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In line with providing tourists with an enhanced
experience, cultural heritage is arguably one of the
most powerful element which can bring forth the life
and times of a people. Walled towns form an integral
part of this evocative reality.

The life of yesteryear tends to appeal to a vast group of
people and the walled towns themselves constitute the
temporal bridge that links the past with the present, the
ancient with the modern.



The cultural heritage interpreter
picks up the evidence that marks
change and continuity, cause and
consequence, and above all, that
which highlights the presence of
human activity and experience.
Walled towns as heritage sites are
rich sources waiting to be
discovered, revealed, explained,
experiences and appreciated.



Heritage sites are among the most attractive and
evocative elements used by interpreters in bringing
forth knowledge, information, cultural experience and
historical understanding.

One type of heritage
sites brimming with
exciting elements is
arguably the fortified
town.



One of the most central aspects
of heritage interpretation is that
of getting the visitors into a
frame of mind that makes the
abstract concept of time a little
easier to grasp. What better way
to bridge this time gap between
the past and the present than to
go back in time while essentially
retaining one’s feet in the
present?



Heritage interpreters taking visitors along
the streets of fortified towns, do well to
encourage them to be on the lookout for
those elements of everyday life such as
balconies, particular doorways, pillar
boxes, vedettes, and other, at times small
but significant historical
and architectural features
that make up the tangible
texture of the site.



Of course one will also be pointing out, focussing on
and emphasising the more obvious and more
pronounced buildings, fortifications and other
elements which constitute fortified towns and cities as
Valletta, Mdina, Floriana, Vittoriosa, Senglea, and
Cospicua in Malta, and Victoria in the sister island of
Gozo.



Interpretation should be further concerned with sensitising
towards more responsible tourism. The interpreter engages
with the visitors and fosters in them an interest and respect
for the cultural environment which is the result of human
activity so diverse in different countries and regions – and
yet so similar in many aspects. Raising awareness for the
preservation of historical and cultural heritage should,
arguably, be a primary objective of cultural tourism even
superseding economic advantages. After all, monetary profit
cannot be made when a site is ruined and devastated by the
overgrowing problem of overtourism.



Walled towns

The category of heritage sites
incorporates within it a variety of types;
yet, one of the most intriguing seems to
involve fortifications and fortified towns
and cities. This assertion rests on the fact
that the theme of fortifications emits a
particular fascination that verges on the
mysterious.



The enthusiasm generated by the discovery of
particular forms and shapes, exploring the nicks and
corners of the sites, and the imagination and emotion
that such structures stir in the mind and soul of the
visitor make such places enticing to visit.



The shouts of battle, the clanging
of metal, the scaling of walls, the
fear and suffering, the
bombardments and explosions, and
whatever warfare and conflict
bring forth, inspire and activate the
fertile mind of the visitor who
draws on experiences, similar
realities and stories heard and told.



Fortified towns and cities,
moreover, create that aura of the
unexpected with every corner
one turns, with each building one
visits, and with every coat of
arms one meets. These are ideal
places for the interpreter’s
expertise to be shown off.



In many instances there is the danger that the same
surroundings and social environment may become an
interference to the visitor’s experience. Traffic, modern-
day structures, the hustle and bustle of a normal day,
and a hundred other things and happenings, tend to
become a challenge to the
interpreter’s efforts to
recreate – if only virtually
– the environment of a
past age.



As one author has put it, “The historic
environment lies all around us; what
varies is the extent to which it appears
within today’s environment and how far
we are able to recognise it.”

(T. Copeland, 1993)

The more conflicting the environment, the less likely
will the visitor be free to imagine the past. The more the
modern additions to the site, the less the historical
elements come out clearly in the visitor’s mind’s eye.



The interpreter actively going around a fortified town
can spur the audience to ask particular questions,
which in the majority of times are “intuitive and
unspoken”.
‘What was this place like, and how has it changed?’
‘How old is it?’ ‘Who built it?’
‘Why did they build it?’
‘How did they build it?’
‘How is it related with other, similar, walled places?’
‘What happened there?’ ‘How do we know?’



Each of these questions
leads to a common
impulse. “We want to
make sense of the physical
evidence that we see, with
the eventual aim of
knowing what it was like
to be there when the
structure was in use.”

(T. Copeland, 1991) 



Walled towns have an added ingredient which is constituted by
the fortified enceinte itself. This is made up of the bastions or
bulwarks, the curtain walls, the gateways, the ditches, the
embrasures, the ramparts, the traverses, the counterguards, and
the many other features. All of this supplies the interpreter
with material to fuel for further discovery and thus a
heightened experience.



Bringing out what is on site
requires a good and efficient
professional interpreter, it requires
solid skills and a professional
attitude.

Walled towns offer scope for the narration of mystery
stories, anecdotes, episodes reflecting everyday life or
extraordinary moments, the life of personalities or
common people, and lots more.



Fortified towns and cities have
qualities that the skilful interpreter
should know how to utilise and
present. It is through interpretation
that visitors – both young and adult
– experience the vicissitudes of the
people that populated these towns
thus appreciating and respecting
the tangible and intangible heritage
that enrich these sites.



Thank you


