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My placement was a four-week position arranged through the Erasmus+ programme, which is a European Union programme focussed on modernising education, training, youth, and sport projects throughout Europe and aiming to provide support to opportunities for lifelong learning.   As an adjunct to these ambitions, the cross-cultural mélange arising from this programme is viewed as important, encouraging tolerance and innovation from the resultant exchange of ideas, beliefs, and technologies (Erasmus+ 2019).

My project was with the National Library of Malta, with my brief being twofold – in the mornings, to work in the National Library itself, learning book conservation and restoration techniques, and, in the afternoons, evenings and weekends, to follow a programme of lectures and site visits exploring the cultural heritage of Malta.   A small publication is planned for this project in 2019, with each participant contributing a short critique of their experiences.   This is a new collaboration, with our assignment being the first placement and an opportunity to test how smoothly synchronised the planning and reality were.   This report describes the two elements of the placement:   the significant historical records of the National Library and the struggle to ensure its eclectic legacy is maintained and made available to the public despite lack of resources; and the universal dilemma of how to preserve and promote unique and significant historical monuments and artefacts whilst also balancing the needs of the local community and their interaction with mass tourism.  

Malta Libraries

The National Library of Malta is a division of Malta Libraries, which is itself a sub-section of the Ministry for Education and Employment, a department of the Maltese Government (2019a) with legal responsibilities for education, national archives, libraries, employment, youth, sports and non-governmental and voluntary organisations.   Within the European Union, Malta is a small country with a relatively small population, but with progressive ambitions.   In 2013, the Maltese Government (2019b) published its Framework for Education Strategy for Malta 2014-2024, with a recognition that education is vitally important for Malta and its society.   Their attitude is that Malta’s only resource is its citizens and those citizens should have the capabilities to work effectively and productively in the workplace of today and tomorrow.   This desire that Malta should be forward-looking has resulted in an investment in education, with Malta spending over 5.9% of its GDP on education, which is just above the average spent in other countries of the European Union (European Agency 2016).   Improving literacy is an important component of this strategy, and the Malta Libraries play a significant role in achieving this.   The Malta Libraries Act 2011 provides the entity’s Mission Statement (Malta Libraries 2019):
“The mission of Malta Libraries is to ensure the collection and conservation of Malta’s documentary heritage for present and future generations, to maintain and develop the libraries regulated under the Malta Libraries Act, and to encourage reading for study, research, self-development and lifelong-learning information and leisure purposes.” 

The National Library helps to fulfil this Mission Statement by its conservation expertise and by its provision of resources for study, research and lifelong-learning. 

The National Library of Malta - the Biblioteca

The National Library of Malta is an important reference and research library stored in a beautiful building in Valletta, the capital of Malta.   The Library’s collections started in 1555, when books belonging to the knights of the Order of St John of Jerusalem were passed to the Common Treasury of the Order on those knights’ death.   Other private collections were inherited by the Order and, in 1776, the Order decided to build a new library to house the growing collections of books.   The building was completed in 1796. Officially inaugurated as the Malta Public Library in 1812 by Sir Hildebrand Oakes, the British Civil Commissioner in Malta, it became its present incarnation as the National Library of Malta in 1976 (National Library 2019).  Its position in an imposing building in the centre of Valletta, on Republic Street very close to the Law courts, and its use as a centre for artistic and learned activities are sources of pride for the citizens of Malta and a focus of Maltese identity, giving a cogency and definition to that identity.

The National Library contains significant historic records: for example, the archives of the Knights of the Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem, of Rhodes, and of Malta, comprising almost 7,000 volumes dating from 1107 to 1798; the archives of the Treasury manuscripts; and the archives of the Universitå providing information about municipal governance in Malta from 1450 to 1818; as well as other historic manuscripts and incunabula such as Ptolemy’s Cosmographia (printed in Rome in 1490) (National Library 2019). It also contains a collection of Melitensia (items by Maltese authors or relating to the Maltese Islands), modern records of Parliament, and an archive of historic newspapers, in addition to the repository of modern newspapers.  The Malta Libraries’ website (2019) promotes the National Library as “the guardian of the written memory of Malta” and there is pride expressed in the size of its [image: ]collections and their accessibility to scholars.   The ancient volumes in the 2 - Reading Room, The National Library (Photo: K Davies)

Biblioteca display rare examples of fine bookbinding, which are studied by students.    As a resource, the Library provides access to its collection with a Reading Room where scholars and researchers may request items from both the modern and the ancient archives.   Copies may be provided for research purposes, subject to copyright regulations.    The National Library is following an extensive programme of digitisation, with the aim of fulfilling its fundamental function of preserving and conserving its collections whilst also allowing online access to as wide an audience as possible.  This is a major long-term programme which is an example of the Maltese Government’s desire to be at the forefront of new technology.   The Malta Libraries Annual Report (2017) gives statistics for the number of visitors to the Reading Room and notes there is a 14% drop on the figures for 2016, but with an increase in online requests, and the digitisation programme is addressing the changing approach by researchers to accessing data from the National Library.   The first stage of this digitisation process is a manual check of the item in the Book Restoration Laboratory to assess its condition and whether any repair work is needed.
This Book Restoration Laboratory, where I was based, is a small section, with only four permanent staff employed to restore and conserve those volumes in the National Library needing attention, and to bind modern records such as newspaper archives and parliamentary documents.   

Although the National Library contains such an important collection of historic documents, funding seems to be a perennial problem.   Malta Libraries is a corporate legal entity and receives monies from the Maltese Government (Malta Libraries Annual Report 2017), but it also generates its own income from such sources as its publications and venue hire, with exhibitions, conferences, weddings, and film shoots producing funds.  The National Library is unlikely to create more income than it expends, and, indeed, on the Malta Libraries website (2019), there is a link to support the collection, mentioning different methods such as making a donation, adopting a book, bequeathing your collection, or volunteering.   Anecdotal evidence from our tutor, the manager of the Book Restoration Laboratory, Marco, described how he and his staff moved into their rooms with no funds to fit them out and ended up doing the work themselves.   Over the years, they have accumulated equipment following fundraising or donations from local organisations and businesses, such as the Lions Club of Sliema, the Rotary Club Malta, Shireburn Software and New Leaf. The digitisation scheme is part-funded by the European Union.   Student volunteers on Erasmus+ schemes are used frequently, as well as students from local schools and the university, and they currently have an English volunteer who works two mornings a week doing restoration work.   The modern binding work of newspapers and parliamentary documents occupies one member of staff full-time, with the other staff working methodically through the conservation work of the older volumes.   Marco also sets aside one day a month to clean in the upstairs archives, where they move books out of cupboards, clean out the cupboards, dust, and replace the books in order.  There is a programme of book treatment to eradicate insects causing infestation problems using inert gases.   All of these processes cost money and, with a deteriorating building fabric, these costs will increase, so it is imperative the political will remains to support the important heritage preserved in the National Library.   

The team of four volunteers of which I was a part was given a book for each person to dismantle, clean, renovate, and re-bind.   The books varied in their condition, with some being damaged by bookworm and general deterioration, and others being clean and needing only re-binding.   My book needed a lot of renovation work which involved glue and drying time, so I was given a second book to work on as well which did not need renovation.  This second book was in good condition, dating from 1698 entitled Statuta Hospitalis Hierusalem and written in a beautiful neat example of Italian Hand copperplate script. Marco was an excellent tutor: we learnt to be methodical and careful.   We first numbered the pages in a soft pencil (to ensure the books were put back together exactly as they started), then dismantled them carefully by removing the glue of the covers and taking apart the stitches sewing the folios together, and cleaned them by brushing the individual pages with a soft brush.   Pages with significant insect damage were then repaired using one of two methods in the Laboratory, either pasting a specialist conservation-grade tissue paper onto the page to cover holes from insect damage or by putting paper paste into a water bath which vibrates the paste through the pages when laid on a mesh tray and submerged briefly.   The treated pages were then laid on drying racks and left to air-dry, which could take up to two days depending on the atmospheric humidity. Once dry, th[image: ]ey were collated into the correct page numbers and collection of folios, which were then re-sewn together, using specialist sewing techniques, and finally the books were re-covered with new boards and decorative covers.   When cleaning my first book, which had no cover or title page but appeared to be a book of French poetry, I discovered tiny gold flakes between some of the paper sheets.   Looking closely at the pages where the flakes were found, tiny specks of gold could still be seen attached to parts of the script on the pages, which made me wonder if gold flakes were sprinkled on specific passages of the text when the ink was still wet, in order to highlight the text.   I did discuss this with Marco but he admitted he had not seen this before and I have searched the internet in vain.   It intrigued me, particularly as the common link in the highlighted texts seemed to be a mention of the king, and I would have liked to explore this further.   At the end of our placement, we had all learnt how to conserve a book and restore it to a useable state.   As a book-lover, I found the work fascinating and absorbing, and felt a great sense of satisfaction in managing to rescue a beautiful historic document for the use of future generations.3 - Volunteers at National Library learning how to stitch the spine of a manuscript (Photo: K Davies)


However, bookbinding and conservation is extremely labour-intensive and thus expensive – perhaps a luxury in today’s straitened times – but the progress of the digitisation programme means that remote access will inevitably become more common.   This should mean less wear and tear on the books and a consequent saving in terms of workload and hence expense, and could be considered to be an example of current investment for future savings by the Government. 

Cultural Heritage

The cultural heritage aspect of the project was very diverse.   We attended lectures on Malta’s cultural heritage and its significance in the modern world, we participated in a discussion forum about Over-tourism held at the University of Malta and chaired by Professor Godfrey Baldacchino, visits were made to stakeholders trying to promote Malta’s cultural heritage in a sustainable way, and trips were made to Heritage Malta and other sites to access the tourist experience.   We were left to choose which tourist sites to visit, and I was lucky enough to manage to visit all the major archaeological sites on Malta and Gozo, which were spectacular.   We were asked to give feedback on our participation with Malta’s cultural heritage, in the hope that we might provide pointers for future development.

The Ministry for Justice, Culture and Local Government is the government department with responsibility for cultural heritage, which is not one of its areas of responsibility deriving from law but an additional area of responsibility.   The webpage showcasing this Ministry’s details does not work when trying to access the dropdown menus for items of interest such as the culture directorate, the boards and committees, Heritage Malta, the restoration statement, or the Ministry’s Mission Statement (2019).   The Superintendence of Cultural Heritage (2019) also has a webpage which does not work properly, although it does have a mission statement on the home page, which is:
“The Superintendence of Cultural Heritage’s mission is to fulfil the duties of the State in ensuring the protection and ac​accessibility​ [sic] of Malta’s cultural heritage." 
The one link that does work is to the National Inventory which is a listing of all the sites on the Maltese Archipelago with details of their location, descriptions, related publications, and photographs.   It seems ironic that Malta is promoting itself as a technologically advanced country with the desire to embrace all the benefits accruing from the internet, and yet it does not ensure that the websites work for all its governmental departments.   Or is this an example of a low priority area as far as the Government is concerned?

Heritage Malta is the national agency set up to oversee Malta’s cultural heritage, the museums and sites associated with this cultural heritage, and the conservation and restoration of artefacts.   Its website (2019) proclaims its Mission Statement to be: 
“The mission of Heritage Malta is to ensure that those elements of cultural heritage entrusted to it are protected and made accessible to the public. The agency also operates a conservation division for the training of conservators and conservation scientists.”
Heritage Malta is a profit-making entity with no governmental funding, although it does receive grants from the European Union.   It has income from various streams, such as entrance fees, shop and café sales, publications, and venue hire.   Tourist numbers visiting its sites is a major source of its income and its website (2019) states “Cultural heritage can act as a catalyst for Malta’s tourism potential and consequently contribute significantly to the economy”, so there is a recognition that there are economic benefits accruing from the promotion of their heritage.

Malta is a very small island - a smaller area than Inner London - with a large percentage of its economy reliant on tourism.   The north coast of the island displays areas of ribbon development which are gradually joining together, almost entirely comprising hotels and blocks of apartments.   Development is also spreading into the interior of the island, outwards from the Valletta area towards the airport and the south-west.   A controversial development has just been agreed for Manoel Island, a historically interesting part of the Marsamxett Harbour overlooking the west side of Valletta with a report in The Times of Malta calling it ‘The Rape of Malta’ (Galea 2019).   The article expresses the frustration of some Maltese at the perception that redevelopment seems to be king with people feeling disenfranchised because their views are not being heard or valued when they try to “save beautiful, heritage-rich buildings”.  The push to develop the island seems incessant, building more and more hotels and apartments to cater for the tourist trade.  Thus, the Maltese approach to tourism seems to favour quantity over quality, and the island infrastructure is unable to cope with the year-on-year increasing numbers, leading to tensions between the local Maltese and tourists.   As part of our brief, we were asked to give feedback on our experiences as tourists visiting the island, and to brainstorm ideas for a new approach to tourism and cultural heritage.   Attempts are being made to change the type of tourism on offer and to attract people interested in the Maltese culture and the history of the islands – people who will hopefully spend more money but visit in smaller numbers – an approach that would be more sustainable for a country the size of Malta.   

As tourists, our feedback was that the transport system is struggling to cope and there is significant traffic congestion, the natural landscape is at risk of being destroyed with the pace of building development, and it seems the island will very soon reach a tipping point, beyond which it will not be able to recover.  This pessimistic feedback was countered with our praise for the wonderful history evident throughout the island, and the beauty of the landscape.   As a strategically important location, Malta has seen surges of visitors over many centuries, all leaving their impression on the island.   As a result, Malta has so much to offer to those interested in different periods of history.   The south side of the island is still relatively undeveloped with nature trails being established, and this is an opportunity to protect the island’s natural beauty.   
[image: ]4 - Second World War commemoration (Photo: K Davies)

Maybe Malta suffers from too much history – one cannot move on the island without bumping into something of historical interest, whether it is magnificent Unesco World Heritage sites, such as the Hypogeum, the Hagar Qim and Mnajdra Temples, Roman remains such as the Domus Romana in Rabat, catacombs underlying Rabat and scattered around the island, medieval cities such as Mdina and Birgu, and 1st and 2nd World War remains everywhere – to give just a few examples of different periods of significant history which are evident in Malta.  It does seem [image: ]to me that, in Malta’s case, familiarity has perhaps bred contempt.   Another anecdote I was told was – ‘why keep the Mnajdra Temple?   Why not raze it and build luxury flats there?   It’s a prime location, and we have too many temples.’.  Unless local people can see benefits accruing from the presence of these historic sites, I feel they will continue to be undervalued and new sites will be at risk of destruction.5 - Mnajdra Temple and Filfla Island (Photo: K Davies)


Malta needs the political will to recognise the importance of its heritage, to protect it and to promote it more widely.  They have already started to promote some of the more famous artefacts, using the Sleeping Lady as a logo for the Malta Book Fair (2018), the Temple door shapes and windows as the Heritage Malta logo and on public buildings and in hotels, and as the official identifier for Malta on the Euro coins.  However, when you realise that the Faculty of Arts at the University was suppressed in the 1970s and early to mid 1980s, and archaeology was taught as a main subject only from 1987 (Fenech 2009), it is obvious that Malta’s historical heritage was subject to the vagaries of politics, and I wonder if this continues – Malta’s heritage is safe as long as it is seen to [image: ][image: ]have economic value.   The site of Tas-Silg (Cardona 2013), a multi-period site starting with a temple from circa 3,000 BC and used by the Phoenicians, amongst others, is closed to the public, surrounded by wire fencing, seemingly abandoned and forgotten, with property development encroaching up the hill. It was excavated by an Italian team between 1963 and 1970, with further excavations taking place from the 1990s to 2012.  Unique structures were discovered, making this an important site.    According to Heritage Malta’s Annual Report (2017):6 & 7 - Tas-Silg site (Photos: K Davies)

“An important meeting was held with the Missione Archeologica Italiana regarding the publication programme and a renewed collaboration for the post-excavation conservation of Tas-Silg.   This was essential so that Heritage Malta could understand the Missione’s current and future programme and start the lengthy conservation assessment and conservation management plan, which shall commence in 2018.”
Has this management plan been drafted yet?  Was it the political situation and lack of funding available which meant a foreign team excavated?   Am I being cynical in wondering if this forgetfulness is purposeful?   Will they build around the site, or over it, despite its importance?

From conversations with stakeholders, local people and ex-government ministers, there is a feeling of pessimism when it comes to cultural heritage and the impression that, unless something is seen to have the potential for significant economic impact, it has no importance or significance, and is ignored.

These are universal problems, with a continuous debate as to balancing the preservation and promotion of culturally significant artefacts and monuments with the need to run a modern economy in a changing world, with contested resources and hard-fought arguments as to their allocation.  Difficult decisions have to be made as to what is preserved, as evidenced by the current debate at CIfA about a Selection Toolkit for Working Project Archives to decide on what is appropriate to retain and what to discard, and I am sure this debate will continue (CIfA 2019).

One thing about which I am absolutely certain – the pressure on land availability will impinge on the historic sites of Malta, which is why it is even more important that their value is recognised, and they are protected.

Our team of four volunteers were all mature people, with two being mature students at university, so the Erasmus+ scheme certainly facilitated lifelong learning, and our mixture of cultures with two British and two Cypriots – one Turkish and one Greek – allowed a good exchange of views and attitudes with our Maltese hosts.   My mornings spent at the National Library were full of interest for me, and I felt I was able to contribute to their aims and objectives in restoring two books which may be accessed by students or researchers in the future.   I know that our tutor, Marco, was very happy with our work and our work-ethic, which did prompt me to wonder if they have had different experiences with other students visiting the Library – Marco did tell us it was good to have people working in the laboratories who obviously enjoyed their work.   Studying the cultural heritage of Malta was fascinating but also a little depressing – I found it difficult to accept the government’s seeming indifference, but I feel our honest feedback will provide the lecturers and other stakeholders with some sentiments to reflect upon.   If they succeed in changing the style of tourism they encourage, then surely there will be a knock-on effect for the everyday Maltese in seeing how admired and valued their historic landscapes are.

Malta has a confusing duality – history surrounds one on the island, the Maltese are proud of it and, as a small strategic island, they know the uniqueness of their history means they ‘punch above their weight’.   But political will supporting the historic heritage appears in short supply with a lack of funding forthcoming, leading to the usual problems when there is little money – lack of staff, lack of resources, lack of motivation.   And short-term goals mean the Maltese Government does not necessarily value its historical sites as much as it ought to, and the plethora of sites means that the whole island could be listed as a historic site, which is obviously unrealistic. Somehow, Malta has to find a way to appreciate its history whilst allowing the Maltese to live modern lives on the island.

Malta does produce extremes – I loved and hated it.   I hated the whispers of political corruption, the feeling that, as a very small island where everyone knows everyone else, one gets on by knowing the right people, the terrible traffic and frustrating transport infrastructure, the awful building development and spread of concrete throughout a large part of the island.   I loved the warmth and kindness of the Maltese people I met, the magnificent prehistoric remains, the fascinating World War stories, the beautiful architecture everywhere, the natural landscape on the south-west of the island and on Gozo, the clean Mediterranean, and the weather.   
[image: ]
From an archaeological point of view, Malta has so much to offer – it really does have interesting examples of history everywhere – and that is what I will remember most: the fabulous temple at Mnjdra, the fascinating representations of humans, wonderful museum displays of animal bones found in the cave at Ghar Dalam, and the graffiti encountered at various sites around the island.8 - Human figure from Ggantija Temple site (Photo: K Davies)
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