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he Auberge of Aragon is one of the great inns
or habitations built for the ‘groups’, colloquially
known as ‘langues’, within the Order of St. John. It
was planned and designed by the legendary Maltese
architect Girolamo Cassar soon after the laying of the
foundation stone of Valletta in 1566. It stands in what is
now Independence Square in the ‘new’ City of Valletta,
sometimes also referred to as the ‘Citta’ Umilissima’.
The Auberge d’Aragon, as it is generally known, is the
oldest of the seven Auberges built by Girolamo Cassar
and survives almost in its original form, with all the
hallmarks of a Cassar building. Although the facade
is plain, the Auberge d’Aragon has fine Renaissance
rooms. It is recorded that the site was purchased in
the acts of the Maltese Notary Placido Abela on 20th
September 1569 for the sum of 80 scudi and 8 tari.
The earthquake of 1693 damaged the Auberge d’Aragon
and left it in a sad state in need of an urgent repair. The
architect Frederick Blondel reported that the facade and
the adjacent wall running down West Street (Strada
Ponente) were damaged and dislodged.
The same earthquake also caused considerable
damage to the Pilar church belonging to the Auberge.

The church was embellished and remodelled in the
most grandiose manner by, it is thought, the architect
Romano Carapecchia. All expenses incurred in this
project were met by Grand Master Raimondo Perellos.
The altarpiece of the Madonna of the Pilar is the work of
the internationally renowned Mattia Preti (1613- 1699)
and his assistants.
The Auberge D’Aragon is perhaps of particular interest
to the Maltese nation because of its very name - Malta
was ruled by Aragon long before the advent of the
knights. Perhaps the first reigning sovereign to ever visit
Malta was Frederick III of Aragon in 1372. Alfonso V of
Aragon also visited in 1432 and it is recorded that he
resided with his Governor of Malta chosen from the local
populace, Baron Francesco Gatto.
The Auberge d’Aragon was ‘ruled’ by the Pilier. The
Prior of the Auberge d’Aragon was known as the Grand
Conservator and he was responsible for the transport and
supplies of the Order’s hospital and troops. The Knights
of Aragon, Cataluña and Navarre were relied upon to
defend the Bastion of Saints Peter and Paul, and also
half of the curtain leading to St James’s Bastion and half
of the other curtain in the direction of St. Barbara’s.
Most newly invested knights would joing a Langue in
Malta without delay and live with their brothers in the
Convent. Life in the auberge was, to all intents and
purposes, monastic. There were regular holy masses to
attend, offices to be said and two years of instruction to
follow, including the training for and the preparation of
Caravans to be catered for. Obedience was practiced,
whilst abstinence and fasting were obligatory. Thursdays
and Sundays saw better fare at the refectory table. Until a
knight was given a Commandery, he lived in the auberge
of his langue.
The refectory in an auberge was usually the largest room
in the palace. The historian Elizabeth Schermerhorn
wrote in ‘Malta of the Knights’.

The Ballroom
This table was used by Dr Giorgio Borg Olivier and Duncan Sandys
during the negotiations for Malta’s Independence.

“They dined on long tables stretching the whole length
of the room; the Pilier and any distinguished guests he
might be entertaining, at the top; the Knights next, and

The Blue Room

the Chaplains and Servants-at-Arms below. Neither the
reigning Grand Master’s portrait, nor, his Arms upon the
curtains could overshadow the majesty of the Pilier in
his own Auberge as he sat in his blue velvet armchair at
his private table, on a raised platform, with the banner
and device of his Langue above his head and the double
luxury of a carpet and cushion under his feet”.
In 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte occupied the island for
its strategic value during his Egyptian campaign. After
having temporarily resided in Messina, Catania and
Ferrara, in 1834 the Order settled definitively in Rome
where it owns, with extraterritoriality status, the Magistral
Palace in Via Condotti 68 and the Magistral Villa on the
Aventine Hill.
As soon as the British were in Valletta following the
surrender of the French Garrison in 1800, the Auberge
d’Aragon was requisitioned by the Quartermaster.
In 1842, only five years into the long reign of Queen
Victoria, Dr Tomlinson, the Protestant Lord Bishop of
Gibraltar, took up residence at the Auberge d’Aragon.
He changed the name of this historic palace to ‘Gibraltar
House’ and is alleged to have attempted to change
‘Bishop Street’ (Strada Vescovo) to ‘Bishops Street’
(Strada Vescovi).
After 1921 constitution in which Malta was given a certain
amount of self-government, including a properly elected

After the return of self-government in 1947, four Maltese
Prime Ministers have used the Auberge d’Aragon as their
office, starting with Sir Paul Boffa. Boffa was followed by
Dr. Enrico Mizzi in 1950, who served in this position for
only three months and became the only Prime Minister
to die in office.
Dr. Giorgio Borg Olivier succeeded ‘Nerik’ Mizzi and it
was he, in his second term of office, who successfully
negotiated sovereign independence for the Maltese
islands. Malta’s independence of 1964 was drafted on a
table that remains located here to this day.
Dr. Giorgio Borg Olivier was followed by Prime Minister
Dominic Mintoff, who, a year through his government,
moved the office of the Prime Minister from the Auberge
d’Aragon to the Auberge de Castille in 1972.
Since then the Auberge d’Aragon has been occupied
by various Ministries. Today it houses the Office of the
Deputy Prime Minister.

The intercommunicating rooms encircle a peristyle courtyard

Legislative Assembly and a Senate, but excluding foreign
and military affairs, the Auberge d’Aragon served as a
school. Following Sir Ugo Mifsud’s election as Prime
Minister in 1924, the Auberge once again changed role
and became the official seat of the Prime Minister. Plans
were drawn up in 1931 under Prime Minister Gerald
Strickland to make the Auberge the House of Parliament
but they never materialised, perhaps because of a
change in administration soon after.
With the suspension of the Constitution and the War
starting in 1939, the Auberge was made available to the
British Institute.
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