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Community: the connecting keyword for cultural
development in Malta

This month ASEF culture360 contributor Herman Bashiron Mendolicchio focuses on community-based
initiatives that are supporting cultural development in Malta. Stay tuned for 2 more interviews on this
topic which will follow in the next few weeks: one with Sandro Debono on the new NationalCommunity Museum in Malta, MUŻA and the second one with Caldon Mercieca on the Valletta Design
Cluster project.

The notion of community has been widely discussed and analysed at different moments and in several
contexts and elds. Among the latter, we nd: museum studies, with the signi cant goal of exploring the
changing role of audience as well as the role of public institutions and their public dimension; social art
practices, with the main focus placed on the development of new methodologies aimed at triggering
participation, collaboration and engagement with the community; the philosophical sphere and the
political and social eld, where the concept of ‘community’ has been questioned, examined and
dissected from multiple perspectives and in different directions (e.g. in the essays of Bataille;
Habermas; Nancy; Agamben; Blanchot; to name just a few).
There are certainly numerous and diverse approaches to and meanings of this key concept and it is
important to stress that its research, exploration and examination has once again become urgent.
What are the elements that can de ne the notion of ‘community’ in the uid times of globalisation?
How are places, spaces and contexts affected by the in uence, role and contribution of
‘community’? What are – or should be – the interactions and connections between cultural
development and ‘community’? What are the meeting points – as well as the borders, limits or

friction zones between spatial policies, creative experiences and the needs of the ‘community’?

In the speci c context of contemporary cultural development in Malta, these questions related to
‘community’ – and its potential and desirable engagement – are taking a central position. The goals
and priorities of cultural policies; the creation and vision of new cultural infrastructures; the need for
developing new ways of social interaction; the urban planning; the organisation of cultural activities in
local contexts and the examination and identi cation of places and spaces – with their stories,
traditions and characters – are all taking into account the fundamental role and contribution of the
community.

The main projects and actions which are characterizing this important shift – this speci c attention –
towards community in Malta, are:
The MUŻA project, the new “national-community” art museum
The Valletta Design Cluster
The “Community Exchange” area promoted by the Arts Council Malta.

MUŻA constitutes one of the agship projects for Valletta 2018 European Capital of Culture. The word
is an acronym for MUŻew Nazzjonali tal-Arti, which is the Maltese name of the current National
Museum of Fine Arts. MUŻA is also the Maltese word for inspiration. The new and main vision for
MUŻA is based on community engagement. As speci ed in its description:
“The community-oriented project is a national museum, the rst of its kind, which shares a

common vision with the Foundation’s objectives in promoting art and museums as a tool for social
transformation. It shall promote greater participation by the community through a story-based
narrative of display and related objects and empower a broader range of access tools to
experience heritage and culture”.

As stated by Sandro Debono, Senior Curator and MUŻA Project Lead: “The project is being designed
‘with people for people’. Indeed, MUŻA is a community project in which people can participate while
the museum provides the tools for interaction.”
The MUŻA project is taking a substantial turn, re-de ning itself from a ‘national’ to a ‘national-

community’ art museum. MUŻA claims to rethink the whole signi cance of museum as well as the role
of cultural institutions, curators and experts, heading towards an important shift where the major
owner and player of the museum is the community. As stressed by Debono, “we seek to relocate art and
creativity from a priceless commodity to a resource of relevance to the community”.
Though MUŻA will open in 2018, the community-oriented process has already begun. A prime example
is the project Naqsam il-MUŻA (sharing the MUŻA), in which people from the Valletta community have
been invited to choose artworks from the collection and propose a location for their future installation,
while sharing their visions, stories and narratives.
New interactive practices are constantly taking shape and challenging the structure and role of
present-day cultural institutions. As Peter Weibel already indicated: “The museum of the future lives
from the recognition that it is a public instrument of communication. Therefore, in the future, critical
co-operation between museum operators and their visitors will be necessary, in order to bring about
the past, present and future in the rst place. Visitors must be freed from their passive role as
consumers and encouraged to become active and interactive agents. The museum becomes a stage for
the visitor – a place of options for activity and interactivity. In return, the museum elevates itself from a
place of and for art to the level of art itself”.
Another important cultural project in Malta – currently under construction on the site of the Old
Abattoir and in the heart of a residential area in the lower part of the capital – is the Valletta Design
Cluster. What is noteworthy here, once again, is the community engagement in the design, building and
planning of this new cultural infrastructure. According to the available information:
The Valletta Design Cluster shall provide a model of urban regeneration focused on creative

networking, community integration and social regeneration. Efforts are also being made for the
Cluster to interact and respond to the needs of the tightly-knit residential community surrounding
the project site. Workshops and meetings with residents are taking place, and outcome from these
workshops and encounters are in uencing the decisions on site design, the future Cluster’s
programming, and the spaces that can be opened for community interaction.

The value and signi cance of this interaction resides not only in the nal phases or in the project's “wish
list”, but also – and this particular element is worth emphasizing – in the initial phases where the
community is involved in envisioning the design and programmes of the new space.
In terms of cultural policies it is relevant to mention that one of the main strategic areas identi ed by

the Arts Council Malta (ACM) is focused on ‘community exchange’. The different actions and
programmes envisaged by ACM aim to enhance cultural diversity and are committed to invest in:
A wider spectrum of quality work that inspires community cultural exchange and reaches a
broader range of people – engaging them as both audience and participants.
Artists and arts organizations that promote cultural diversity and address cultural inclusion and
accessibility.

Beyond the institutional framework – and beyond the attractive project descriptions – it is important
to provide a different context and a variety of platforms from where public culture can be considered
as an accessible and shared common good.
Malta now has the opportunity to write a new page in terms of contemporary cultural development,
taking into account both the potential of cultural institutions, as facilitators of dialogue and exchange,
and the essential contributions of different communities.
Culture and community are living bodies and uid notions that need to be constantly discussed and
rede ned. The main challenge is therefore to create inspiring and constructive spaces as well as
moments and contexts where they can interrelate, connect and interact.

Useful Links:
MUŻA http://muza.heritagemalta.org
The Valletta Design Cluster
Valletta 2018 http://valletta2018.org
Arts Council Malta http://www.artscouncilmalta.org
Heritage Malta http://heritagemalta.org

Herman Bashiron Mendolicchio holds a European PhD in “Art History, Theory and Criticism” from the
University of Barcelona. His current lines of investigation involve the subjects of intercultural
processes, globalization and mobility in contemporary art and cultural policies, the interactions
between artistic, educational, media and cultural practices in the Mediterranean and the cultural
cooperation between Asia and Europe. He has participated in several international conferences and
developed projects and research residencies in Europe, Asia and the Middle East. As an art critic and
independent curator he writes extensively for several international magazines. He is special
correspondent for ASEF culture360.
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