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LIFE&WELLBEING HISTORY 

The present open-air theatre, known as Pjazza Teatru Rjal, which was inaugurated in 2013. The Royal Opera House after it was bombed during enemy aerial action in 1942. 

It happened this month 

-' The two inaugurations of the 
~ 

Royal Malta Opera House 

Over a century-and-a half-ago, in 
1866 to be precise, the month of 
October witnessed the inauguration 
of the Royal Malta Opera House - or 
It-Teatru Rjal as it was popularly 
known. In 1873, it was destroyed by 
fire and, coincidentally, it was 
reinaugurated four years later, also 
in October. 

On April 7, 1942, the opera house 
was almost completely demolished 
by enemy action during World War 
II and, for over six decades, 
remained a running sore to be 
viewed by all and sundry when 
entering Valletta. It was quite 
recently partially rehabilitated and 
now serves as an open-air theatre, 
known as Pjazza Teatru Rjal, which 
was inaugurated on August 8, 2013. 

The site of the opera house was 
formerly occupied by Palazzo Lan
freducci, which was demolished 
between May and September 1861 to 
make way for the projected new 
building. The opera house was built 
to plans and designs drawn up by 
Edward Middleton Barry {1830-80), 
professor of architecture at the 
Royal Academy from 1873 to his 
death, whose major works include 
Covent Garden Theatre in London. 
Barry's original designs had to be 
modified because of the sloping side 
streets which necessitated the 
addition of a wide terrace in front 
of the building. Incidentally, this is 
the only original part of the theatre 
still standing. 

The first building contractor to 
be engaged was Francesco Man
gion, who was dismissed in 1862 
mainly because of inefficiency. Con
struction work was then entrusted 

The side elevation, on South Street, of the Royal Opera House. 

to Michelangelo Azzopardi, under 
the superintendence of a surveyor 
in the Land Revenue Office, Salva
tore Fenech. The stage machinery 
was contracted to Messrs Luigi 
Frendo and Achille Amato, while 
Messrs Emmerson and Murgatroyd 
were responsible for the interior 
gas works. Gas installation was car
ried out by the Gas Company. The 
estimated cost of this new opera 
house was about £60,000, a very 
large sum of money for those days. 

The Malta Observer of October 11, 
1866, carried a quite extensive 
description of the new opera house, 
built in the classic style. It was 
described as the "most beautiful 
ornament of which Malta can justly 
boast", both in its interior and 

exterior designs. A word of praise 
was reserved for the way the boxes 
were arranged, in a radiating man
ner, such that everyone in any box 
was able to view the stage properly. 
Its seating capacity was 1,095, with 
an additional standing accommo
dation for 200 people. 

Tenders for the first four-year 
lease of the new opera house were 
issued on March 28, 1866, and 
awarded to Maestro G.W. Malfig
giani, who was therefore the new 
theatre's first impresario. On his 
shoulders rested the responsibility 
for organising the opening night. 

Originally, the inauguration had 
been scheduled for October 1, but it 
was actually carried out on October 
9, 1866. A full house in uniforms, 

full dress and decorations attended 
with the Acting Governor, Major
General Ridley. The first opera to be 
staged was Vincenzo Bellini's I Puri
tani, which was greeted with mixed 
feelings by the local newspapers' 
opera critics. The first leading 
singers were Adelina Luppi 
(soprano), Enrico Serazzi (tenor), 
Adriano Pantaleone (baritone) and 
Mario Raffaele della Terza (bass). 
The orchestra was conducted by 
Maestro Domenico Amore and sets 
were by Antonio Morconi. 

The first season at the Royal 
Opera House witnessed the staging 
of the following 15 other operas: 
Gaetano Donizetti's Gemma di Vergy, 
L'Elisir d'Amore, Lucrezia Borgia and 
Poliuto; Giuseppe Apolloni's L'Ebreo; 

Giovanni Pacini's Merope; Errico 
Petrella's Jone; Giuseppe Verdi's 
Ernani, Un Ballo in Maschera, Rigo
letto, Il Trovatore and La Traviata; 
Federico Ricci's Crispino e La 
Comare; Gioachino Rossini's Barbi
ere di Siviglia; and Giacomo Meyer
beer's Roberto i! Diavolo. 

"Within four years, 
the Royal Opera 
House was rebuilt 
to its former · 
pristine glory" 

On May 25, 1873, misfortune hit 
the Royal Opera House. During the 
third act of a new opera, Giuseppe 
Privitera's La Vergine de! Castello, at 
about 10.lOpm, one of the paper 
scenes (incidentally, it was the work 
of the well-known Maltese artist 
Giuseppe Cali) came into contact 
with a naked gas flame and, within 
five minutes, the whole stage was 
ablaze. The efforts of the Police and 
the Services availed nothing and, by 
3.30am, the theatre was in ruins. 
Fortunately, the fires did not spread 
to other buildings, including the 
nearby powder magazines; 
otherwise, the damage would have 
been incalculable. 

Fortunately, no lives were lost but 
many sustained hardships since 
none of the property, whether pri
vate or governmental, was insured. 
Mro Privitera, a Sicilian composer, 
lost all his manuscripts; the impresa 
lost all the costumes, scenery and 
some stage equipment; the orches
tra players lost their instruments. 

Within four years, the Royal 
Opera House was rebuilt to its for
mer pristine glory. Its former spec
ifications were adhered to, but a few 
internal modifications were carried 
out. It had 97 boxes in five tiers and 
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The imposing fa~ade of the Royal Opera House. 

The Royal Opera House on fire in 1873. 

A Grand Naval Bal.I given by the Duke of Edinburgh at the Royal Opera House in 1889. 

could once more accommodate over 
a thousand peaple within its spa
cious interior. The work was carried 
out under the direction of architect 
Webster Paulson (1837-87) and cost 
ove::- £4,000. 

T:ie inauguration night was set for 
October 11, 1877 - almost 11 years to 
the day since its first inauguration -
when the theatre was reopened with 
a performance of Giuseppe Verdi's 
Aida. At the time, it was a very 
recently-written opera and it was 
having its Malta premiere, but it 
became so popular locally that it was 
to appear no less than 31 times in the 
annual repertory till the outbreak of 
Wo::-ld War II in 1939. 

In 1916, the management of the 
Opera House carried out some 
structural and seating alterations 
that resulted in an increased num
ber of seats. Between 1929 and 1930, 
other improvements were initiated, 

which included the renewal of the 
wardrobe and scenery, the replace
ment of the stage curtain at a cost of 
£300, the lining of boxes with wall
paper and the installation of elec
tricity in the first four tiers. 

During the succeeding years, the 
Royal Opera House was the setting for 
innumerable operatic and other pre
sentations in which household 
names, including local singers and 
actors, took part. However, activities 
were cut short by the intensity of 
enemy action during the autumn/ 
winter months of 1940-41 which 
made attendance at the opera house, 
in Valletta next to Grand Harbour, a 
very dangerous proposition indeed. 

However, it was actually opened 
for a very brief spell between Jan
uary 6 and 12, 1941, when the Malta 
Operatic Company, under the 
baton of Mro Giuseppe Camilleri, 
presented Gaetano Donizetti's 

A close-up of a column and a statue in the fa~ade of the Royal Opera House. 

L'Elisir d'Amore, the last work ever 
produced at the Royal Opera 
House. The singers who took part 
were Mary Ciantar, Arthur Galea, 
Joe Bezzina, Harry A. Cachia and 
H. Cassar Mallia. 

On·April 7, 1942, at 6.30pm, the 
opei:a house was hit by high explo
sive enemy bombs. Direct hits on the 
foyer totally destroyed the fa~ade 
and .left the auditorium in a sham
bles. It was never to be rebuilt to its 
former pristine glory, and remained, 
grim and derelict for over six decades. 
Its site now houses an open-air the
atre, opened in 2013 and known as 

Pjazza Teatru Rjal, designed by Renzo 
Piano, which in no way compensates 
for the beautiful building that once 
graced the entrance into Valletta, and 
which, ill the opinion of many, is more 
akin to Roman archaeological 
remains, as was once pointed out to 
me by a tourist. 

Dr Joseph F. Grima is a retired casual 
lecturer of history and assistant direc
tor of education whose publications 
include histories of Malta under the 
Order of St John and the French and The 
Fleet of the Knights of Malta: Its Organ
isation during the Eighteenth Century. 
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Fifty years ago 
October 13, 1969 

LIBYA SENDS GUNBOAT TO 
PICK 'WANTED MAN' IN MALTA 
A two-gun Libyan patrol craft yes
terday followed the Italian Tirrenia 
Line ferry Sardegna (Mifsud Bros 
local agents) into Grand Harbour a 
few minutes after the ship had 
berthed at Mifsud Verandah. 

The Libyan authorities asked 
that one of the passengers on 
board, whom, they claimed, had 
escaped from Libya, should be 
returned to them immediately. 

The Libyan Embassy in Malta 
also requested the Italian 
Embassy here to hand over the 
man but the Libyan charge d'af
faires Mr Faraj Turbi was 
informed the Italian government 
could not meet their demand as 
the person was protected by inter
national law since he had 
requested political asylum. 

The diplomatic incident caused 
a stir when it was realised that the 
Libyan authorities had gone to the 
extent of sending one of their gun 
boats, Sousse, to pursue the ferry 
when she was halfway between 
Tripoli and Malta. 

The Libyan gunboat followed the 
Sardegna after she had left Tripoli 
Harbour at about 6.30pm on Sat
urday. At one stage the Sousse went 
close to the Sardegna and asked for 
the man to be transferred to the 
patrol boat. The captain of the car 
ferry refused the Libyan request. 

At about lam yesterday the Mal
tese government received a request 
from the Libyan government to 
give permission to one of their 
patrol boats to enter Grand Har
bour. The permission was granted. 

Ten years ago 
October 13, 2009 

MINISTER DEFENDS SPAIN TRIP 
Finance Minister Tonio Fenech 
has defended the trip he made 
with two prominent businessmen 
in April to watch Arsenal play in a 
Champions League match, insist
ing he has a clear conscience 
about the affair. Mr Fenech said he 
had sought clearance from the 
Prime Minister before accepting 
to accompany George Fenech and 
Joe Gasan, on the former's private 
jet, to watch the English team play 
in Spain. In an interview with The 
Times today, the minister says he 
did not offer his resignation after 
the controversial trip was made 
public by a newspaper on Sunday, 
adding he enjoyed the Prime 
Minister's trust. 

NO HOLIDAYS FOR TWO
THIRDS OF MALTESE 
The Maltese are the least likely 
Europeans to be travelling in 2009, 
with 61 per cent saying they would 
not be taking a holiday this year, 
according to a new EU-wide survey. 
In the latest Eurobarometer ques
tionnaire, only 28 per cent said they 
were planning or had taken one 
holiday this year and a mere eight 
per cent said they would go on 
more than one private trip. In con
trast, an average of 37 per cent of 
Europeans said they would not be 
going on holiday this year while 22 
per cent said they would be travel
ling more than once. 
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