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Politics in Malta: 1945–2008 
 
 
Learning Outcome 9 
 
I have knowledge of the present-day Maltese political context as well as Malta’s historic political 
milestones achieved since 1945. 
 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

 9.1l Recognise Maltese 20th and        
21st century constitutional 
milestones. (4 lessons) 

9.2l Describe Maltese 20th and 21st    
        century constitutional milestones.  
        (4 lessons) 

9.3l Discuss Maltese 20th and 21st  
        century constitutional milestones.  
        (3 lessons) 

   Universal Suffrage (1947);                             Independence (1964);                        Declaration of the Republic (1974);                                                                       
   Closure of the British Base (1979);                 Malta joins the EU (2004) 

 
UNIVERSAL SUFFRAGE 
The National Assembly set up in January 1945 to draw up a draft constitution had no women 
representatives. Two months later the Women of Malta Association was admitted to the Assembly 
with two representatives. When the 1947 Constitution came into force, Maltese women exercised 
their first right to vote in the general elections held in that same year. Agatha Barbara (1923–
2002), a Labour Party candidate was the first female Member of Parliament and later served as 
the third and first female President of the Republic (1981–1986). In 1976, the voting age was 
lowered from 21 years to 18 years for both male and female voters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GRANTING OF INDEPENDENCE 
Following the resignation of Dom Mintoff’s government in 1958, the two main political parties in 
Malta (the Malta Labour Party and the Nationalist Party) aimed at achieving Malta’s independence 
from Britain. The general elections of 1961 were won by the Nationalist Party and Gorg Borg 
Olivier became Prime Minister. In 1962, during an official visit in London, Borg Olivier formally 
demanded independence for Malta. A multi-party Round Table Conference met in London in 1963 
to try to reach an agreement between the Maltese political parties on Malta’s independence 
constitution. Since a final agreement could not be reached, a referendum on independence was 
held in May 1964: 42% voted in favour of the constitution as proposed by the Maltese 
Government; 34% voted against it and 24% abstained from voting.  
 
Based on the referendum result, the 
British Government agreed to grant Malta 
independence on 21st September 1964. On 
that date, Malta became a sovereign 
monarchical state within the British 
Commonwealth with Queen Elizabeth II 
remaining Malta’s Head of State but 
represented in Malta by a Governor-
General appointed by the Queen.  
 
 
 
 

 

The introduction of universal 

suffrage as reported in the Times 

of Malta on 26th October 1947. 

Malta’s Independence official ceremony on 

21st September 1964. 
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DECLARATION OF THE REPUBLIC 
In the general elections of 1971, Dom Mintoff and the Malta Labour Party were returned to power. 
One of the aims of Prime Minister Dom Mintoff was to change Malta’s constitutional status from a 
monarchy to a republic. This change in the constitution received the approval of the Nationalist 
Opposition members since a two-thirds majority in Parliament. Malta was eventually declared a 
republic on 13th December 1974.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The first President of the Republic was Sir Anthony Mamo, the former Governor-General who 
represented the Queen of the United Kingdom. Since Malta is a parliamentary republic, supreme 
power rests in the hands of the government headed by the Prime Minister having the largest 
support in Parliament. This means that the role of the President is mainly symbolic and does not 
interfere in the day-to-day government, except when the Prime Minister privately seeks his advice. 
 
THE CLOSURE OF THE BRITISH BASE 
When Dom Mintoff was appointed Prime Minister in 1971, his first act in government was to close 
NATO’s Office in Malta and to demand a revision of the Defence and Financial Agreement with the 
United Kingdom of 1964. Negotiations between the Maltese Government and the British Foreign 
Secretary took place in London between July 1971 and March 1972. At one point, talks reached a 
deadlock and an ultimatum was issued to close the British base in Malta on 31st March 1972. Then, 
almost unexpectedly, agreement was reached a week before the deadline. Malta was to receive 
more financial aid from Britain and NATO countries for the next seven years until the British base 
would definitely close on 31st March 1979. This day was declared and has ever since been 
commemorated as Freedom Day.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 13th December 1974, Malta officially 

declared a republic by its first elected 

President Sir Anthony Mamo. 

A new Parliament Hall of was inaugurated in 1976. 

President Anton Buttigieg greeting farewell to HMS 
Brasen, the last British warship while leaving Grand 
Harbour on 31 March 1979. 

Malta’s neutrality clause was 
entrenched in the Constitution 
in 1987. 

2 



This event ushered Malta as a neutral 
state in the midst of the Cold War 
between the two superpowers and their 
allies (i.e. the United States and NATO 
on one side and the USSR and the 
Warsaw Pact on the other. Some years 
later, Malta joined the Non-Aligned 
Movement which included countries 
such as China, India and Yugoslavia, in 
its drive to acquire international 
recognition of its neutrality. Malta’s 
neutrality was eventually entrenched in 
the constitution in 1987 and it received 
official recognition by the superpowers 
themselves when one of the summits to 
end the Cold War was actually held in 
Malta in December 1989. 
 
MALTA JOINS THE EUROPEAN UNION 
When the Nationalist Party was returned to government in 1987, one of the policy aims of Prime 
Mininster Eddie Fenech Adami was to see Malta join the European Union. To this effect, the Maltese 
Government formally applied to join the EU in 1990. Malta started reforming its laws and its 
economy to bring them in line with those of the EU. But the Labour Government led by PM Alfred 
Sant put Malta’s application on hold between 1996 and 1998. When Fenech Adami was returned 
to power as Prime Minister in 1998, the application process was reactivated. In 2003 the Maltese 
Government held a referendum on Malta’s entry in the EU which had the following result: 54% 
voted in favour of EU membership and 46% voted against. With this result, the Maltese 
Government signed the EU Accession Treaty of Athens (2003) which meant that Malta would 
become officially member of the EU on 1st May 2004.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EU membership gave the right for Maltese citizens to present themselves as candidates and to 
vote in elections to the European Parliament held every five years. Since joining the EU, Malta 
has participated in such European elections held in 2004, 2009, 2014 and 2019. EU membership 
gave Malta the right to have six MEP (Members of the European Parliament) and one European 
Commissioner nominated by the Government and approved by the European Parliament. In 2008, 
Malta’s economy became more closely integrated with the Eurozone countries when it abandoned 
the Maltese Lira (Lm) and replaced it with the Euro (€). 
 

 
 
 

The Malta Summit (2-3 December 1989) between the 

two superpowers marked the end of the Cold War. 

Speciment of the EU 

referendum voting 
document of 2003. 

Malta signing the Accession Treaty for EU 

membership immediately after the 
referendum result. 

PM Lawrence Gonzi 

withdrawing the 

first euro bank 
notes from an ATM 

on 1st January 

2008. 
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Malta’s Built Heritage from Prehistory to the medieval period 

 
Learning Outcome 10 
I can recognise, investigate and discuss the importance of the Malta’s built heritage from 
Prehistory to the medieval period. 

 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.1a Identify common features of a  
            Maltese megalithic temple.                         
           (3 lessons) 

10.2a Describe the general features  
       of a Maltese megalithic  
            temple. (3 lessons) 

10.3a Discuss the importance of the  
             Hypogeum as a World Heritage  
            site. (2 lessons) 

Megaliths; architecture; temple plan; temple decoration; relief carving. 

 
THE MAGALITHS 

Some 30 temples are known that follow the 

standard plan even though there is variation both 

in number of apses and in size. Mnajdra East is 6.5 

metres in length while Tarxien Central is 23 

metres. At the time they started to be built, around 

3,500 B.C., no-one else was raising free-standing 

stone buildings anywhere in the world. The 

Egyptian pyramids date to around 2,500 B.C. The 

next free-standing megaliths known in Europe 

were Stonehenge in Britain. Their plans cannot be 

matched with any other monuments, so their 

design and construction, was not inspired from 

anywhere outside the Maltese Islands.  

 
THE LAY-OUT AND THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE 

TEMPLES 

Past scholars have suggested that the plan of the 

temples was modelled on the form of the ‘fat lady’ 

statues, assumed to be the goddess worshiped by 

the temple builders. But this theory is not 

supported by the facts. It is one temple with four 

apses from several others which is compared with 

one of a wide range of representations of the fat 

lady (namely the seated figure from Haġar Qim). 

By time, their builders became able to construct 

bigger, better and more complex temples.  

 
The temples are often found grouped, 

with two or three built stuck to each 

other. But there are other sites which are 

too ruinous for their original form to be 

recovered. Temple remains found at Qala 

and Xagħra (Santa Verna), Gozo and 

others resemble the temples in a general 

way only but with many parts that made 

up the temple missing. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The layout of the temples.                                   
Source: Malta Prehistory and Temples, p. 69. 

Mnajdra Temples consists of a complex of 
three temples adjacent to each other. A 

similar layout is common also found at 

Ġgantija, Ħaġar Qim and Tarxien temples.  

4 



 
The temples had some common elements. On the outside there is the temple façade, which faces 

the south or southeast and is compost of a row of large stone slabs technically known as orthostats 

to form an outside encircling wall. Where they still survive, the corner stone at the end of the 

façade is taller than the rest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Above the first row of orthostats, the outer wall is continued upwards in smaller blocks, either 

irregular or neatly squared, depending, whether hard Coralline limestone or the softer Globigerina 

limestone was used. Beyond these corner stones, the concave curve of the temple façade was 

continued as a free-standing wall of orthostats only. The side and rear walls were again built using 

orthostats, often larger than those of the façade. These were then surmounted by horizontal 

courses of orthostats (Figure 1). 
 
The main entrance doorway was placed at the centre of the façade wall. This consisted of a pair 

of orthostats facing each other, capped with a massive lintel slab known as trilithon (meaning: 

three stones) (Figure 2). More trilithons form a passage, which was always paved in stone slabs 

or torba (earthwork) (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next common element was the pair of D-shaped or oval chambers, usually referred to as 

apses on the sides and the at the end of the passageway. Their entrance was often marked by a 

trilithon doorway. These chambers or apses were planned in the irregular space within the outer 

wall. The space between the two wall faces was filled with loose stones, earth and other debris 

called mazkan.  

 

 

Figure 1. Corbelled wall at Ħaġar Qim. Figure 2. The temple façade at Ħaġar Qim. 

Figure 3. Passage way at Mnajdra Temples  Figure 4. Oval-spashed chamber apses at 

Ġgantiha Temples, Gozo 
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The main variation in the typical temple is found in the 

number of apses – three, four, five or six. The more 

apses meant a more complex temple lay-out plan with 

more than one passageway leading to the apses. In 

several temples, space was found between the apses 

and the external walls for small subsidiary chambers 

reached by rectangular portholes (Figure 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
An important part of the temples which has nowhere survived is the roofs. The material with which 

roof may have been constructed - wooden beams covered by a mixture of straw, clay and earth 

to make it impermiable would certainly have perished when the temples were not used any more 

(Figure 6). 
 
The temples appear to have three zones. The first zone was the forecourt, spacious and open to 

the sky. This may have been designed for public gatherings such as religious rituals due to its 

closeness to the temple and its entrance. But other non-religious activities could have been held 

there, such as processions, singing, dancing, marriages, administering justice, taking oaths and 

public announcements.  

 
The inside of the temple, the second zone would have been reserved for religious functions, such 

as animal sacrifice and burning as offerings, evidenced by the presence of sacrifical altars and 

deposits of animal bones. This zone would have been open to the general public to admire and 

worship. The third and inner zone was reserved for the ‘priests’ or ‘priestesses’. This division can 

be seen in Tarxien Central. One has to point out that the early temples having three apses, the 

separation of public and private zones of activity did not exist yet. 

 
INTERNAL DECOATIONS AND CURVINGS 

Internal fittings also show a general pattern, with 

some variation from site to site. The walls built in 

Globicerina limestone slabs, like Ħaġar Qim or 

Tarxien, were washed with red ochre. Those of 

coarse Coralline slabs were probably smoothed off 

in plaster and ochred as in Ġgantija and Skorba. 

The final result of these two techniques was very 

similar. 
 
The earliest decoration technique was widely 

spaced pitting as in Ġgantija South. Pitting 

became widely popular for it featured also at 

Mnajdra and Tarxien temples (Figure 7). 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Portehole at Mnajdra Temples  

Figure 6. An artistic 

reconstruction of how 

the walls were built to 
support the wooden 

beams that covered the 

roof of the temples.  
Source: https://blue-

velvet-exploring-the-

world.blogspot.com/  

Figure 7. Pitted stones from 

Mnajdra Temples.  
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An central altar block at Tarxien temples was transfered to safe keeping in the National Museum 

of Archaeology in 1958 and was replaced by a modern replica on site. The block consists of two 

distinct types of decoration: pitting around the border and a repeated pattern of interconnected 

spiral reliefs inside the border. Tarxien temples displays the most varied and complex range of 

relief spirals. Another two blocks bear friezes of animals in a row - eleven sheep sculptured 

inside the border. Brochtorff’s painting of Gġantija in 1828 shows that it also had similar spiral 

decorated blocks but now they have been eroded by weathering. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Most probably, all temples had internal structures which archaeologists interpret as altars, usually 

placed against the innermost wall. Many are simply rectangular blocks of stone, often decorated 

with pitting or spiral reliefs. In some cases, double-decker slab altars were installed as at Mnajdra 

South and Tarxien Central. Other altars at Mnajdra also have central supports.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION – HOW WERE THE TEMPLES BUILT? 

One has to break down this into three sub-questions: how they were planned; how were they 

constructed and how the temple people mobilized the resources and manpower needed. 

Construction involved a series of steps: site clearning, since all temples were built on level or 

gently sloping ground.  Quarrying the two types of stone used (hard Globicerina and Soft 

Globicerina limestone) required more effort. The type of stone used was that one closest to the 

temple building site. To carry the blocks up a slope for a distance would have been a major 

undertaking. We can assume the use of stone rollers, sledges, ropes and levers but no wheeled 

vehicles since these had not been invented then. All this equipment would have necessitated a 

large amount of manpower.  

 

Spiral reliefs and animal friezes on stone from Tarxien Temples.  

Types of artals found in the temples: at Ġgantija (left); at Ħaġar Qime (centre), at Tarxien (right). 
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Earth for the ramps and wall packing was probably 

carried in baskets by labourers. When one block was 

in position, its ramp was dismantled and the material 

moved to the place of the next one. This task was 

repeated as much as necessary. When all blocks 

were in position, the site was cleared and tidied up. 

At this stage, the walls would be plastered and 

painted and altar blocks carved and installed. 

Decoration by pitting or relief was added only after 

blocks were in position. The temple would then be 

ready to function. 

If the unknown architects and the priests or 

priestesses were the officers that supervised the 

construction of these temples, it was the ordinary 

people who provided the labour force which put 

those ambition plans into effect. Women and 

children would have made their contribution also, 

most probably by providing food and support. But 

here archaeologists are confronted with two 

unknowns: time taken to build the temple and the 

number of people involved which makes the 

equation insoluble.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
Reference: Prehistory and Temples, Editors: David H. Trump and Daniel Cilia, 2002. Pp. 69-109. 
 
 

The main stages in the building of the temples.  

Source: Malta Prehistory and Temples, p. 84.  
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.1b Define a UNESCO World  
           Heritage site. (1 lesson) 

10.2b Identify prehistoric sites in  
        Malta which are UNESCO  
            World Heritage sites: 

              Ġgantija, Ħaġar Qim, Mnajdra,  
              Tarxien, Skorba, Ta’ Ħaġrat,   
              Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum. 
              (1 lesson) 

10.3b Discuss the importance of  
            UNESCO World Heritage sites.  
            (1 lesson) 

 
 

WHAT ARE UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITES? 

A World Heritage Site is a landmark or area enjoying legal protection by UNESCO, which is a 
specialized agency of the United Nations. These sites are designated as such by UNESCO for 
having cultural, historical, scientific or natural significance. The sites are judged to contain 
‘cultural’ and natural heritage considered to be outstanding value to humanity.’ 
 
Such sites are intended for conservation for posterity, which otherwise would be at risk from 
human or animal trespassing, uncontrolled or unrestricted access or from local administrative 
neglect or negligence. For this reason, these sites are demarcated by UNESCO as protected zones, 
even in time of war.  
 
This programme began by the General Conference of UNESCO, held in 1972. Since then, 194 
states around the world have joined the convention, making it one of the most widely recognized 
international agreements and the world’s most known cultural programme. To date, there are 878 
UNESCO Heritage Sites across the world. 
 
MALTA’S UNESCO PREHISTORIC WORLD HERITAGE SITES 
The Maltese Islands have three sites inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage List:  
the Megalithic Temples and the Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum and the City of Valletta. Why 
were these sites designated as UNESCO World Heritage Sites? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seven megalithic temples are found on the islands of Malta and Gozo, each the result of an 
individual development. These temples were inscribed on the World Heritage List as a group 
and represent a unique architectural tradition that flourished on the Maltese Islands between 
3600 and 2500 B.C. The two temples of Ġgantija on the island of Gozo are notable for their 
gigantic structures and are the oldest, free-standing monuments in the world, at least 1,000 
years before the famous Egyptian pyramids of Giza were constructed. The temples of Ħaġar 
Qim, Mnajdra and Tarxien are unique architectural masterpieces, given the limited resources 
available to their builders. The earliest temple structures of Ta’ Ħagrat and Skorba show how 
the tradition of temple-building originated and handed down from one generation to another in 
prehistoric Malta.  
 
The Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum is a rock-cut underground complex that was used both as a 
sanctuary as well as for burial purposes by the temple builders. The three underground levels 
date from around 3600 to 2400 B.C. The monument is considered one of the oldest prehistoric 
monuments in the world.  
 

Left: Ħaġar Qim Temples and Right: Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum, two of Malta’s prehistoric 

UNESCO World Heritage sites. 
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The capital city of Malta, Valletta, is inseparably linked to the history of the Order of St John 
of Jerusalem. Built after the Great Siege of 1565 and named after Grandmaster Jean Parisot 
de Valette, this fortified city is enriched with many monuments, all within a relatively small 
space, making it one of the most concentrated historic places in the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF HAVING UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITES? 

Places declared as UNESCO World Heritage Sites enjoy benefit from the following:  
• They become more publicized on the media and thus attract more attention and popularity, 

especially by tourists who tend to visit the site from all over the world. This added popularity 
would bring to the host country added economic benefits; 

• These sites become eligible to receive funds for its protection and conservation; 
• Such sites are also protected by the Geneva Convention (another agency of the United Nations) 

from damage or destruction during a war. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the other hand, UNESCO World Heritage Sites may experience the negative consequences. 
Very often, such sites become mainly used to promote mass tourism for political and economic 
reasons. The great influx of tourists may have negative effect on the quality of life of the 
inhabitants close-by and on the natural habitat due to developments that cater for the tourist 
industry. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
References:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Heritage_Site  
https://www.visitmalta.com/en/a/unesco-sites/  
https://everything-everywhere.com/unesco-world-heritage-sites/  
  

The whole city of Valletta 
that was declared as one of 
UNESCO World Heritage 
sites. 

Two negative effects of having World Heritage sites on the environment: the expansion of the 
tourism industry inevitably brings about more building projects and more traffic conjestion. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.1c  Identify  the  Dolmen   
           and the Menhir as a  
            Bronze Age architectural  
            Features. (1 lesson) 

10.2c Identify the importance of  
           Borġ in-Nadur as a Bronze  
           Age settlement. 

             Bastion walls; harbour location;  
          high ground; cart-ruts,  
             huts/dwellings; silo pits (1 lesson) 

10.3c Describe the cart-ruts as  
          part of the Maltese  
           environment dating back to  
          the Bronze Age and their  
           preservation. (1 lesson) 

 
The Bronze Age phase (2400 BC to 700 BC) has been dividend by archaeologists in three distinct 
phases: the Tarxien Cemetry phase; the Borġ in-Nadur phase and the Baħrija phase.  
 
 
THE DOLMEN AND THE MENHIR 
The dolmen and the menhir are 
typical structures of the Bronze Age 
period. Such structures were found 
scattered in various localities of the 
Maltese Islands, from Wied il-Għajn 
(Marsascala) to Ta’ Ċenċ, Gozo. 
Archaeologists suggest that these 
structures served as monumental 
signs where the burned ashes of the 
dead were laid.  
 
 
 
 
The menhir consists of a megalith placed in a vertical position. The best-known examples of 
menhirs in Malta were found at Ħal Far, Ħal Kirkop and at Qala, Gozo. Most probably the menhir 
had the same function as the Dolmen. Similar structures resembling the dolmen and the menhir 
were found also in southern Italy and Sicily. 
 
 
THE CART-RUTS 
 

One other structure worth noting for the Bronze Age 
period are the cart-ruts. The exact period of origin of 
these canals dug in the open rock has never been 
established. The reason for this is that they were not 
discovered during any archaeological excavation 
because they were always found in the surface rock. 
The best two examples of cart ruts were those found 
at Clapham Junction near Dingli and at Ta’ Ċenċ, 
Gozo. The fact that these cart-ruts were situated close 
to quarry sites, archaeologists have suggested the 
probably that they were used to carry large stones 
from the quarries to the designated building site. The 
fact that these cart ruts were found close to Bronze 
Age archaeological remains have led archaeologists to 
conclude that their origins may date back to the 
Bronze Age period. 
 

 
BRONZE AGE SETTLEMENTS 
In the Bronze Age, the whole tip of the rocky spur above St George’s Bay, Birebbuġa, supported a 
flourishing village. This is demonstrated by numerous pottery sherds found scattered over the whole 
area. The most impressive feature is a massive wall, part of it still standing at 4.5 metres high. In 
Bronze Age times it extended along the whole ridge  forming a D-shaped bastion. Borg in-Nadur site 
was discovered in 1880 and excavations were carried out in 1880 and in 1959. In 1999 a further 
stretch of the defnsive wall was discovered which used to protect the village from the sourteast.  
 

Left: a Bronze Age dolmen. Right: a menhir. 

Cart-ruts in dug in the surface rock. 
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The two most known Bronze Age settlements are those at Borġ in-Nadur at Birżebbuġa and the 
one at Baħrija. Village settlements of this period have these characteristics:  
 
• They were surrounded by a defensive wall; 
• Evidence show that people lived in oval-shaped huts; 
• Villages were situated on elevated ground or a plateau; 
• Grain silos dug in the surface rock were found close to the settlements. 

The type of fragments of pottery ware found at the Baħrija settlement suggest close contact which 
these people had with other Bronze Age communities in Sicily and southern Italy. 
 
 
PRESERVING THE BRONZE AGE SITES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfortunately, is state of most of Malta’s Bronze Age archaeological sites leaves much to be 
desired. Nearly all of these sites are found in the open air and thus constantly at the mercy of the 
natural elements, more prone to acts of vandalism or accidental damage, especially those situated 
close to buildings or construction sites. Where information notices stating their historical 
importance to the public and to visiting tourists is not available, these sites may not always receive 
the exceptional care that they deserve.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
Reference: Prehistory and Temples, Editors: David H. Trump and Daniel Cilia, 2002. Pp. 250-255, 
264-269, 276-291. 

 

The natural elements and acts of vandalism and two factors that cause damage of the exposed 

prehistoric historical heritage in the islands. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.1d Identify Maltese and/or  
         Gozitan sites dating to the  
            Phoenician-Punic period. 

             Melite; Gaudos; Tas-Silġ            
              (1 lesson) 

10.2d Outline the typical features  
         of a Phoenician-Punic shaft  
            and chamber rock-cut tomb.  
           (1 lesson) 

10.3d Discuss the location of tombs  
        in relation to settlement.               
            (1 lesson) 

 
Phoenician and Punic sites in the Maltese Islands 
Archaeological evidence for this period consists mostly of underground rock-cut, chamber tombs 
scattered in various localities in Malta and Gozo. Besides these, there are barely any standing 
structural remains. 
 
THE SANCTUARY AT TAS-SILĠ 
Fifteen kilometres away from Rabat, Malta, a prehistoric megalithic temple was converted into a 
Phoenician temple. This temple was situated on the hill-top of Tas-Silġ, overlooking Marsaxlokk 
Bay. It was dedicated to Ashtart, the Phoenician goddess equivalent to the Greek Hera and the 
Roman Juno. According to a team of Italian archaelogists that excavated this site in the 1960s, 
the Phoenicians added an extension to the outer wall of the prehistoric temple to make it look like 
a typical Phoenician temple plan found in Phoenicia, their land of origin.  
 
During the late Punic period, i.e. 
from the 4th century B.C., the 
sanctuary at Tas-Silġ continued to 
expand with additional structures 
of Hellenistic and Egyptian 
influence. This is evidenced from 
several building fragments, 
including a single covetto cornice, a 
square pilaster and fragments of a 
frieze with Egyptian motifs. The 
Tas-Silġ site revealed that the 
Maltese inhabitants of this period 
had developed the right technology 
to dig well shafts up to 10 metres 
deep, enough to reach water table. 
At Tas-Silġ, at least two such wells 
were excavated.  
 
THE SITE OF THE PHOENICIAN/PUNIC HARBOUR 
Malta, like other Mediterranean islands colonized by the 
Phoenicians had close commercial links with the 
Phoenician motherland. The artifacts discovered in some 
of the tombs of this period suggest that there were 
commercial links between the islands and other 
Phoenician colonies in the eastern Mediterranean, 
namely Cyprus, Sidon, Egypt and Greek city-states. On 
the other hand, the excavation of jewelry items (five 
bracelets and four rings) at Għajn Qajjet tomb suggest 
that Malta served as a port of call between Phoenician 
the colonies in Spain and the Phoenician motherland.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The Phoenician temple at Tas-Silg. Source of plan from 
Malta Phoenician, Punic, and Roman, p. 47. 

Above: Present-day aerial view of 
Marsaxlokk harbour. 

 

Left: Marsaxlokk Bay as seen from 
Tas-Silġ in the early 1900s. 
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There is no doubt that the harbours played an important role in making this commercial activity 
possible. The Phoenicians chose Marsaxlokk bay as their main commercial harbour, even though 
it was more open and less shetered from the south-eastern winds. One reason may be that it 
offered extensive beaching facilities and was closer to their sea-route towards the east. 
 
As for Gozo, the only beaching facilities with shelter 
from strong winds and rough seas were the sandy 
beach of Ramla Bay. So it is no surprise that the 
Phoenician sanctuary of Ras il-Wardija was 
erected on high-ground overlooking Ramla Bay. 
Gozo however, has a number of short narrow inlets 
with a sand bed at the head. The best examples 
are Mġarr ix-Xini, Xlendi and Marsalforn. Thse are 
located in different parts of the island and may 
have provided shelter and beaching facility for 
small ships depending on the drection of the winds 
and the sea currents. 
 
On the other hand, the concentration of late Punic tombs recorded in various areas around the 
inner Grand Harbour, such as Marsa, Ħamrun, Tarxien and Paola, and remains of water cisterns, 
tend archaeologists to suggest that this part of the Grand Harbour was being developed as an 
alternative port centre. 
 
THE PUNIC STRUCTURE AT ŻURRIEQ 
The most outstanding surviving structure of the Punic period is the curious square building 
enclosed inside a private gardin in Żurrieq. It consists of a single room about five metres high and 
having an Egyptian-type crowing cornice (known as corvetto cornice). It could well have been 
part of a religious building. Much of the rest of the complex survived in good shape in the late 
18th century when Jean Houel, a French artist, saw it and publisheda plan and elevation of it all, 
which he described as a ‘Greek house’. But to this day, most of the building has been destroyed 
and excavations made inside and outside it produced no further evidence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VILLAS IN THE COUNTRYSIDE 
The Maltese countryside must have been dotted here and there with country houses, but no 
explicity Punic ones has ever been excavated and recorded. But every time a Roman country 
house or ‘villa’ was excavated, beneath its structure, Punic pottery was found, suggesting that 
these Roman villas had been preceded by Punic ones. Such is the case at Ta’ Kaċċatura, near 
Birżebbuġa, at Żejtun and at San Pawl Milqi, the largest of them all.  
 
ROUND TOWERS 
Another enigma of Maltese archaeology are the so-called ‘Roman towers’. They consist of five or 
six cylindrical towers situated in the Maltese countryside. Only Ta Ġawhar, Ta’ Ċiedna and Ta’ 
Wilġa have been investigated; all three have a rectangular cistern attached to them. 
 
 
 

Ras il-Wardija Punic sanctuary in Gozo. 

The Punic tower-like 
structure as it was 

depicted in an 18th-

century painting and 
what remains of it in 

the present-day. 
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These round towers would not make sense to be built in the 
Roman period, when the whole Mediterranean was under 
Roman control. Their existance during the earlier Punic period 
is confirmed by their ashlar construction technique which is 
typical of Punic buildings. Their distribution pattern does not 
seem to make sense as a defensive system against pirates. It 
has been suggested that they served as a system of watch 
towers intended to guard over the olive-estates of the ancient 
‘villas’.  The problem with this hypothesis is that very few of 
the known villas are close to these towers and several towers 
have no villa remains close-by. 
 
Location and structure of the Phoenician-
Punic rock-cut tomb 
 
THE EARLY PHOENICIA TOMBS 
A unique burial site was found in Republic Street in Rabat, Gozo. It is one of the few sites which 
show a direct link between the Bronze Age people and the Phoenician settlers in the islands. It 
consisted of a small mound covering a capping stone at the centre of a large circle of unworked 
field stones, some 9 metre in diameter. The burial was beneath the capping stone. Unfortunately, 
this discovery was badly recorded.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ġħajn Qajjet and Mtarfa tombs are datable to the 7th and 6th centuries B.C. The concentration of 
tombs around Rabat, Malta tends to suggest that the Mdina/Rabat area was already taking shape 
as the main urban settlement in Malta. This was not the case in Gozo where only a couple of 
tombs dating to the same period were found in the vicinity of Rabat/Victoria. This implies that this 
area became Gozo’s main urban centre much later than that of Malta.  
 
THE TOMBS OF THE LATE PUNIC PERIOD 

The tombs of the Punic period continued the old Phoenician tradition of underground chambers 

reached by means of vertical shafts. The original floor plan of a round or oval chamber of the 

Phoenician tomb with a round shaft was replaced in the early Punic phase by one consisting of a 

round chamber and a rectangular shaft. In the later Punic-Hellenistic phase which overlapped with 

the early Roman period, the chamber too became rectangular in plan and rooms were placed on 

the sides of the shaft.  

 

One of the round-towers of the 
late Punic or early Roman period. 

Source: Distribution 
of Punic tombs in 

the Maltese Islands 

in Malta, Punic and 

Roman, p. 115 
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Most of these underground spaces were dug in the solid rock 

where the corpse was placed on a smooth platform on one 

side of the trench in the centre of the tomb floor. In the 

trench, pottery jars were placed. It may have also served to 

collect rainwater that penetrated the burial chamber. When 

the ritual of cremation was used, the cremated remains were 

collected in ceramic urns and placed in the previously made 

chamber tombs without shifting any of their contents.  

Another set of architectural remains are rock-cut, partly built, 
religious shrines on the edge of cliffs as Ras il-Wardija, Gozo. 
Whichever diety was venerated here, the location of the 
sanctuary suggests that it was connected with the sea. The 
building could well have been a landmark for sailors.  
 
During the late Punic phase, underground tombs became 

more common, probably the result of a significant increase 

in population. A large concentration of tombs was in fact 

discovered near Rabat, Malta. But the number of tombs in 

Gozo – not more than thirteen in all, mostly situated in St 

Francis Square, Rabat, suggests that Gozo had a very small 

population compared to that of Malta. 

Population estimates based on the distribution of tombs have releaved that by the end of the 

Punic period, and probably much earlier, another major settlement centre had taken shape at the 

very inner end of the Grand Harbour. A similar but smaller town settlement appears to have 

emerged close to the Cittadella in Gozo.  

 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Reference: Malta, Phoenician, Punic, and Roman, Editors: Anthony Bonanno and Daniel Cilia, 2005 
pp. 46-49, 59-61, 91-93, 115-118. 
  

A rock-cut shaft and burial 

chamber of the late Punic period. 

Left:   A Late Punic rock-cut chamber tomb at Xemxija.  
Right: An internal Punic chamber tomb at Mġarr, Malta. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

 10.1e  Identify Maltese and/or  
         Gozitan urban sites dating  
              to the Roman period. 
             (2 lessons) 

10.2e Describe typical architectural  
           and artistic features of Roman  
           period Malta. (2 lessons) 

10.3e Describe typical architectural  
           and artistic features of  
               Roman period Malta, and/or  
              the state of their preservation.  
           (2 lessons) 

Melite; Domus Romana; Gaudos. 
Domus Romana; Għajn Tuffieħa Roman 
Baths. 

Domus Romana; Għajn Tuffieħa 
Roman Baths; St Paul’s Catacombs; 
San Pawl Milqi countryside villa and 
olive oil production site. 

 
 
Architectural and artistic remains of the Roman period 

There are very few remains of buildings that can be dated firmly to this phase. With respect to 

the two main towns of Melite and Gaulos, no structures have been found in Gozo, while for Malta 

the only structure is the Roman domus at Rabat. It is a real pity that no more building remains of 

the same level have been discovered anywhere else.  
 
A good number of rock-cut underground tombs also date to this phase, which means that in 

Roman times the inhabitants of the islands continued to bury their dead in the Punic tradition of 

both inhumation and cremation. It appears that the tomb plan with rectangular shaft and 

rectangular chamber became predominant in this phase.  
 
Beyond wall paintings and mosaics, portraiture and commemorative relief sculpture, there are 

hardly any other art products that one can call strictly as ‘Roman’ as distinct from ‘Hellenistic’.  

However, most artifacts excavated in Malta and given the generic epithet ‘Roman’ meant that 

they were produced somewhere in the Roman Empire.  
 
 
THE SANCTUARY AT TAS-SILĠ 

The sanctuary of Tas-Silġ grew in importance 

during the Hellenistic age (c.330–30 BC) when 

it  was further embellished with additional 

rectangular portico and altar enclosures. In the 

last phase of its use around 400 AD, a basilica-

shape church was built over the previous 

courtyard. A small baptisimal font was 

constructed in the centre of the previous 

prehistoric temple. 

 

 
 
 
 

THE ROMAN DOMUS AT RABAT (MALTA) 

The remains of the Roman domus (meaning: 

townhouse) were accidentally discovered by 

A.A. Caruana in 1881 while trees were being 

planted outside Mdina’s Greeks’ Gate. Further 

extensions were unearthed by Temi Zammit in 

1922. Its construction was dated to around 80 

B.C. on the basis of its architecture, namely 

the Hellenistic peristyle, the Doric columns and 

the fine-quality set of mosaics that decorated 

its floors. 
 
 

 

 

Above right: Roman temple and Byzantine Church 

at Tas-Silġ Sanctuary. 

Below: The Roman Domus at Rabat houses the 

Heritage Malta Museum of Roman Antiquities. 
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The rooms of the domus were located around a richly-decorated courtyard with Doric columns 

curved out of Globicerina limestone. The floors of the courtyard and the rooms were covered with 

mosaics of the highest artistic quality. The mosaics date the building of the domus between 75 

BC and 50 AD. Their style and motifs show close connections with earlier Hellenistic mosaic art in 

Alexandria, Egypt. Apart from the emblemata in the centre of the mosaics, which could have been 

imported as finished produced from other parts of the empire, all the other mosaic floors were 

laid on the spot by local artisans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Excavations of the domus and adjacent buildings highlights the great number of cictersn and 

canals hewn in the natural bedrock. The railway station road constructed in the early 1880s, cut 

in the bedrock between the Roman remains and Mdina, has destroyed a good part of the 

archaeological depostis. 
 
The archaeological remains of the Roman period recovered from the domus and from other sites 

in the Rabat area are on exhibit in the Rabat domus built over part of the ruins of the original 

Roman domus. The site is kept by Heritage Malta and is officially referred to as ‘The Museum of 

Roman Antiquities.’ 
 
THE VILLA AT SAN PAWL MILQI 

Many of the country ‘villas’ seem to have been 

built during this same phase, in some cases, 

constructed over previous Punic ones. The three 

country villas discovered at Żejtun, Ta’ Kaċċatura  

(Birżebbuġa) and San Pawl Milqi (Burmarrad) 

were equipped with stone crushers for the 

pressing of olives to produce olive oil. The site of 

San Pawl Milqi has the most extensive remains of 

a typical Roman villa. It was excavated by the 

Missione Arcaeologica Italiana in the 1960s, 

which brought to light the remains of a large 

Roman villa that was occupied for at least six 

centuries (from the 2nd century BC to the fourth 

century AD). The remains show several 

reconstructions and additions which changed the 

general layout of the building across the 

centuries. The villa included an agricutural unit 

consisting of several stone instruments related to 

olive pressing. Fragments of fine wall paintings 

show that it was also a residential villa.  

 
 

The plan and loxcation of the atrium (main hall) of the Roman domus. 

Remains of the Roman country villa and olive 
pressing complex at San Pawl Milqi, Burmarrad. 
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THE ROMAN BATHS AT GĦAJN TUFFIEĦA 

The Roman baths at Għajn Tuffieħa were discovered in 1929. The choice of the site must have 

been determined by the presence of an abundant spring of fresh water. The original building 

included an artificial heating system involving a furnace which supplied hot water as well as hot 

air to heat the adjacent rooms. The heated rooms were arranged in such a way as to provide for 

the bathing ritual practised by the Romans in the large public thermae in the large cities. This 

involved the passing from a hot steaming room (calidarium) to a moderately warm room 

(tepidarium) and finishing into a cold bath (frigidarium).  
 

All the mosaics carry geometrical 

patterns. The 1929 excavation also 

brought to light some remains of painted 

wall plaster. This site is the only one so 

far in Malta where fragments of flat glass 

sheets used as windowpanes were 

discovered. 
 
The complex at Għajn Tuffieħa is too 

small and far away from town and it is 

thus more likely that it was used as a 

private residential villa. The problem is 

that so far no adjacent remains of such a 

villa have been discovered. Besides an 

outdoor swimming pool, and a communal 

latrine that could accommodate eleven 

persons at any one time, the complex 

had a series of small rooms to serve as 

bedrooms (cubicula). This arrangement 

makes it more likely to be a small public 

bathing complex situated in a quite place 

between town and sea. Judging from the 

mosaics that decorated the floors and the 

bathing rooms, it was very probably used 

by members of the better-off classes of 

Roman Maltese society between 150 and 

250 AD.  

 
 
THE RAMLA L-ĦAMRA VILLA AT NADUR, GOZO 

This residential villa, excavated by Temi 

Zammit in 1910-1911 in Roman times served 

as a sea-side resort, provided with heated 

bathing system and decorated with marble 

floors and painted walls. Most of its plan did 

not survive by the time of its excavation. As 

many as 19 rooms were discovered, six of 

them (rooms 1 to 6) served as living quarters, 

while rooms 7 to 11 and 13 to 19 had to do 

with the bathing complex.  The villa was 

decorated with marble mosaics of different 

colours. The walls were covered with painted 

plaster in imitation coloured marble. 

Fragments of mosaics were found in room 1 

but no designs were recovered.  

 

 
 

Remains of the Roman Baths at Għajn Tuffieħa. 

Remains of the Roman villa at Ramla l-Ħamra, 

Gozo. 
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ST PAUL’S CATACOMBS AT RABAT (MALTA) 

St Paul’s Catacombs is the most extensive early Chrisitian underground cemetry in Malta has an 

approximate area of 200 metres squared is near to the types of catacombs of Rome. It appears 

to have originated from a number of smaller hypogea of the Punic-Roman tradition which were 

extended further to cater for the burial needs of late Roman and Byzantine Malta. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

They were abondoned during the centuries of Arab domination until parts of them were reused 

again in later medieval times when the area closest to its entrance was converted into an 

undergound church dedicated to St Agata.  
 
The walls on both sides of the catacombs are covered with lamp-holes and loculi (rectangular 

hollows) for the burial of children. The entrance steps lead to a hall (atrium) on the left and the 

right containing an ‘agape’ table (stipadium) for comunal use. Beyond these halls is a maze of 

corridors flanked by graves of all types, the majority of these being of the canopied type. 
 
The walls appear to have been plastered with coloured lines. Unfortunately, very scant fragments 

of plaster survive, the best preserved one is a picture of a seated figure on one of the canopied 

graves with the shape of a small anchor (which was an early Christian symbol) and above it a 

Greek word meaning ‘goodluck’ or ‘farewell’.  
 
Urban and rural settlements in Roman times 
 
THE ROMAN TOWNS OF MELITE AND GAULOS 

The two main urban centres already in existence in 

pre-Roman times continued to develop in the Roman 

republican phase. Roman contemporary writers 

(Diodorus Siculus, Livy and Cicero) referred on 

several occasions to a fortified town in Malta, but not 

in Gozo. Diodorus Siculus recorded that ‘dwellings on 

the island are worthy of note, being ambitiously 

constructed with cornices and finished in stucco with 

unusual workmanship.’  
 
The location and extension of the town of Melite in 

Roman imperial times are well known. Its remains lie 

buried under the old city of Mdina and its present 

fortifications, probably cover the man and Medieval 

ones. Melita, however, extended beyond the present 

fortifications of Mdina and covered a sizable portion of 

present-day Rabat. Of the Roman ditch that marked the 

limits of Melite only a section of it is still visible today, 

behind the Parish Church of St Paul. The concentration 

of catacombs beyond this ditch, further confirms the 

limits of the town of Melite in this direction. 

 

 

St Paul’s Catacombs 
at Rabat (Malta) 

The line of demarkation (in red) of the 

wall that surrounded the Roman town 

of Melite. 
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The main town of Gozo, which, like that of Malta, stood almost in the centre of the island, occupied 

only part of the hill on which it was sited, with an acropolis (citadel) planned on a much higher 

promontory at its north extremity. The limits of the ancient town are not known with any precision 

but archaeologists have arrived at a plausible reconstruction of its limits. The cite of the Medieval 

Castello may have consituted the upper city or citadel, while a section of today’s Victoria/Rabat 

formed the lower city. 
 
ROMAN COUNTRY VILLAS 

Country villas belonging to well-off gentlemen also increased in number, sometimes replacing previous 

country houses of Punic times. The large villa at San Pawl Milqi is one such example. In the imperial 

phase one can say that two distinct types of villas marked the Maltese landscapeL the residential villas 

and the rustic ones. The former were intended soley for residential purposes, often furnished with the 

comforts of a heating bathing system, and decorated with floor mosaics, as the ones found at Għajn 

Tuffieħa, Malta (dated to the 2nd century A.D.) and Ramla l-Ħamra Bay (Gozo).  

The rustic villas were self-contained farming units, besides the residential areas had complex 

production areas for the pressing of olives to produce olive oil. Although about twenty of these 

villas have been documented, some of them have been lost for ever. Most probably, these estates 

were run with the aid of a body of slaves as was the practice in other parts of the Roman Empire.  

THE MAIN HARBOURS IN ROMAN TIMES 

With regards to ports, it seems that the deeper and narrower harbours on the north coast were 

used more extensively in Roman times. These were the two well sheltered harbours on each side 

of Mount Sciberras peninsula and Salina Bay. A settlement of some sort may have been developed 

in the Grand Harbour area, but evidence of this have not been found as yet. 
 
 
The end of the Classical Age and the beginning of the Medieval Age 
 

The 4th and 5th centuries A.D. are 

generally referred to as ‘Late Antiquity’. 

It was a time of deep political, economic 

and spiritual crisis that affected all facets 

of Roman life. It resulted with the fall of 

the Roman Empire in the west when 

Rome was occupied by the Goths in 476 

A.D. Malta may have been occupied, first 

by the Vandals (probably in c. 445) and 

then by the Goths (probably in c. 477).  

 

In 535 A.D., during the reign of the 

Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian I and 

his able general Belisarius, Sicily and 

Malta were reconquered and 

incorporated in the Eastern Roman or 

Byzantine Empire, along with Sicily until 

they were won over by the Muslim Arabs 

in 870 A.D. 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Reference: Malta, Phoenician, Punic, and Roman, Editors: Anthony Bonanno and Daniel Cilia, 

2005 pp. 160-167, 182-185, 244-252, 284-289, 298-299, 308-321, 324-327, 342-343. 

  

Above: The Fall of Rome to the Barbarians Goths in 476 A.D. 
Left: The Arab conquest of the Maltese Islands in 870 A.D. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.1f Identify the medieval  
         fortified settlements of Malta  
          and Gozo. (3 lessons) 

10.2f   Differentiate between  
            medieval fortified  
            settlements and other types  
            of settlements. (2 lessons) 

10.3f Discuss reasons for the  
        development and/or 

              abandonment of settlements in  
              Malta. (2 lessons) 

Mdina, Birgu, Gozo Citadel 
Mdina, Gozo Citadel,                    

cave-dwelling,                                      
Ħal-Millieri hamlet 

Medieval, Knights period. 

 
Malta’s medieval fortified settlements  
 
THE MEDIEVAL FORTIFIED TOWN OF MDINA 

The chronology of the transformation from the much larger town of Melite to the much smaller 

Medieval part of Mdina is a matter of controversy. The traditional view is that the Arab conquerors 

after 870, reduced its size to present-day Mdina, with the rest of the town becoming Rabat. This 

view has been challenged in view of the process of urban settlements in early medieval times. Did 

the reduction in the size of Melite take place in Byzantine times? A degree of urban degradation 

was already taking place long before the Arabs set foot in Malta. Perhaps further research will 

prove that the Byzantine defenders, in response to the new threat of Muslim expansion, contructed 

internal fortifications whilst retaining the ancient boundaries of the Roman town of Melite. It is 

plausible that they developed a ‘citadel’, thus creating a stronghold which could help defend the 

town, rather than replacing it. After 870, according to this hypothesis, this citadel became the 

Arab ‘Medina’ or ‘Mdina’ (in Maltese). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The Church must have a source of continuity from late Roman to early medieval times. During 

the Byzantine era, Mdina was the seat of a bishop. Once in Arab hands, the citadel gradually 

developed into Mdina. There is no reason to disbelieve al-Himyari’s account that resettlement and 

rebuilding in the 11th century made Mdina ‘a finer place than it was before’. 
 
Following the Norman conquest of Malta in 1091, the Normans added new defences, together with 

a Norman tower at Villeganion Street. It has been suggested that the 13th-century town was 

defended by two fortresses at either side: a southern castle of Byzantine foundation at the main 

gate and a rocca of Norman origins at Bastion Square.  
 
During the Middle Ages, Mdina became the political, cultural, administrative and commercial 

centre to the extent that it functioned as the capital city of the islands. Much rebuilding took place 

in the later medieval centuries: the opening of Greeks’ Gate, the city castle was removed in the 

mid-15th century and replaced by residential dwellings when the town exceeded 1000 inhabitants. 

In fact, a number of medieval town houses belonging to the upper class have been documented. 

These include the ground-floor level of Palazzo Santa Sofia, Palazzo Gatto Murina, Palazzo 

Inguanez and Palazzo Falzon.  
 
 
 

An artistic 
reconstruction of 

Medieval Mdina. 

Mdina’s ‘Norman’ 
Cathedral’ was 

damaged by the 

earthquake of 
1693 was then 

rebuilt in the 

baroque style of 
the time. 
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Good examples of medieval architecture are also to be seen at Sqaq Ferdinandu, Sqaq Aragona 

and Triq Mesquita and several medieval chapels, such as that of St Peter which is part of the 

Benedict nunnery. 
 
The medieval town of Mdina was substantially rebuilt following the earthquake of 1693 which 

devastated more than half of its buildings, including its medieval Romaneque-Gothic-style 

Cathedral. Nonetheless, the 18th-century rebuilding of Mdina followed the medieval streetscape 

of the medieval town. 

 
 
Medieval Rabat emerged in the area which 

formerly had made up two-thirds of Roman 

Melite. In 1536, Quintinus testified to the 

strength of the cult of St Paul amongst the 

Maltese. The Grotto of St Paul would become 

well-known abroad. Also, in late medieval 

Rabat, the ancient hypogea or catacombs 

became places of worship. By the end of the 

15th century, there were established in Rabat 

priories or convents belonging to the 

Augustinians, Carmelite, Dominicans and 

Fransican religious orders. The latter, even 

before 1400, administred the hospital of St 

Francis, which later became Santo Spirito 

Hospital and nowadays it houses the National 

Archives.  

 

 

 

THE CASTRUM MARIS AND MEDIEVAL BIRGU 

Medieval Birgu was dominated by the castrum maris situated at the tip of the peninsula and dated 

to the 13th century or possibly even earlier. By the time the Knights came to Malta, this castle 

was in a very bad state and needed urgent repair. Grand Master L’Isle Adam took over the 

Castellan’s house and turned into a residential palace. The Siculo-Gothic Chapel of St Anne within 

the castrum maris was turned into a private chapel for the Grand Master. The castrum maris was 

remodelled and strengthened in subsequent centuries by the Kinghts and its name change to Fort 

St Angelo, as it is still known today. It was from here that De Valette directed the defence of the 

islands during the Great Siege of 1565. 

 

Birgu had a number of town houses or 

palaces similar to those of Mdina. But 

with the coming of the Knights who 

established their headquarters at 

Birgu in 1530, a vast rebuilding 

programme was undertaken, with the 

result that nearly all the medieval 

buidlings were demolished and 

replaced by others for use by the 

Knights, namely the auberges, a 

hospital and an armoury. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Santo Spirito Hospital was the main medieval 

hospital in Malta administered by the università 
of Mdina until its abolition by the British in 1818. 

Artistic reconstruction of the medieval castrum maris at Birgu. Towards the end of the medieval period 
Birguy was already developing into a maritime settlement. 
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THE GOZO CITADEL 

The Gozo Citadel also had its own 

medieval buildings. Unfortunately these 

have all perished across the centuries – 

the reason for this being: Dragut’s 

attack on that island in 1551 which 

almost left the whole citadel in ruins; 

and the earthquake of 1693 which 

destroyed most of the older buildings, 

including the perious church within the 

Cittadella. One of the few remaining 

medieval buildings still standing is that 

which today houses the Folklor Museum 

in Bernardo Street. 

 

 

 
 
Reasons in Malta’s case for the abandonment of settlements (lost villages) 
 
The phenomenon of medieval lost villages is found in other European countries. In Malta’s case, 
the phenomenon of lost villages occurred during the late medieval (e.g. Mellieħa) and early 
modern or the Knights’ period. Ħal Millieri was one such example. Parish records show that the 
last inhabitants of this village went to live in Żurrieq in 1712. 
  
SMALL SIZE 
Being more the size of hamlets rather than smallvillages, the number of inhabitants could have 
been something around 50 people. This small number of inhabitants could very easily perish if 
the village was attacked by surprise by pirates or by an infecious disease. 
  
PROXIMITY TO THE COST 
Those hamlets that were very close to the coast which 
was accessible to pirate landings were most probably 
the first to be abondoned. Documentary sources 
mention that raids by Muslim pirates from North Africa 
became more frequent during the 14th and 15th 
century. This may have made people resettle in a 
larger village further inland for more security. There 
could have been instances where the inhabitants of a 
small hamlet were attacked by surprise, the 
inhabitants massacred or taken into captivity and the 
few farmsteads that made up the hamlet ransacked 
and left in ruins. 
  
LOCATION IN REMOTE AREAS 
Hamlets or villages that were far from the coast but in 
a remote area cut off from other large villages closeby 
may have been abondoned for fear of being attacked 
by pirates who manage to land and village the 
surrounding countryside. One such example was the 
village of Mellieħa which, although a few kilometres 
away from the coast and situated on high ground, was 
abondoned by the late 15th century, probably because 
of its remoteness, since the next largest village close 
to it was Mosta. 
  
THE ABSENCE OF SERVICES AND AMENITIES 
The hamlets were too small be deserve the presence of specialized amenities and services, such 
as: groceries, carpenter, blacksmith, bakery, a notary, a doctor, a chapel and a resident priest. 
Needs which could not be met by the locals had to be obtained from the nearest larger village. 
This may have led to a gradual migration of the younger inhabitants to move to a larger village 
which offered such services and amenities. 
 
   

Artistic reconstruction of the medieval Gran Castello of Gozo. 

Coastal hamlets in Mediterranean 
islands were easy prey to raids by 

Barbary corsairs. 
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MARRIAGE 
Young inhabitants of a hamlet could have married into a family living in a larger village and 
decided to set up their new home there. Extended families were very common in medieval times 
and this meant that members of the same family often chose to reside in the same village. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MERGING WITH A LARGER VILLAGE 
Some hamlets having a population of 
some 50 people or less, may have simply 
been  ‘swallowed’ up by a sprawling 
village close-by.  This trend became 
more common during the Knights’ period 
when hamlets that survived up to that 
time found themselves surrounded by 
other villages and by time lost their 
separate identity. One such example is 
the closter ov villages that today make 
up the village of Żebbuġ (Malta). In late 
medieval times, close to Żebbuġ there 
were a cluster of hamlets, namely: Ħal 
Dwin, Ħal Mula and Ħal Xluq, which 
nowdays form part of modern Żebbuġ. 
Evidence for the existance of these 
hamlets can still be seen in some of the 
street names of present-day Żebbuġ. 
Other similar examples apply to Żurrieq, 
Żejtun, Naxxar, Birkirkara, Luqa, Qormi 
and Rabat. 
 
 
 
A CATASTROPHIC EVENT 
The inhabitants of a small hamlet could have disappeared in an instant, especially if the village 
was attacked by pirates and the inhabitants taken away into slavery. Plague or some other 
infectious and deadly disease could have killed all the inhabitants in a few days and left the 
hamlet completely uninhabited. Natural causes such as a powerful earthquake or frequent years 
of draught could have forced the inhabitants to abondon the hamlet altogether. 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
References:  
Malta, The Medieval Millenium, Editors: Charles Dalli and Daniel Cilia, 2006 pp. 259–309. 
Il-Wirt Arkitettoniku tal-Gżejjer Maltin, George A. Said-Zammit, pp. 60–70.  
 
 

Activities are services of the Church was an important factor which attracted the Maltese to 

leave the hamlets and settle in larger villages and towns during the Knights’ period. 

The lost hamlet of Ħal Muxi, Ħal Mula and Ħal Dwin 

merged and disappeared within the larger village of 

Żebbuġ during the Knights’ period. 

Ħal Muxi 

Ħal Mula 

Ħal Dwin 

ĦAŻ ŻEBBUĠ 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

10.2g Recognise from illustrated sources medieval  
           architectural features. (2 lessons) 

10.3g Describe the main architectural characteristics of  
            the medieval period. (2 lessons) 

Muxrabija windows, sikifah passageways, Palazzo Santa 
Sofia. 

Animal-driven mills, rubble walls; giren; Għar il-Kbir 
settlement; St Agatha cave-church; Ħal-Millieri Church of 
the Annunciation. 

 
Malta’s main medieval built heritage 

MUSLIM CEMETRY AT RABAT, MALTA 

The only substantial site that dates to the time when Islam was practiced in early medieval Malta 

was a 12th-century graveyard just outside Mdina and next to the Roman domus. The site was 

discovered while excavations on the domus were being made in 1881, with more than 50 tombs 

unearthed. Fourteen tombs had inscriptions from the Koran, recording the burial of local Muslims 

during the early Norman period. The excavations showed that the graveyard was laid out over the 

foundations of the domus, with some of the graves placed on the original pavements. There is 

little reason to doubt the Muslim identity of the graveyard. One grave seem to have belonged to 

a wealthy Muslim due to the fact that a solid silver ring inscribed with the verse Rabbi Allah Wahid 

(My Lord is the One God) was the only piece of jewelry discovered. 

THE ANNUNCIATION CHURCH AT ĦAL MILLIERI 

The Annunciation Chapel is highly significant for the history of late medieval art in Malta. The unknown 

artist depicted saints who were very much venerated at that time (such as St Nicholas, St George and 

St Paul). The painter inscribed the names of the individual saints in Gothic letters. The weight of the 

stone roof was supported by a line of internal arches, a very common feature in medieval buildings in 

Malta. Some examples of dkieken, or low-laying stone benches were found in the chapel, in the 

absence of chairs or benches, a custom which was introduced in the early modern era. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

ĦAL MILLIERI LOST VILLAGE 

Most of the medieval chapels in Malta have a similar external and internal appearance: they have 

a rectangular plan, a slightly slanting roof towards the sides, the sides and the back have no 

window apertures; the facade has an arched doorway and an opening of some kind to let some 

light reach the inside of the chapel. Bell-cots on the facade and a parvis or yard at the front were 

added in the 16th century or later. 
 
The survey of the chapels and settlement discovered at Ħal Millieri marked a turning point in 

Maltese medieval studies. The first results were published by Anthony Luttrell in 1976 and a report 

of excavations made in 1977 were published in 1990. The medieval village which was recorded in 

the Militia List of 1419, numbered 15 households in 1647. Underneath the 15th-century chapel of 

the Annunciation, an earlier church was discovered. Both chapels had been decorated with wall 

frescoes. The excavations provided a unique opportunity to study late medieval burial practices 

within churches and in graveyards since the remains of fifteen burials were discovered.  
 
 
 

Two 15th-century chapels 

that once formed part of 
the lost hamlet of Ħal 

Millieri: 
 
Left: Annunciation Chapel 
 
Right: St John the Baptist 

Chapel 
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ST AGATA CAVE-CHURCH is located only a few metres away from St Paul’s Catacombs, Rabat. The 

history of early Christianity in Malta is evidenced in the rock-cut church with its wall-paintings. A 

staircase lead to the rock-cut church which was probably shaped by removing some of the earlier 

tombs in the catacomb complex. At this site a living link was discovered between the Peleo-Chrisitian 

hypogea and the celebration of the cult below and above ground level in late medieval times. 

 

Originally, the rock-cut church was 

decorated with Siculo-Byzantine frescoes 

showing icons of male and female saints. 

By the end of the Middle Ages a cycle of 

28 wall-paintings, probably through 

patronage of noble families (like Bordino 

and Falzon, whose names were 

reproduced in the paintings) were added. 

Most of the paintings were in a very bad 

state at the time of excavation and had 

to be rescued from being lost forever by 

modern intervention. A church was built 

abov-ground by 1504 and nearly rebuilt 

again in the 17th century.  

 
THE ROCK-CUT CHURCH AND THE MEDIEVAL LOST VILLAGE OF MELLIEĦA 

The medieval rock-cut chapel at Mellieħa, mentioned in Bishop Senatroe de Mello’s Rollo of 1436, 

evidenced the existence of a parish and a medieval village that was practically depopulated by 

the 16th century. The medieval parish (cappella) of Mellieħa extended across the whole of Malta 

north of the Great Fault. The rock-cut santuary dedicated to the Virgin and the Child, is an 

outstanding example of a cave adapted to serve as a medieval parish church. 

CAVE-DWELLINGS (TROGLODYTISM) AND ROCK-CUT CH URCHES 

Troglodytism was a feature of human settlement in Malta from prehistic times. In the late middieval 

period there was a troglodyte Church characterized by cave churches, rock-cut sanctuaries and 

underground tombs. Making use of limited natural resources, farmers and animal breeders used, 

expanded, and adapted caves created by nature as well as caves dug into the sides of cliff. 
 

In 1536, Quintinus reported the existence of numerous 

cave-dwellers (specus excarvant). Recent studies yield 

highly interesting details about Malta’s cave-dwelling 

heritage. The well-known settlement at Għar il-Kbir 

(limits of Dingli) was only abondoned in the 19th 

century. Residents at Għar il-Kbir were recorded by 

name in mid-16th-century deeds. In 1637 the Dutch 

scientist Anthanasius Kircher described how stone walls 

divided the caves into private dwellings, whilst built 

facades covered the cave entrances. The caves were lit 

by means of shafts. In 1665, Gian Franġisk Abela 

reported 27 families living there, making use of the 

nearby common land. Another example of cave-

settlement is to be found at Tal-Latmija, overlooking 

Ċirkewwa. Examples of cliff-face settlements may be 

observed at Xagħra tal-Vikarju, Mtaħleb, il-Qlejgħa tal-

Baħrija and San Niklaw, Mellieħa overlooking Għadira 

Bay. Here a cave-church was attached to the troglodyte 

settlement, a phenomenon repeated in other places, 

Troglodyte monks made use of a whole network of early 

Christian cave-burials at Dwejra on Binġemma ridge. 

 

 

St Agata rock-cut medieval chapel occupies part 

of the catacombs that bear the same name. 

The cave-dwelling at Għar il-Kbir, 
l/o Dingli. 
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The late medieval countryside was dotted with cave-

churches. A number of late medieval rock-rut churches 

showed the desire of monks to live an ascetic and seculed 

life. The medieval hermitage at Abbatija tad-Dejr, 

constructed in a Byzantine graveyard, was not an isolated 

case. The Dominican priory at Rabat was attached to the 

rock-cut church of the Virgin of the Grotto, while the 

Carmelite priory at Lunzjata (limits of Rabat, Malta) was 

next to the rock-cut church of San Anard.  

 

 

 

 
 
THE MEDIEVAL HAMLET AT SIMBLIJA  
 

Simblija, near Wiedi r-Rum limits of Dingli, is 

an example of the life in a hamlet in medieval 

Malta. The complex included a church, a rock-

cut mill-room, an animal-driven flourmill, a 

kitchen, a bakery and a network of natural 

and man-made caves for habitation and 

upkeep of animals. The hamlet had a life of 

its own; the church, mill and bakery formed 

a misraħ or square (a communal open space) 

accessible via a gateway.  

 
 
 
 
 
MEDIEVAL SICOLO-NORMAN TOWN HOUSES IN MDINA 

The best tow houses or ‘palaces’ that have survived in Malta since medieval times were owned by 

wealthy or noble Maltese families. Palazzo Falzon (popularily known as Norman House) was owned 

by the family of vice-admiral Michele Falzon, who, together with the other notables of Mdina, 

welcomed Grand Master L’Isle Adam’s ceremonial entry into Mdina in 1530 with a banquet held 

in this same palace. Palazzo Falzon orginally had one storey in the 14th century. An upper storey 

was constructed in the 15th century, while the internal courtyard and the back staircase were 

added in the 16th century. Its style is Sicolo-Norman, which was very popular at that time in 

Palermo and in other places in Sicily and the south of Italy under Aragonese rule. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remains of the medieval hamlet at Simblija, l/o Dingli. 

Two well-preserved 

medieval town-

houses at Mdina:  
 
Left: Palazzo Falzon 
 
Right: Palazzo Santa 

Sofia 

The restored icons at San Arard cave chapel at 
Lunzjata, l/o Rabat, Malta. 
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ARCHED TWO-LIGHT WINDOWS  

The arched two-light windows were introduced to Malta from Sicily during the Aragonese period.  

They consist of an equilateral pointed arch supported by a central column. Two-light windows are 

found all over medieval Sicily, hidden in narrow streets, in churches, castles and palaces. They 

are a fundamental element of Sicolo-Norman architecture as a source for light, the need for 

defence and to add elegance to the building. The best examples of Gothic style arched two-light 

windows can still be seen at Palazzo Gatto Murina, Palazzo Falzon and Palazzo Santa Sofia, all of 

these in Mdina and in an old townhouse in Birgu and another one in the Gozo Citadel. 

THE SIQIFAH OR SIKIFA 

A siqifah or sikifa was a pointed arched covered passageway that linked different sections of large 

townhouses in Mdina, the Cittadella and some of the oldest villages. In  most cases the siqifah 

passed over an internal courtyard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
THE MUXRABIJA 

The muxrabija is of Arab origin. It consists of an ornate timber window or stone-curved balcony 

projecting outwards from the façade of buildings, usually over the main door or to its side. It is 

known as in-nemmiesa or ix-xerriefa. In Gozo it is referred to as il-kixxiefa. It is a typical 

Mediterranean feature, its oldest record dates back to the 7th century in the Middle East. The 

oldest muxrabija in Malta goes back to the 14th century. It kept the inside of the building cool by 

allowing air circulation through its open slots and for people to observe the street and the 

surroundings outside. 

THE DUKKIENA (plural: DKIEKEN) 

The dukkiena or stone bench was another legacy of the Arab period in Malta. It was usually 

attached to the facade or the inside walls of medieval buildings (chapels, houses, palaces, 

farmhouses, taverns) where people could sit with their back to the wall to rest, chat and place 

objects they would be carrying (e.g. sack, tools, cuskets etc.). 

ANNIMAL-DRIVEN MILLS 

A mule, donkey or horse mill was sometimes used in 

conjunction with a watermill or windmill that used 

animal power to rotate the mill. They were used to 

grind grain and to pump water. It freed the miller 

from the heavy burden to rotate the wheel since 

such animals have a greater stamina to perform this 

task. It was first invented by the Carthaginians in 

the 4th century B.C. They may have been introduced 

in Malta by the Carthaginians themselves or by the 

Arabs conquerors after 870 A.D.  

 

 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
References:  
Malta, The Medieval Millenium, Editors: Charles Dalli and Daniel Cilia, 2006 pp. 259–309. 
Il-Wirt Arkitettoniku tal-Gżejjer Maltin, George A. Said-Zammit, pp. 60–70.  
 

Animal-driven mills were very common in the 

medieval times both in Malta and abroad. 

From left to right: 

Sikifa (Mdina) 
Dukkiena (Ħal Millieri) 

A muxrabija (M’Scala) 

Two-arched window 

(Birgu) 
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Malta’s vernacular architecture from the Knights’ 

period to the present day 

 
 

Learning Outcome 11 
 
I can recognise, investigate and discuss the importance of the Malta’s vernacular built heritage 
from the Knights’ period to the present day. 

 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

11.1h Recognise illustrated sources  
           of Malta’s vernacular  
           architecture. (3 lessons) 

11.2h Describe the functions of  
            Maltese vernacular architecture.  
           (3 lessons) 

11.3h Analyse with the help of  
            illustrated sources the main  
             features of Malta’s vernacular  
            architecture. (3 lessons) 

The traditional farmhouse (razzett); niches; chapels; rubble walls; corbelled stone hut; windmills. 

 
 
Features and functions of Malta’s vernacular architecture 

 
IR-RAZZETT (FARMHOUSE) 
 

 
The layout of the traditional 
farmhouse (razzett) goes back 
to medieval times. Its sections 
carry semitic names which may 
mean that they originated 
during Arab times. The main 
sections of the farmhouse are: 
the għorfa, the mandra, the 
internal yard, the remissa, the 
kitchen, the setagħ, the 
bedrooms and the roof. Each 
section or room had its own 
function. 

Farmhouses served as the 
home of the farmer and his 
close family. Sections of the 
farmhouse served as storage 
place for the farmer’s cart and 
farm tools. Another section 
housed the farm animals and   
as a storage place of animal 
fodder. Nowadays farmhouses 
are being remodelled and 
rennovated to serve as a 
private residence or rented as 
brief holiday resort. 

 
NICHES 
 

 
Niches of the most popular 
saints are found in street 
corners and facades of 
buildings in traditional towns 
and villages. Niches of 
particular saints are found in 
particular localities, usually 
that of the village patron saint. 
Niches of St Mary, St Joseph 
and St Paul are found in 
various localities due to the 
fact that they were very widely 
venerated. 

These niches reflected the 
veneration of saints by the 
Maltese and their devotion to the 
Catholic Church. The saint 
represented in the nich was 
usually commissioned and paid 
for by the owner of the building. 
These niches reminded people to 
recite a devotional prayer while 
passing-by. 
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CHAPELS 
 
 

Chapels are found in the open 
countryside or in the midst of 
towns and villages. They were 
built by a wealthy family or by 
the collective contribution of 
the villagers. They were 
dedicated to the most popular 
saints of the time. 
 

The served as places of 
worship and for other spiritual 
needs of the neighbouring 
settlements, whether these 
were hamlets, villages and 
towns. They testify the 
religious fervour which the 
Maltese had towards the 
Catholic Church and the 
veneration of saints. 

 
RUBBLE WALLS 
 
 

Rubble walls are a common 
feature in Mediterranean rural 
landscape. Their origin in Malta is 
still a matter of debate. What is 
sure is that by the Arab period 
they were already in existance. 
Some farmers used to build or 
repair these walls by themselves. 
Since the 20th century many 
rubble walls were demolished to 
make space for buildings and 
roads. 

Rubble walls served various 
functions: they stopped soil 
from dispersing by wind and 
rainwater; they enclosed 
fields; they separated fields 
from one another; they  
provided passageways so that 
the farmers could travel  
between fields on foot or with 
his animal-drawn cart. 

 
THE GIRNA (CORBELLED STONE HUT) 
 
 

The girna was a corbelled hut 
build with the same type of 
stone and technique used to 
contruct rubble walls. Their 
existence is not limited only to 
Malta, they are in fact found in 
other Mediterranean countries 
and islands. 

The girna (pl. giren) provided 
the farmer with some shade 
during some resting time 
during the hot mid-morning 
sun. It served also as a storage 
place for the farm tools which 
the farmer chose to leave in the 
field to avoid having to carry 
them everytime to his home.  

 
WINDMILLS 
 
 

Windmills were privately-
owned buildings of well-off 
farmers who had enough 
money to invest in wheat 
grinding. This type of mill was 
introduced in Malta in the 16th 
century. In some towns and 
villages the existence of a mill 
is often recorder by the 
streetname: ‘Mill Street’ (Triq 
it-Taħħan). 

Farmers carried their wheat to 
the mill where it was grinded 
and turned into flour. It was 
then sold to the bakers to make 
common food items derived 
from flour, such as bread loafs, 
water crackers (galletti), 
biscuits (biskuttini), etc. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

11.1i Comment on the state of  
          Malta’s vernacular  
          architecture and reasons  
          for their conservation and  
          restoration. (1 lesson) 

11.2i Explain the state of Malta’s  
         vernacular architecture and  
          reasons for its conservation  
          and restoration. (1 lesson) 

11.3i Discuss the role of scheduling  
         in the conservation and  
          protection of Malta’s built  
          heritage. (1 lesson) 

 
 
 
WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO RESTORE AND CONSERVE THE VERNACULAR BUILT HERITAGE? 

The Cultural Heritage Act of 2002 states that ‘the built cultural heritage is understood as 
‘immovable objects of artistic, architectural, historical, archaeological...importance, including 
landscapes and groups of buildings’. Malta’s vernacular deserves restoration and conservation 
for the following reasons: 
 
 
• The physical state of some of these vernacular structures is a very bad state due to many 

years of neglect. Unfortunately, those that are in private hands depend on the decision of their 
owner if and when they are rescued from further damage; 

 
 
• In the past, some of the intervention done to repair some of these buildings was not conducted 

properly and scientifically with the result that more harm was done to the existing structure 
(e.g. type of stones used; chemical-based cleaning material and paints; drilling of metal rods 
to strengthen the structure may have rusted after some time); 

 
 
• Most of these buildings have been scheduled by the MEPA (Malta Environment and Planning 

Authority) in 2010 as Grade A protected sites. This means that such structures cannot be 
demolished and replaced by new buildings. Even their close surroundings are protected and 
Furthermore, no massive building projects are permitted that are so close that can cause 
damage to their structure or foundations. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Local Councils, government agencies (e.g. Heritage Malta) and NGOs (e.g. Fondazzjoni Wirt 

Artna, Flimkien Għal Ambjent Aħjar, Moviment Graffiti, Din l-Art Ħelwa, etc.) make great 
efforts to identify particular vernacular structures that need urgent and thorough programme 
of restoration and conservation. Funds are usually provided by the government, by applying 
to EU funds or through sponsorship by a specific commercial or business enterprise. 

 

 

 

 

 

Oranizations in Malta that strive to protect and preserve Malta’s natural and historic 

identity and environment.  
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HOW CAN THE VERNACULAR BUILT HERITAGE BE PROTECTED? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The continued existence of some of the vernacular structures are often faced with the following 
threats: 
 
 
• The natural elements, especially those that are in neglected and situated in an unfavourable 

open and exposed surroundings (e.g. near the sea; on a hill or cliff promontory; exposed to 
frequent traffic). 

 
• Many years of neglect, especially those which are owned by private individuals who do not have 

the financial resources or the intent to undertake proper restoration works; 
 
• Some of these structures are easily accessible to the general public. Unfortunately, this means 

also that they may also find themselves an easy prey to vandals who by their acts inflict further 
damage; 

 
• Although there are regulations in place that prohibit their demolition or building modern and 

complex structures, the possibility remains that some powerful business magnate may by-pass 
these regulations and acquire approval by the authorities.  

 
• It the duty of all citizens, NGOs and local councils to report to the relevant authorities any 

damage, threat or illegal activity that effects these structures or their surroundings; 
 
• ERA (Environment and Resources Authority) has to ensure constant monitoring of these historic 

building structures. One should know that in 2016, MEPA was divided in two separate entities: 
PA (Planning Authority) and ERA (Environment and Resources Authority). The former’s main 
concern is to process and issue building permits while the latter’s main concern is the protection 
of the environment. 

 
• The government ought to initiate information campaigns to increase their awareness and their 

cultural and historic importance among the general public; 
 
• Local Councils ought to provide better and inclusive passageways to those structures situated 

in remote areas in the countryside; 
 
• The relevant authorities ought to install information boards and print heritage trail leaflets for 

local visitors and tourists who show interest in learning about these structures; 
 
• Install CCTV cameras to protect them against acts of vandalism. 
•   

This is how neglect by the authorities, exposure to the natural elements and acts of 

vandalism effect Malta’s vernacular architectural heritage. 
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Malta and Europe: 1945-2008 
 
 
Learning Outcome 12 
 
I can describe and discuss significant events and developments in European history that 
impacted on Maltese society from 1945 to 2008. 
 
 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

12.1j Define the Cold War.                       
          (2 lessons) 

12.2j Explain how the Cold War  
          affected Malta. (2 lessons) 

12.3j Discuss how the Cold War  
          affected Malta’s foreign  
          policy. (2 lessons) 

 
Tarġa Gap nuclear bunker; nuclear-
proof silos. 

Neutrality; Malta Summit of 1989. 

 

What was the Cold War? 

The Cold War was the state of hostility that existed between the Soviet bloc countries and the 
Western powers from 1945 to 1989. It was characterised by threats, propaganda, espionage, 
and an armed race but it did not involve an open conflict between the two sides. 

Historians have identified various causes of the Cold War. The most important three were: 

• Tension between the Soviet Union and the United States over spheres of influence in Europe 
after the defeat of Nazi Germany in the Second World War; 

• The invention of nuclear weapons: first by the USA in 1945, followed by the USSR in 1949; 
• Rival political and economic systems: free market economy and multi-party parliamentary 

democracy in the West versus state-controlled economy and a one-party (Communist) regime 
in the Soviet bloc; 

• The spread of Communism in the Eastern Europe and the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Since the end of the Cold 
War in 1989, the NATO 

alliance have expanded to 

include most of the states in 

Eastern Europe. 
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The Cold War ended up having Europe divided in two opposing and heavily armed blocks and a 
neutral group of states as shown in the map below. In 1949, the Western bloc headed by the USA 
formed NATO as a military alliance against a possible Soviet attack on Western Europe. In 
response, the Soviet bloc states headed by the USSR formed the Warsaw Pact against NATO. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The term ‘Iron Curtain’ was used for the first time in 1946 to describe this division of Europe by 
Winston Churchill, former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. This was the barbed-wired barrier 
separating Western from Eastern Europe. The Berlin Wall which existed from 1961 to 1989 was a 
brick wall separating West Berlin (democratic) from East Berlin (communist). 
 

How did the Cold War affect Malta’s foreign policy? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 1961: the building of the Berlin 

Wall by the East German Government. 

November 1989: the tearing down of 
the Berlin Wall by East and West 
German citizens. 

NATO Office in Malta that 
operated from 1954 until it 
was closed down by the 
Maltese Government in 1971. 

During its final colonial years, 
Malta’s Grand Harbour served 

as a base for NATO warships 

in the Mediterranean. 
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During the first half of the Cold War (1945-1964), Malta was still a British colony and as such it 
was considered part of the Western bloc and used as a NATO base since the United Kingdom 
formed part of that alliance. To this effect, a NATO Office was kept in Malta at Floriana. This office 
was closed down when Dom Mintoff became Prime Minister in 1971 who had made it one of his 
goals to terminate NATO’s presence in Malta. Mintoff then set about renegotiating the renewal of 
Malta’s Defence and Financial Agreement with the United Kingdom. Her, his objectives were 
twofold: get more money from the British and a establish a date by which time the British had to 
close their military base in Malta. After months of negotiations, an agreement was finally reached: 
Britain and NATO would pay £14m a year in rent and Malta would not be used a military base by 
NATO and the Warsaw Pact. 
 
From 1973 onwards, the Maltese Government started distancing itself from its former-por-
Western foreign policy, when Malta joined the Non-Aligned Movement. Malta declared itself a 
neutral and equidistant state from the superpowers with the closure of the British military base 
on 31st March 1979. In 1981 Malta’s neutrality in the Cold War and other international issues was 
recognized by Italy. In 1987, the neutrality clause was entrenched by a two-thirds majority in Malta’s 
Parliament following an amendment in the constitution. Article 1, paragraph 3 of the Malta Constitution thus 
declared that:  
 

‘Malta is a neutral state actively pursuing peace, security and social progress among 
all nations by adhering to a policy of non-alignment and refusing to participate in any 
military alliance.’ 

 
• The neutrality clause barred further Maltese Governments from 

the following: 
• Station foreign military personnel and bases in Malta; 
• Permit foreign forces to use military and non-military facilities 

in Malta;  
• Use Malta’s shipyards for military purposes. 

 
Malta’s neutrality was recognised by the superpowers when they 
agreed to hold one of the summits intended to end the Cold War in 
Malta on 2nd and 3rd December 1989. The Malta Summit was an 
important one because it took place nearly a month after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and a few months since the most of the communist 
regimes in Eastern Europe. 
 
 

Relics of the Cold War era in Malta? 

THE TARGA GAP NUCLEAR BUNKER, LIMITS OF MOSTA 
The bunker, dug into the side of Rihana Valley was intended to serve as a command post for the 
British in case a nuclear fallout during the Cold War. It was built deep into the rock and equipped 
with a filtration system to keep radiation out and provide the personnel using it with clean and safe 
air. However, when the British closed their military base in 1979, the shelter became a haven for 
vandals with the result that it became a perilious and dilapidated site. Its ceiling, which was made 
of asbestos, has been smashed, exposing that material’s carcinogenic fibres. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The Malta Summit featured 
in the Time magazine. 

Relics of the 
Cold War era in 

Malta: The Tarġa 

Gap nuclear 

bunker at Mosta.  
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NUCLEAR-PROOF GRAIN SILOS AT SIGGIEWI 
When the threat of nuclear was became 
imminent, the British Services in Malta 
prepared a civil defence system aimed at 
ensuring a supply of food for the islands’ 
population. These preparations took the form 
of a number of mills excavated in live rock 
and were intended to be self-sufficient as 
regards the power required to operate them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Maltese Islands had always been dependent on imported and stored grain. To increase the 
storage of grain, the British Colonial Office took the decision to construct seven underground flour 
mills in Malta. These were excavated during 1954-1955. They consisted of an entrance tunnel, 
some 30 meters long, 2.5 metres high and 3 metres wide, leading to a large chamber. This 
chamber was divided into three floors and housed the storage, grinding and milling equipment. A 
grain silo with a storage capacity of 1,000 tons of wheat was situated at the rear of the mill having 
access from the surface. The mill machinery was powered by an 80 hp diesel engine and an 
alternator for electric power. The machine functioned through a series of leather belts which 
provided traction for all the moving parts. Grain was to be collected and distributed in sacks. The 
mills were all underground and were spread around the islands in areas which at that time were 
mainly rural, but some of their locations have now been developed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The undergound grain silos, limits of 

Siġġiewi. 

Interior sections showing remnants of the machinery of the Siġġiewi underground grain silos. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

12.1k Identify the six founding  
             member countries of the  
           European Union. 
           (1 lesson) 

12.2k Explain how the European Coal  
            and Steel Community was the  
           first step towards the formation  
            of the EU. (2 lessons) 

12.3k Discuss why the EU was  
             setup in the aftermath of  
           the Second World War.                
            (2 lessons) 

 
The transition from the ESCE (1951) to EEC (1957) 

In 1951, six European countries founded the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Based 

on the Schuman Plan, six European countries (Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, France, 

West Germany and Italy) signed a treaty to run their coal and steel industries under a common 

management. In this way, no single country can make weapons of war to turn against the others, 

as in the past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1957, by the Treaty of Rome the same six countries of 

the ECSC expanded their operation to other economic 

sectors (other general manufacturing industries, 

international trade, agriculture and social policy). It also 

changed its name to a more suitable one - European 

Economic Community (EEC). The EEC created a common 

market that featured the elimination of custom barriers to 

facilitate even further the movement of goods, services, 

capital and labour between its member-states. 

The Common Assembly of the ESCE which met in 

Strasbourg also changed its name to European 

Parliamentary Assembly. The latter was the forerunner of 

today’s European Parliament whose first meeting under 

that name took place in 1962.   

Why Western Europeans felt the need to unite after 

the Second World War? 

With the aim of ending the frequent and bloody conflicts that 

culminated in the First and the Second World War in less 

than half a century, European politicians began the process 

of building what we know today as the European Union. This 

period, however, also saw the emergence of the Cold War 

that divides the continent for the next 45 years. 

 

Poster produced in 1950 by the 

French section of the European 

Movement welcoming the 
Schuman Plan, from Private 

Collection, 1950, via Europeana 

 

Left: The photograph that symbolised the setting up of the ECSC in 1951.  

Right: the Schuman Plan as represented in a German newspaper cartoon of that time. 
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When the Second World War ended in Europe, it left a continent that was devastated. Millions of 

people were killed, injured, or displaced from their previous homes. Six million Jews were 

murdered in the Holocaust. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In May 1949, ten Western European countries create the Council of Europe (CoE). The aim was to 

promote democracy, protect human rights and safeguard the rule of law. In 1950, the CoE 

established 9th May (the first day of peace in Europe after Germany’s official surrender on 8th May 

1945) as ‘Europe Day’. In 1953, an important document of the CoE - The European Convention 

on Human Rights came into.  

 

 

 

 

Two effects of the Second World War on Europeans: the destruction of many cities and trhe 

infrastructure and millions of European refugees forced to leave and resettle in another country. 

The liberation and resettlment of thousands of Jews who had survived the Nazi Holocaust. 
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https://www.coe.int/en/web/about-us/who-we-are
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

12.1l  Identify reasons why Malta  
        joined the European Union.  
           (2 lessons) 

 
12.3l  Explain the benefits of  

Malta’s accession to the 
European Union. (2 lessons) 

 

Reasons why Malta joined the European Union? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

▪ Most of Malta’s trade since its independence in 1964 was with the EEC; 
 

▪ Malta had an association agreement with the EEC since 1970; 
 

▪ Through the signing of Financial Protocols, the EEC had been assisting Malta’s economic 
and infrastructural development since 1973; 

 
▪ EU membership was the main foreign policy target of Prime Minister Eddie Fenech Adami 

between Malta’s formal application in 1990 and its official entry in 2004; 
 

▪ As member of the Council of Europe since 1965, Malta shared the common values of 
democracy and human rights with the EU; 

 

▪ With membership Malta would take part in important decisions taken at EU level; 
 

▪ With membership Malta would benefit from a larger market for the export of goods 
manufactured locally. 

 
The referendum on EU membership was held on 8th 
March 2003. The result was 54% in favour and 
46% against. Those in favour of joining argued that 
Malta would receive EU funds to improve its 
infrastructure and the tourist industry. They said 
that Malta needed the EU, in order to cope 
with globalisation. The Labour opposition feared 
that EU membership would cost jobs due to the 
lowering of trade barriers and jeopardise Malta’s 
independence. They preferred that Malta should 
form a Partnership with the EU rather than seeking 
membership. 
 
The subsequent general elections in April 2003 
were won by the Nationalist Party, which was in 
favour of EU membership, the opposition Labour 
Party having opposed joining. Malta thus was one 
of ten new countries that joined the EU on 1st May 
2004. 
 
 
 

The Maltese Embassy for the EU in Brussels 
opened in 2007. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tourism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Globalisation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade_barrier


 

What benefits Malta attained with membership in the European Union? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a result of membership, Malta acquired the following benefits: 

▪ A larger market for the export of goods and services; 
 

▪ Malta became part of the globalised economy of the EU; 
 

▪ Malta joined the Eurozone with the adoption of the euro currency in 2008; 
 

▪ Adherence to the European taxation system (VAT which stands for Value Added Tax) 
increased trade between Malta and the EU and vice-versa;  
 

▪ Malta acquired a share of the EU budget to assist her in capital projects (e.g. upgrading of 
roads; waste management; protection of the environment, youth programmes, etc.); 

 
▪ Malta received a larger influx of tourists and students from EU; 
 
▪ Malta had its representative in the governing bodies of the EU (e.g. the European 

Commission; the European Parliament; etc.); 
 
▪ Maltese citizens enjoyed the same rights as other EU citizens (e.g. voting in European 

Parliament elections; the right to travel, work and study in the EU) 
 
▪ Human rights were safeguarded by adherence to EU institutions (e.g. the European Court 

on Human Rights, protection against organized crime). 
 

  

Benefits of Malta’s EU membership: protection of the environment, infrastructural projects and the 
introduction of the euro 

More benefits of EU membership: upgrading Malta’s health care and road network; participation in 

European Parliamentary elections. 
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