
■ Hannah Dowling

The APS Mdina Cathedral Con-
temporary Art Biennale is an on-
going project that dates back to
the early 1990s and which takes
place every two years. It is to re-
turn once again in March of next
year. Ideas are continuously pro-
gressing and maturing, thus al-
lowing every edition to flow
holistically to the next, whilst si-
multaneously differing from
previous editions.

Perhaps one of the most mem-
orable editions during its form-
ative years was the 1994 Mdina
Biennale, which saw a number
of artists partaking in exhibiting
their work under a general and
universal theme. Since then, it
has taken a new direction. From
a small exhibition, the 2015 edi-
tion entitled ‘Christianity, Spiri-
tuality and the Other’ proved to
be innovative by setting aims
and expanding to a large-scale
international event. Whilst de-
claring all art to be spiritual
within this modern environ-
ment, it also aimed to give a new
ideological character, as well as
new definitions. Moreover, it
also aimed to expand and be-
come vaster than before, by al-
lowing the exhibits of more
artists, although this resulted in
less space. Contrarily, the 2017
edition entitled ‘The Mediter-
ranean: A Sea of Conflicting
Spiritualities’ inversed the pre-
vious notion of ‘more artists, less
space’ and accepted much fewer
artists, thus allowing for more
space. With the APS Mdina Bi-
ennale being a constant learning
curve, the team behind it, led by
artistic director Professor
Giuseppe Schembri Bonaci, are
continuously looking to expand
and innovate their approach,
whilst maintaining their eye for
detail in order to harmonise this
large exhibition. For these rea-
sons, the 2017 edition welcomed
collaborations with international
museums, namely MuCEM in
Marseilles, which presented two
contemporary video works from
their collection. These were then
complemented within the Mal-
tese context, by the contempo-
rary work of local artists Esprit
Barthet and Frank Portelli. 

What is interesting to note is
that throughout the years, the
APS Mdina Biennale is always
searching to improve and rein-
vent, but something that has re-
mained constant throughout is
the common theme of spiritual-
ity. Essentially, this declaration
for all art to be spiritual, comes
from the vision of the artistic di-
rector himself. Schembri Bonaci
believes that the biennale is “a
spiritual space of and for cre-
ativity”, where every artist ex-
plores mankind’s relationship
with existence and presents their
own vision of this idea. As a re-
sult, it is interesting to note the
local and international interpre-
tations of such a theme, espe-
cially when taking into

consideration the different cul-
tural backgrounds they come
from. 

Schembri Bonaci has been the
director for the past two edi-
tions and is to return once again
with his team for the 2020 edi-
tion, along with a few new ad-
ditions. Under his direction, a
number of events were held as a
means of promotion, both dur-
ing the build-up and during the
months of the biennale itself.
For instance, the 2015 edition
saw a vast spectrum of events
including a jazz evening, sym-
posium, as well as an organ
recital, all of which showcased
both local and international per-
formers. 

Essentially, having this bien-
nale held in Malta, what draws
international artists and visitors
alike to form part of this exhibi-
tion is the location it is held in.
With Malta itself being a pictur-
esque island of hidden beauty,
the APS Mdina Biennales are
held in what is possibly one of
the areas with the greatest his-
tory; Mdina. The town’s sheer
elegance and past conveys the
true insight of what Malta has to
offer, but what is remarkable
about this choice of location for
the exhibition is not only this
factor, but the remarkable con-
trast the biennale itself portrays
– the endurance and modern
spirit which this exhibition of-
fers takes place in a town brim-
ming with history and
character. The 2020 APS Mdina
Biennale is to house artworks
across three floors of the Mdina
Cathedral Museum.

APS Bank has proudly contin-
ued their partnership with the
Mdina Biennale, a relationship
established from the 2015 edi-
tion. In the words of Professor
Schembri Bonaci, the APS
Mdina Biennale will; “provide a
platform for several talented
artists to share their impeccable
and very relevant works.” This
enthusiasm of collaboration is
very much reciprocated by APS,
whose officials have expressed
enthusiasm to support a project

that contributes to and shapes
the development of contempo-
rary art in the Mediterranean.

In addition to the beneficial
collaboration with APS Bank
and perhaps due to the vast
amount of team members com-
ing from the Department of Art
and Art History at the Univer-
sity of Malta, the University also
provides a number of people to
help with this project. This col-
laboration has been done for the
past two editions of the APS
Mdina Biennale and is to be

done again for the upcoming
2020 edition.

Every year of the APS Mdina
Biennale has been a success, for
it truly complements the cul-
tural scene in Malta, which is
constantly growing and im-
proving. Moreover, this project
not only maintains the dynam-
ics of the cultural scene, but also
serves as a merging point be-
tween the past and the present.
Therefore, it is for these reasons
that it is important to look back
at the achievements and suc-

cesses of the previous editions
of the APS Mdina Biennale, in
preparation for the latest edi-
tion, because every edition
serves as a continuation from
the previous one, even though it
may be a new beginning for
some artists and team members
alike. Essentially, what is impor-
tant to note is that as a team led
by Schembri Bonaci, the aim is to
create a holistic view and link
not only amongst the works of
art, but also between one edition
and the next.
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Moving forward by looking at the past   

Detail of an installation by
Vincent Côme

Installation by Victor Agius Video installation by
James Alec Hardy
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