and if activities were organised, they were very low profi le. It will take much more to make people who do 
not read understand how much richer their life can be through reading. The fi rst step has to be the provision of good quality 
reading material and an ambience that will encourage reading. To be frank, the Public Library at Belt is-Sebħ is far from ideal. 
Most of its material is outdated and in poor condition, and the premises are simply inadequate. Besides books, a public library 
should provide other cultural material such as music and fi lm, together with facilities for their viewing and study. 

In recent years, Malta has acquired a modern hospital to provide the best physical care available. It is now time for 
government to invest in the health of our minds and give Malta a state-of-the-art public library. And while we are at it, why 
not think of turning the barracks at Fort St Elmo into a modern public library? It’s subdivision into separate rooms is ideal for 
such a purpose, while the area in front could be turned into a reading garden. This would also fi t in with the strategic plan that 
aims to attract people in Valletta beyond the Palace area down towards the tip of the peninsula.

Norma Camilleri
San Ġwann

Valletta Street Paving Project 

Reference is made to some articles regarding the ongoing Valletta Street Paving Project that have appeared in the press, 
some of which criticise the decision to retain the historic use of hardstone as a paving material. The Rehabilitation Projects 
Offi ce began research work in connection with the Valletta Street Paving Project some two years ago with the identifi cation 
and study of old images of the city’s streets. In parallel with this, all the paving material in this World Heritage Site, such as 
the historic hardstone and lava slabs and the more recent cement tiles, tarmac and concrete, were identifi ed and mapped in 
different levels of detail. These studies clearly indicated that Valletta was originally paved in hardstone and lava. It is the 
more recent insensitive interventions which gradually started to replace these historic materials with ‘foreign’ ones. 

One of the specifi c remits of the Valletta Street Paving Project was to treat the paving materials of the city with respect and 
to present the World Heritage Site in the manner in which our forefathers intended it should be presented. The architecture of 
the street relates to the paving material, and colours play an important role in the appreciation of the urban space as a whole. 
The hardstone and lava selected for the paving project were specifi cally chosen to integrate with the remaining historic 
materials and respect the paving materials used originally. Even the patterns of alternating widths of hardstone slabs were 
respected – in a slightly modernised version. 

Comments that indicate it was a bad decision to select hardstone seem to ignore the fact that historic hardstone paving still 
exists in a number of streets and that this also forms part of the World Heritage Status of the site. Part of this project included 
the restoration of the old hardstone in St Christopher’s Street. All the damaged or missing hardstone was replaced with old 
hardstone slabs that the RPO had preserved in its stores for such use. All the missing lava slabs in St Christopher’s Street 
were replaced with identical slabs. Another important detail is that a number of streets actually did not have a pavement. 
In fact, a number of pavements were introduced gradually, most of them during the British period. For example, both 
Archbishop Street and Old Theatre Street were originally without pavements. The design of the project refl ected such details. 
Old water run-off gutters are gradually being discovered under the tarmac and are being re-used to achieve a better run-off 
system than in the recent past. The falls in the street are congruent with the design of the water run-off gutters, with the water 
draining from the central axis of the street.  

A number of streets are nearing completion. The paving still requires various cleaning processes, following which it will be 
treated with a protective coating. Like most natural materials, hardstone has to be subjected to some usage before the surface 
gradually weathers and the desired fi nish is achieved. That some articles suggest that we use extraneous materials similar to 
other foreign historic centres just for the sake of their dark colour is irrational. Valletta should get what it deserves, that is, a 
historically correct project that respects the existing paving material and compliments its main characteristics. 

Claude Borg
Rehabilitation Projects Offi ce
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Adding by Removing

I live in Kalkara and often walk along our lovely waterfront 
towards Birgu. On my route is, or rather was, the former Oil 
Bunkering Building aka the Oil Depot in Triq Il-Mandraġġ, 
which had suffered decades of neglect and was decaying rapidly. 
Since it was built in the early 20th century, this building has 
obscured the lower part of the Hornwork of the Post of Castile. 
This Hornwork consists of two demi-bastions, joined by a small 
curtain wall, facing Kalkara Creek. The present walls were 
mostly reconstructed in the 18th century. 

The issue of whether or not the Oil Depot should be removed 
caused some controversy, and I must say that I myself had some 
diffi culty in forming an opinion. However, now that most of the 
building has been demolished, after being accurately recorded 
I am told, I can see that this was the best decision. The damage 
that the building was causing to the bastion wall is very evident. 
The biggest offender was the roof, which had been grafted into 
the masonry of the bastions. The demolition has also uncovered 
the original sally port set on one side of the curtain wall. If 
this is opened, it will provide an additional entry point into 
Birgu that will hopefully foster the rehabilitation of this somewhat neglected area of the town. Finally, this project has 
recreated the relationship between the fortifi cations and the foreshore, showing the bastions in all their glory.  

It is also hoped that this project will be the starting point of the rehabilitation of this beautiful stretch of historic 
waterfront. The area would certainly benefi t from the removal of some – I suspect illegally built – structures and some 
large boats that constitute an eyesore and that interfere with the view of the bastions. The boat-related activities in the 
area must also be properly regulated. I believe that most the boats should be allowed to stay as they give an authentic 
feel to the place, but they must not be allowed to make the area look shabby, as is the case today. A recent clean-up, 
including the removal of long-abandoned items on the foreshore, undertaken ahead of the Pope’s visit has shown that if 
properly managed, these activities need not be degrading for the area.  

The Planning Authority permit for the demolition speaks of “temporary reinstatement of site with tarmacadam to 
match existing”. It is hoped that the nature of this part of the project is indeed temporary and that proper paving will 
eventually be laid. Furthermore, the temporary tarmac must not be made to look like the hideously coloured paving 
used for the waterfront going towards Kalkara. 

If nothing else, this project has demonstrated yet again the validity of the principal of “adding by removing”, as one 
of your correspondents wrote in relation to the trees removed from the front of the Auberge de Castile. There are other 
areas that would certainly benefi t from similar initiatives such as the the Macina in Senglea. Another structure that is 
particularly offensive is the building over the bastions on top of the Lascaris Tunnel which, due to its elevated position, 
is visible over long distances. It will be a great day for Malta’s heritage when these eyesores are also removed. 

Edmund Sammut
Kalkara
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Din l‐Art Óelwa Corporate Members
Alfred Mizzi Foundation

APS Bank Ltd

Atlas Insurance PCC Ltd

Auto Sales Ltd

Avantech

AX Holdings Ltd

Bank of Valletta plc

Best Print Co. Ltd

Central Bank of Malta

Charles Darmanin & Company Ltd

Computime Ltd

Corinthia Group of Companies

Curmi & Partners Ltd

De La Rue Currency & Security Print Ltd

Dingli and Dingli

Eden Leisure Group Ltd

Enemalta Corporation

GasanMamo Insurance Ltd

General Workers’ Union

GO plc

Ignazio Anastasi Ltd

Island Hotels Group Ltd

Joinwell Ltd

Malta International Airport

Malta Maritime Authority

Malta Tourism Authority

Marsovin Ltd

MEDSERV

Megabyte Ltd

M Demajo Group

Middlesea Insurance Company Ltd

Mizzi Holdings Ltd

P Cutajar & Company Ltd

Playmobil (Malta) Ltd

PricewaterhouseCoopers

Rotary Club (Malta)

Round Table Malta (One)

Salvo Grima Group Ltd

Shireburn Software Ltd

Simonds Farsons Cisk Ltd

The Body Shop Malta

The Body Shop Foundation

Toly Products Ltd 

Tug Malta Ltd

Union Haddiema Maghqudin

Vassallo Builders Ltd

Vodafone Malta Ltd




