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VALLETTA — OLD — NEW?
Paul Camilleri

While deliberating on what to write about when invited to be one of the
speakers in this seminar, | posed myself the following questions.

When was the last major building of any architectural significance built
in Valletta?

Why don’'t we have any contemporary buildings in Valetta?

Why has the City Gate project designed by Renzo Piano not been
implemented?

Why is the Opera House site still in ruins?

Why is Fort St. EImo in a state of abandon, deteriorating by the day?

On the other hand why are contemporary buildings being designed and built in
practically all major European cities — London, Paris, Rome, Dusseldorf,
Valencia, Madrid, Bilbao, Vienna, Berlin, etc.? Does development in a
contemporary architectural style add or detract to the value of such cities?
Does it give them a new lease of life? Does it act as a catalyst to a much
wider scope of regeneration?

Within the short time allocated for this delivery, | cannot but glance over such
issues with the aim of provoking a meaningful discussion as to the way
forward of resolving the perennial ‘OLD — NEW’ dichotomy which invariably
raises its head each time projects such as Renzo Piano’s City Gate project,
the development of the Opera House site and more recently the St. John’s co-
Cathedral museum are proposed.

| was born in Valletta. | have lived in Valletta. | work in Valletta. | socialise in
Valletta. One of my aims is to again live in Valletta. | find myself being drawn
to Valletta on any occasion, even on weekends. Why, | ask myself?

Besides the emotional attachment to the city | was born in and where at least
4 previous generations of my family have lived, | attribute this to the fact that
Valletta is still a living, albeit wounded, City which has an urban plan which
has withstood the test of time and the substantial use and abuse it has been
subjected to.

I maintain that it is high time that a critical appraisal of individual buildings in
Valletta is carried out, the aim of which is that of ultimately improving the
urban fabric of our capital city. As stated earlier, notwithstanding the various
mistakes that have been committed on individual sites, the urban aspect of
Valletta has practically remained unchanged since it was originally conceived.
The ‘new’ St. Paul's Anglican Church built in the 19™. Century did not
substantially affect the urban pattern of Valletta; nor did Barry’s opera house,
nor did the General Workers Union building, nor did St. Albert the Great
College, nor did the Government Lower Barrakka flats nor did Vincenti
Buildings, nor did the flats in South Street. One can therefore argue and
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debate on the merits of those particular buildings — with the comfort that errors
committed on the design of individual buildings not being reflected on a
commensurate scale on the urban aspect of Valletta. It is also pertinent to
point out that development in Valletta has been continuous over the ages
reflecting the hopes, pride and aspirations of its inhabitants. From the single
storey austere first generation buildings in Valletta of which very few still exist,
buildings have passed through additions of upper floors in the 17". Century,
widescale demolishing and re-building of houses in a Baroque style in the
18"™. Century, demolishing of houses and re-building of flats in the 19™. and
early 20™. Century.

This implies that ‘NEW’, contemporary, architecture in Valletta can live side by
side with ‘OLD’ architecture; and given the passage of time, successful
interventions actually come to form an intrinsic part of the city of Valletta. Can
anyone imagine Valletta without the spire of St. Paul's Anglican Cathedral,
without Palazzo Francia, without the flats in South Street, without the Market
in Merchants Street — all were contemporary ‘NEW'’ buildings when they were
built.

On the other hand, given the passage of time, it is clear that other buildings in
Valletta have not achieved the same level of integration as the ones
mentioned above. As such, if one were to identify such buildings as being
expandable, one could then possibly consider achieving what other historic
cities in Europe are currently achieving on the architectural front. Even if we
had to call such architecture experimental, such experiments would have
been carried out on sites which have already been compromised — and given
the passage of further time, future generations can assess and decide on the
success or not of today’s contemporary architecture. Based on a ‘prima facie’
cursory assessment, obvious candidate sites ripe for replacement which come
to mind are Evans Laboratories, City Gate, the bombed opera house site, the
General Workers Union Building, St. Albert’s the Great College.

Having identified such sites, what is the best way to go about developing
them?

Walter Benjamin once wrote about a Paul Klee painting depicting an open-
mouthed angel with its eyes wide open looking back towards a pile of ruins in
the past. A feeling of pity almost drags the angel down but the power of the
heavens pushes his wings upwards towards the future on which he turns his
back: “What we call progress is this storm”.

Few works of architecture represent the storm as effectively as the Reichstag
in Berlin. After being burnt down by the Nazis in 1933 as a despicable symbol
of democracy, it came to represent the Red Army’s taking of the city in 1945
after ferocious fighting (how can we possibly forget the Soviet soldier waving
his flag over the mounds of rubble and ruins?).

But as if the burning and destruction of the huge neo-Baroque building

constructed during Wilhelm lind’s era back in 1894 were not enough to
jeopardise its existence, the East German architects did their bit too, totally
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demolishing the dome and most of its interiors and completely renovating the
entire building, stripping it of its decoration and hiding any historical remains
left on the inside behind plaster and asbestos panels.

After the collapse of the wall, it was decided to restore Berlin to its former
place as the capital of unified Germany, turning its old Parliament Building into
a landmark for a fresh start. In 1992 Foster and Partners were the successful
participants in a design competition on the basis that he persuaded the jury
that his design was the best way of embodying a new vision of democracy.

Foster has managed to associate the principle of democracy with the idea of
transparency, new politics with environmental issues; by deciding to retain
most of the old 19th. century building right down to its most recent traces (like
the graffiti on the walls left by the Soviet soldiers) and then place a new skin
over the old remains right where the old dome used to stand.

The message here is that public buildings and the site on which they are
situated have to reflect the principles and philosophy of the institution they are
meant to serve. It is therefore important that buildings in historic cities are not
designed as mere buildings in a contemporary or in a retro style, but have to
be based on a strong philosophical raison d’etre. St. Paul’'s Anglican Church
had this strong philosophical raison d’etre - that of trying to establish the
importance of British culture, British religion, the Anglican Church over that of
Maltese culture, the Roman Catholic Church. | would, at this point, opine that
if one were to put into perspective the period of when the decision to demolish
the original Girolamo Cassar ‘Tal-Karmnu’ church, which was based on the
Maltese population’s response to the Anglican Cathedral provocation, the Tal-
Karmnu church’s dome was built even higher — the strong raison d’etre of
belief, own civilization and independence. The tal-Karmnu dome now has
also become an intrinsic part of Valletta.

| also maintain that Renzo Piano’s City Gate project should have gone ahead
since it was backed up by sound design philosophy, that of Valletta now
having become a City open and beckoning to all and no longer a fortified City
suspicious and afraid of new arrivals, and as long as it did not further intrude
into the Valletta fortifications, other than the present City Gate interventions,
then there was no reason, in fact it should have been encouraged, that the
project be realised in its entirety as Renzo Piano had conceived it. ‘NEW —
OLD’ — the ‘NEW'’ integrated into and with the ‘OLD’, both physically as well
as philosophically.

Marcel Proust noted that: “The real voyage of discovery does not lie in finding
new lands but in having new eyes”. Based on this tenet, creation in
architecture must therefore inevitably be based on the principle of
observation. When Frank Gehry first used metal panels and stretched nets on
his first houses in California, he was criticised by the local inhabitants for
using materials alien to local culture. Gehry pointed out that if the people took
a careful look around they would realise that the nets had been part of the
cityscape for quite some time.
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It is obvious, however, that new materials cannot, by themselves, produce
new works of architecture; but on the other hand, Architecture has always
followed the technological evolution of materials. The Greek Temple used
trabeation in placing a horizontal stone to span across the tops of two
columns. The Roman Public Building used the Etruscan arch and vaults of
brick and mortar to enclose larger spaces, later more fully developed in
Byzantine and Romanesque works. The Gothic Basilica of thin vault, rib,
column and buttress liberated the bearing wall to glass. The Gallerias of cast
iron and glass using mass-produced steel parts in the construction of Paxton’s
Crystal Palace, offered a new spatial experience.

Debate between thinkers and doers still hinges around history and, above all,
how it is interpreted. What is needed is something which attracts people’s
attention without causing the usual controversies between conservatives and
innovators.

Should the Opera House site be again developed as an Opera House and to
the original Barry designs; or should this prominent site, the same as the
Reichstag in Berlin, be utilized to embody Malta’'s Independence and
democracy — an Independence and democracy which despite our smallness
we have managed to keep, as Professor Joe Friggieri elaborated in his recent
article in the ‘Sunday Times of Malta’, without the excesses which other
countries had to go through — a strong indicator of our strong values and
political system, despite various noises to the contrary. | maintain that this is
a very strong raison d’etre to have this site house our Parliament, from which
a successful contemporary architectural interpretation could evolve and would
seamlessly link with Renzo Piano’s City Gate project, both in style and in
equal importance in the underlying design philosophy — openness,
democracy, transparency of a fortified city to the outside world, Malta as part
of Europe.

Therefore, in any historic city, urban fabric should never be torn apart, but
rather that new and old should be carefully knitted together so as to hold onto
the city’s historical architectural and cultural identity even in the presence of
contemporary buildings or important changes in the use of the built
environment.

| would like Valletta in 2016 to be a living Capital City, a leading city, ‘ll-Belt’,
not only of Malta, but of the Mediterranean and Europe, in all aspects — Arts,
Culture, Architecture, Politics - becoming again a city to live in, a city to die in,
a city to enjoy life in, a city to study in, a city to debate in, a city to trade in, a
city to celebrate life in — Valletta in 2016 picking up the continuous thread it
has lost over the past half a century, through successful architecture and with
an architecture which reflects our aspirations and beliefs.
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If we accept the principle that contemporary architecture has no place in
Valletta, then we are accepting the fact that Valletta will go the way Mdina has
and become a City to be enjoyed as a Museum, preserved for posterity as it
stood at a particular point in time — a Capital City of the past.

Paul Camilleri

127, Archbishop Street,
Valletta VLT1444
Malta
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