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An important characteristic of the historical building tradition in 
the Maltese Islands has been the utilization of substantial foundations 
composed of a heavy double skin limestone wall filled with compacted 
rubble and resting directly on the carefully prepared bedrock. 
Understandably, such foundation types invariably tended to be 
laborious to build and even more difficult to dismantle so that in the 
case of Malta one can recognize a historical tendency for successive 
stages of building to respect and utilize the presence of earlier founda
tions which, as a consequence, tended to ensure the preservation of 
the original planimetry of buildings. One logical implication of this 
tendency was that whereas stylistic change rapidly affected the eleva
tional treatment of buildings, it was, because of the presence of earlier 
foundations, rather slow in affecting the planimetric distribution of 
the major spaces so that the basic plan types in the older settlements of 
Malta often tend to reflect traditions which probably antedate the ar
rival of the Order of St. John in 1530. 

A case in point which would seem to reflect the abov~ - mention-
ed tendencies and directions occurred in 1722 - 26 when the French ar
chitect Fran<;ois de Mondion was commissioned by Grand Master 
Vilhena to redesign the entrance area of Mdina - a task l including the 
dismantling of an earlier planimetric layout of Medieval antiquity PI. J 
which seems to have been slightly altered following the arrival of the 
Knights in 1530 to accommodate Grand' Master L'Isle Adam's PI.2 
box-like Magisterial Palace. A comparative study of Mondion's 
masterplans of 1722 and the earlier plan as it is shown in a sketch 
found in a document now kept in the Mdina Cathedral Archives2 

would seem to indicate that Mondion's contribution consisted 
primarily in intelligently interpreting the Medieval foundations to 
create an entirely new spatial treatment possessing strong baroque 
overtones. Two crucial questions arise here - the first concerns the 
way in which the planimetric components of the destroyed plan were 
reinterpreted as a new axial space hinged on the three new buildings 
which were the Magisterial Palace, the Main Gate and the so-called 
Tower of the Standard while the second question concerns the anti-

I. National Library of Malta, Archives of Ihe Order ill Malta 267 f. 193. 
2. Mdina Cathedral Library,'MS 60 f.6 .. 
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quity of the old plan that was destroyed. In this respect one can men
tion the fact that one characteristic of Baroque planning interventions 
in Western Europe3 was the inclination of architects to adopt an 
authoritarian or bulldozing frame of mind which necessarily involved 
the demolition of entire sectors of Medieval towns to accommodate 

PI.3 grandiose spatial creations based of the fashionable principles ofax
iality and grandeur - a detailed examination of Mondion's design 
process vis - a - vis the Medieval character of the Main entrance of 
Mdina would, in these terms, have appeared acceptable and even 
desirable. It is, in this context, significant to point out that one 
document4 speaks of the alterations affected in 1722 - 26 in terms of 
rendering the main entrance to the city 'magnificent' (magnifico) and 
'noble' (nobile). 

It would appear that, prior to Mondipn's intervention, the 
planimetric components of the old entrance area of Mdina hinged on a 
tripartite spatial solution based on two corridor-like spaces which 
seem to have provided a link between a timber access bridge at one end 
and small square or piazza at the other end which led to the main 
street of the town now known as Villegaigonon street. Essentially, this 
arrangement was nothing short of a large scale interpretation of the 
bent entrance which, in the history of urban planning, is normally 
associated with Muslim military architecture. It would appear that in 
the Islamic world this form was first tried out in the mid 8th century at 
Baghdad5 where the bent entrance implied restricted movement in an 
indirect fashion before entering either a city or a dwelling. Such a 
device was not only a characteristic of Islamic urbanism but it seems 
to have lingered on well into the 16th and 17th centuries in the 
planimetric layouts of many dwellings in Cairo and other major 
Islamic towns6 • The introduction of the bent entrance at Mdina 
therefore requires some elaboration. It would in fact seem that such a 
defensive system was first discovered in the remote antiquity of 
Phara'onic Egypt? where it was effectively util.ized in the two 
mud - brick fortresses of Kom al- Ahmar and Shunet az - Zebib, 
both dating to the third millenium BC. After being adopted in 
Mycenaean Greece at Tyrins and other fortified citadels followed by a 
period of disappearance during the Classical period, the bent entrance 
feature seems to have been revived or rediscovered in the 8th century by 
the Abbasid Caliph Al- Mansur8 whose architects used it in the four 

3. L. Mumford, The CiIY ill /-lislory (Harmondsworth 1961), p. 442. 
4. Mdina Cathedral Library, MS 60 f.24. 
5. K.A.C. Crcswcll, Early Muslilll Arcl1ileclure (Harmondsworlh 1958), p.163. 
6. G.S.P. Frccmall-Grcnvillc, The Beauly of Cairo (London 1981), p.77. 
7. Crcswell, p.174. 
8. Ibid .. 



ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE IN MDINA 161 

principal gateways to the newly planned circular city of Baghdad 
(726-66). From here, the idea seems to have spread rapidly as the bent PI.4 
entrance defensive system was not only used by toe Byzantines9 at An-
cyra (859) but in the 12th and 13th centuries it repeatedly appears in the 
different crusader castles of the Latin kingdom of JerusalemlO whence PI.5 
it acquired some popularity in Western Europe. An important 
specimen illustrating·its use in Palestine was the Krak des Chev.aliers 
where it manifests itself in an extremely elaborate version of design 
hinged on three heavily fortified gates. Apart from its more obvious 
affinities to the above - mentioned Muslim tradition of urban plann-
ing, it is significant to point out that the major elements of the Mdina 
planimetric layout implied a variety of functions - in common with 
the case in several North African and Near Eastern towns", the access 
point to the city was not merely an interruption of the fortification 
network but primarily a point of coalescence of two very different 
worlds - the secure urban on one side and the hostile barren land
scape on the other. Considered from this angle, the main entrance at 
Mdina can historically be interpreted as a military stronghold (timber 
bridge, tower, vertical walls and easily-sealed-off corridor type 
spaces), a customs house (storage rooms and 'loggia'), a first greeting 
to the pilgrim or wayfarer (presence of a much venerated shrine 
dedicated to St.Mary) and a market (presence of shops an<;l open 
'linear' spaces which can be equated with the Islamic 'souks' of Nor
thern Africa). To all intents and purposes, therefore, the concentra-
tion of a variety of functional spaces in the main entrance area of 
Mdina implied a high level of importance prior to its intentional 
destruction in 1724 when functionality seems to have been sacrificed 
for baroque aesthetic norms representing a direct importation from 
Western European culture. 

The milieu of documentary evidence would seem to indicate that an 
important element in the architectural vocabulary of the old entrance 
planimetry of Mdina was the small chapel of S.Maria della Porta with 
which SOl1le interesting historical facts are associated. Unlike Grand 
Master L'Isle Adam's Magisterial Palace which was the 16th ceJItury 
rubber stamp in Mdina of the Order of St. John, the chapel of S. 
Maria was traditionally attributed to the late 11 th century when, ac
cording one source12, it was built close to a Roman marble statue of 
the Goddess Juno to commemmmorate the arrival of Roger the Nor
man. By reason of its association with pagan Juno and Christian 
Roger, the Chapel in question seems to have acquired considerable 

9. Ibid., p.178. 
10. R.R. Sellman, Castles and Fortresses (London 1962). 
11. A. Hut(, Islamic Art and Architecture in Libya (London 1976). 
12. Mdina Cathedral Library MS 60 f.19. 



162 DENIS DE LUCCA 

PLATE 1 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF MEDIEVAL AND BAROQUE PLANNING IN 
THE MAIN ENTRANCE AREA OF MDINA 
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PLATE 2 

DETAILED PLAN OF MDINA MAIN ENTRANCE PRIOR TO MONDION'S 
REPLANNING OF 1722-6 ILLUSTRATING USE OF BENT ENTRANCE 
(reproduced from MCL, MS 60) 
I. Slores 2. S.Maria della Porta 
houses 5. Palace 6. Town wall 7. 
wall. 

3. Shops 
Dilch 8. 

4. Private 
Outer parapet 
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PLATE 3 

TOWN PLANS OF MDINA AND GOZO CITADEL SHOWING POSITION OF 
THE f\IAIN ENTRANCES AS REFORMED IN THE 18TH CENTURY 
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PLATE 4 
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PLANS OF 8TH C. BAGHDAD ILLUSTRATING CIRCULAR LAYOUT AND 
BENT ENTRANCE PRINCIPLE 
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PLATE 5 

PLANS OF OLD HOUSE IN CAIRO AND PART OF ALHAMBRA COMPLEX IN 
GRANADA - SPAIN BOTH ILLUSTRATING USE OF BENT ENTRANCE PRIN
CIPLE 



ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE IN MDINA 167 

symbolic value so that its positioning at the entrance point of the 
former Muslim stronghold could well have been the result of a 
political decision. The history of the chapel is interesting. Following 
its alleged 11th century foundation, the building seems to have re
mained the centre of great devotion high up to 1546 when it served as a 
Grammar school and became the centre of an issue that seems to have 
scandalized the island13 • At this time a foreigner called Gesualdus 
formed an association with two Maltese priests and a school teacher 
and together these four people started spreading around doctrines 
which seem to have offended contemporary beliefs and morals. 
Among other things these 'heretics' underwent an illicit marriage 
ceremony for which the Maltese members were forced to do public 
penance and Gesualdus was publicly burnt at the stake in the main 
square of Mdina, this being the only recorded instance of the imposi
tion of a death sentence for a crime against religion in Malta. It is in
teresting to discover that in 1575, the Church of S.Mada dell a Porta 
was still referred to as a venerated shrine by Monsignor Duzina in his 
pastoral visit report but· after a plague outbreak in 1592, the chapel 
seems to have obtained a second name of S. Rocco, a titular painting 
of whom was placed above the main. altar inside the chapel. After the 
earthquake of 1693 which destroyed the old Medieval Cathedral of 
Mdina, the Chapel of S.Rocco for two months seems to have served as 
convenient substitute - Mondion's replanning in the beginning of the 
next century involved its destruction and rebuilding in 172614 in the 
central part of Mdina opposite the Carmelite church. Historically the 
chapel of S.Maria is important as its presence near' the main gate of 
Mdina at such an early date could be interpreted as an'indication that 
at the time of the political collapse of Muslim rule, the planimetry of 
the main entrance area of Mdina was approximately that illustrated in 
the drawing. By implication, therefore, it would seem that the few 
available documented sources confirm the stylistically Muslim format 
of the entire planimetric arrangement although one must here mention 
that there is some evidence that some of the shops in the area were 
established in the fourtef'nth century within the framework of the 
Muslim layout. What does this mean in terms of our limited 
knowledge of the Muslim presenc~ in Malta? 

In his important contribution on Medieval Malta l5 , Anthony Lut
trell draws a number of significant conclusions on Muslim Malta 
870 - 1090, the most important being that (a) Muslim rule in Malta 
was politically associated with the Aghlabid rulers of Tunisia (b) there 

13. Ibid., Ut. 
14. Ibid., 1'.24. 
15. A.T. LUllrell, Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta bejiJre the Knights (London 

1975), p.26. 
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was a Muslim governor or 'kaid' resident in Malta as well as a con
siderable number of respectable Muslim citizens (c) Muslim Malta had 
some strategic importance in the central Mediterranean (d) there were 
pract ically no indigenous Christian families left on the island after 
three centuries of Muslim rule (e) Malta remained Muslim - one 
source mention 'a Saracenis inhabitata' well into the 12th and 
possibly 13th centuries. If one accepts Luttrell's conclusions, it would 
be logical to assume that Malta retained a full Muslim character right 
to up 1200. What is significant in this respect is that if the Muslims in
t roduced such sophisticated defence systems as that employed in the 
main ent rance area of Mdina, the presence of such building activity 
mllst be c.~sent ially interpreted as sound evidence for the importance 
of Malta as a Muslim stronghold situated in the heart of the Mediter
r~lIlean. When seen in the overall perspective of the few Muslim ar
chaeological finds in Malta (the Muslim cemetery at Rabat, the 
mihrab at Tas-Silg and the crude fortifications at S .. Pawl Milqi), the 
c1aboratedefence of Mdina during Muslim rule is especially signifi
cant when one considers 'that it was carried out in the century follow
ing the building of the model town of Baghdad in 762, thus implying 
the importance attached by the Tunisian Aghlabids to Malta's 
strategic position relative to Sicily and North Africa. 
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