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Education is one of the most ancient concerns of mankind. Its his­
tory is largely the history of development of Society. The taching 
of skills and knowledge to the young, whatever the forms and 
methods it takes, is a phenomenon known even to primitive man. 
The Phoenicians had their schools; so too the Egyptians. The clas­
sical Greeks were famous for their learning. The Romans consid­
ered themselves practical men and their education was closely as­
sociated with law, rhetoric, military and science and the art of gov­
ernment. Even the Church fostered the provision of schools through­
out the ages. Learning was preserved in monasteries and in Semi­
naries during the Middle Ages. Yet during the course of human 
history, there came times when education as a whole lost its vital­
ity and meaning. 

What system of education did ever exist in Malta and Gozo during 
all these times? It is common knowledge to all scholars of local 
history that our forefathers were able to acquire a rich culture. This 
highly elevated culture is forever reflected in monuments which 
are the pride of our race. But no documentary evidence survives to 
throw light on any existing educational system in the classical and 
early Christian era. Nor have we any records of established schools 
at one time or another. 

One may perhaps assume that some form of private schooling ex­
isted in the first millennium of the Christian era, run by ecclesiastics. 
This assumption gathers more wieght when it is considered in the 
light of knowledge of the civilizing mission the Church had com­
mitted itself to. 1 The echo of the cultural rebirth promoted by 
Charlemangne 2 may have as well affected Malta and Gozo in a 
positive way. The Arab period is a totally dark era in our history 3, let 
alone education devlopment itself. A revival in education under the 
first Norman ruler, Count Roger of Normandy must necessarily have 
taken place. Count Roger, it will be remembered had seen to the 
ecclesiastical organization of our islands. 4 Any system of education 
instituted by Count Roger must have received a stronger impetus 
under his successors; it is worth noting that during the second half of 
the century all cathedrals were directed to see to the instruction of 
the public by the third Lateran Council (1179). 5 

By the time of the arrival of the Knights' Order, education had 
already established deep roots in the island of Malta, thanks to the 
various religious orders, among them the Minor Conventuals, the 
Augustinians and the Doinicans. This goes back to the fifteenth 
century. About these, Monsignor Mifsud writes: 

"Gli ospizi e gli ospedali sotto la direzione 
di religiose, quali le benedittine in S .. 
Pietro ed in Sta. Scolastica al Notabile, dei 
Francescani, al Rabato, dipendenti e 
sussidiate dall'Universita, rapppresentavano 
nel passato le scuole ossia gli asili 
infantili di quest isola" 6 

As indicated here, the Universifa, or local government also gave 
its contribution to the cause of education. About Gozo in particu-

Jar, next to nothing is known or proven about all these times. How­
ever it cannot be ruled out that some Gozitan young ones had the 
good fortune of acquiring some form of elementary instruction 
admittedly inadequate - provided by some local priest. Neither can 
we exclude the assumption that the Gozitan community of Jews, 
however small it might have been, until their expulsion in 1492, 
had its own school besides its synagogue. 7 

The Gozo Universita or Commune was first instituted in the four­
teenth century to serve local interests and administer the daily af­
fairs of the island. 8 There can be hardly any doubt about it that this 
local institution, like its counterpart in Malta, did everything in its 
power to.better the standards of education in Gozo. 

Still, this cannot be confirmed until the second half of the six­
teenth century. In fact the first written evidence to be found still 
existing as regards to education in Gozo goes back to the 12 th 
February of the year 157 4. Here one finds that the Gozo Universita 
had a public school, under the direction of the Augustinian Father 
Mark Gandolfo. In this venture, the Universita' paid Fr. Gandolfo 
the sum of five scudi per year with effect from December 1st 1573. 
9 The rent payments for the school premises were to be made by 
the school-master himself. Thus it can be concluded that in 1573 a 
government school already existed in Gozo. 

As documented in the Gozo Universita's archives, it was a tradi­
tion that the same school-master (when being an ecclesiastic) car­
ried out the Lent sermons in the Gozo Matrice. Because of this 
Father Gandolfo was paid five more scudi. Most probably he did 
not continue with his teaching career for long since there are not 
any more references to him in the archives. Yet another source 
indicates that Father Gandolfo still resided in Gozo in 1580. 10 

The fact that the school was closed down is reinforced by the in­
formation given by Father Lawrence Apapis (Apap) , is the Gozo 
Vigar "Presbyter Gaulorum et Vicarius", to Monsignor Dusina, 
during the latter's historic visit to Gozo in 1575. Fr. Apapis did 
inform Dusina that there was no "Maestro di Scuola" in Gozo, but 
the Deacons as well as the Rector of the principal church there also 
complained that no expenses for paying a "Magister" were pro­
vided out of the ecclesiastical funds. 11 

The oldest document regarding education in Gozo. It shows the 
payment of five scudi to Father Mark Gandolfo as school-master. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg,. Vol. I, p. 81 v) 
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This inscription shows the paymet made to 
Fr. Antonio di Sontoro for his educational services. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. I, pp. l 84r - l 84v) 

It is more than evident that the problem for schooling more 
than anything else was the lack of funds. 

Furthermore, the Gozo Matrice Tefused to cover the expenses 
needed for educating deacons. 12 Most probably Fr. Gandolfo 
quit the school because his payment issued by the Universita' 
was never supplemented by increased payment from the Matrice. 

The first payment to be traced for another school-master dates 
to 22nd November 1576. Kol Anton di Sontoro was paid the 
sum of four scudi and two tari for his teaching services cover­
ing a period of our months (September - December 1576). 13 To 
maintain and run the school, the Universita had to increase the 
salary of five scudi to twelve and a half scudi annually for the 
master. On 17th June 1577 Sontoro was paid again for his serv­
ices. 14 Accounts also exist of Francis Zoza covering the pay­
ment of one scudo, eight tari and ten grano for teaching young 
pupils. 15 The next payment to be found is again attributed to 
Sontoro. Its amount is of seven scudi, three tari and ten grano. 
It was executed on 16th May 1578.16 

The next appointment of a school-master is that of the Augus­
tinian Father Joseph Xiberras. He was first paid as a school 
master on 13th October 1579.17 Xiberras conducted the Lent 
preaches for the same year in the Gozo Cathedral (then Matrice ). 
The next payment to be found regarding Xiberras, covers the 
period between January 1st and April 30th 1584.18 

During this time one notices the re-emergence of Fr. Gandolfo. 
He ran the school between August and March 1585. No further 
mention is made of him. Once more the Universita's school 
was closed down in this period and no more accounts of pay­
ments are to be found in the archives until late 1587. Even Fr. 
Joseph Xiberras re-emerges at this time. He was granted the 
salary of twenty-five scudi per year for his contributions to edu­
cation and as a Lent preacher. 19 

The same problem kept cropping up now and again. The school 
had to close down because of financial problems. Payments 
were often given in arrears or not given at all. The school -
masters were frustrated because of this situation. Very often the 
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local Matrice did not provide its due contributions of money 
for schooling, for some reason or another; the local govern­
ment had to bear the financial burden alone as a result. To add 
insult to injury the school-masters were expected to cover some 
of the school expenses themselves. 

But such a chaotic situation could not be accepted for a long time. 
To provide the pupils with a new teacher the officials of the 
Universita' sought the services of Father Bartilmew Haber, guar­
anteeing that he would be paid his due salary. Fr. Haber accepted 
the post and began to run the school towards the end of 1591. 
However, more that once did Fr Haber protest ot the Universita' 
and the Grand Master for not being provided with his due salary, 
claiming that his life was being rendered a miserable one. 

The Grand Master sought to find a solution to the problem and 
the first evidence of a salary to be paid to Fr Haber is written 
under the date of 21st November 1594. He was paid the sum of 
eight scudi and four tari'. 20 Accounts of payments are also found 
indicating the payment given to one of the officials, Saviour 
Pontremoli covering his expenses for crossing over to Malta with 
the aim of presenting Fr. Haber's protest to the Grand Maser. 21 

. All this shows the resolve on the part of the local Universita' in 
maintaining some form of education in Gozo. The next accounts 
bearing Haber's name and payments are written in the documents 
under the date of 4th July 1598. He was paid one scudo for the 
month of May. In a petition made by Fr. Haber in August 1617, 
he claims that his salary as a school teacher employed by the 
Universita', was rather low, considering his long service. 22 

In 1618, a Gozitan benefactor named Dr. Nicholas Mahnuq 
bequeathed all his property to the Jesuits on condition that they 
ope a college in what is now Victoria, i.e. outside the walls of 
the citadel. The Jesuits were, at first, elated at the bequest. They 
sent Fathers Lucius Bonello and Angelo Caruana to start 
implemeting the project. Unfortunately, for some reason or an­
other the project never materialise. In accordance with the con­
ditions given by the testament, the accumulated property , there­
fore, passed on to the Domenican Order, who where bound by 
the same conditions. Once more all hopes were dashed and Dr. 
Mahnuq' s desires were never implemented. 23 the school was 
never erected and the Gozitan children once more could get 
access to their right to be educated through the Universita' s 
school, only when it was functioning. 

Fr. Haber's career of teaching continued right through the 1640's 
until his retirement after his services had exceeded fifty years. His 
annual salary increased to thirty scudi with effect from 5th Decem­
ber 1636. He enjoyed this salary until his retirement six years later. 24 

The first salary given to Fr. Haber. It amounts to the sum of eight 
scudi and 4 tari and it bears the date of 21st November 1594. 

(Nag UG Acta et Neg. Vol. II, p. 413v) · 
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Written record of the payment given to 
Saviour Pontremoni for crossing over to Malta .. 

(Nag UG Acta et Neg. Vol. II, p. 530r) 

Written documentation of April 1642 showing payments 
effected to Fr. Haber, as school-teacher. 
(Nag UG Acta et Neg. Vol. IV, p. 20v) 

The last record of payment effected to Fr. Haber. It shows that his 
salary had been risen to thirty scudi annually. 

(Nag UG Acta et Neg. Vol. IV, p. 27v) 

The petition written on behalf of Fr, Philip Farrugia, in which a short 
profile of his life is given. From this document one learns that Fr. 
Farrugia had already run a public school in Vittoriosa for fifteen 
years, while he alone had to sustain the life of a very big family. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. IV, p. 38v) 

Documentary evidence of another payment given to Fr. Philip 
Farrugia written on 23rd August 1646. It amounted to eighteen tarl 

which covered eighteen days of his teaching at the Universita's school 
(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 27v) 

To fill the vacancy of a school-master a now priest from Malta, 
Fr. Philip Farrugia presented a petition to the Grand Master in 
which he applied for the job. The contendor claimed his ability 
in teaching, resulting from the experience he had gained earlier 
while running his own school.25 From a short profile given in 
the petition to be found in the archives, Fr. Farrugia depicts 
himself as a most humble and poor priest, who was responsible 
for the care of his elderly parents. Apart from this he had to 
sustain the daily lives of his own four sisters and some neph­
ews.26 Eventually he was given the appointment of school-mas­
ter on 17th July 1642.27 The archives leave us in the dark on the 
criteria adopted by the Grand Master in his decision to appoint 
Fr. Farrugia. There are no details about what were the kind and 
nature of his qualifications as a teacher. 

What is known for sure is that Fr. Farrugia's teaching career in 
the public school of the Universita' occupied but a brief period 
of time. On 23rd August 1646 he was paid the sum of 18 tarl 
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covering the last 18 days of his services after the 16th of No­
vember 1643.28 The reasons behind the fact that many succes­
sive school-masters taught only for a brief period could not be 
roadily established. The harsh conditions of work, resulting 
sometimes in low or no payments at all could have naturally 
discouraged educators from continuing with their work. An­
other reason could had been that many of those school-masters 
came over from Malta and could not establish themselves for 
long in Gozo . 

The Universita' officials tried to tacile the problem which had 
cropped up because of the departure of Fr. Farrugia from the 
school. They put forward this name of a certain Father Bacilliere 
Angelo from Malta, for filling the vacant post of a school-mas­
ter in Gozo. The same monk had made a very good impression 
as a Lent preacher on the local people.29 So everyone approved 
of the proposal made by the Universita' members. Father Angelo 
accepted the post and was appointed school-master on 30th 
December 1643. His payment was issued with effect from 1st 
January 1644. 30 

He set out to run the school but remained only for some months. 
Traces of his successor could only be found later in 1646.31 A 
Gozitan ecclesiastic Father Andrew Bugeja made a fonmal pe­
tition to the Grand Master, in which he insisted on his experi­
ence and ability, cultivated in the school he himself ran in Gozo 
for the teaching of reading, writing and grammar. 32 His creden­
tials were accepted and he took his appointment as a school­
master in the Universita' school. 

Later, another Gozitan, Father Matthew Gatt, a theologian, pre­
sented his case for the school-mastership of the school.33 Fa­
ther Gatt was unanymously accepted since he was a man of 
culture and a highly intelligent person. He began teaching on 
16th August 164734 until August 1649. 

Accounts of Father Onofriju Debono35 and Father Francis 
Bugeja as teachers are also to be found. 36 How long their teach­
ing service was no one knows, since the documents of the 
Universita' are missing for a period of 10 years, casting a total 
blackout on the events which might have taken place between 
1655 and 1665. 

Later information regarding education in Gozo is to be found in the 
archives of the 2nd half of 1665. It regards a new school-master Fr. 
Jacob Selon.37 He remained teacher until he passed away 1674. As­
sisting him in the running of the school was his nephew, cleric 
Honorato Gheymard. Eventually after his uncle passed away, Fr. 
Honorato took over the running of the school from him.38 

Testimony of Fr. Bacilliere Angelo of Malta as teacher in Gozo. 
It bears the date of 16th June 1644. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 18r) 

Petition of Fr. Bugeja, in which he claims that he taught grammar, 
reading and writing, without charging fees to his pupils. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 25r) 

Last payment given to Fr. Andrew Bugeja covering four months of 
teaching before his retiremnet on 16th July 1647. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 14r) 

Fr Matthew Gatt began teaching on 
16th August 1647 as shown above. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 14v) 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 16r - 16v) 
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(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. V, p. 22r) 

Extracts from the universita's documents showing payments given 
to Fr. Matthew Gatt during his career as teacher. 

Fr. Francis Bugeja took over from Fr. Honorfino Debono 
as school-master after the latter stood down. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. -Mandati- p. 1 Or/ 

The successor of Fr. Honorato Gheymard was in duty bound to 
establish the school in the premises of Rabat (Victoria). 39 This 
meant that the school was not to remain within the fortifica­
tions of the Citadel. Most probably this measure was taken for 
the convenience of the general public, especially for those chil­
dren who lived in the open countryside, some miles away from 
the Citadel. The new school was to be as accessible as possible. 
This measure sheds light on the daily social, life of the Gozitans, 
which was beginning to be concentrated in Rabat, while the 
importance of the Citadel as a place of shelter from tho pirates 
was gradually diminishing. It may also be noted here in pass­
ing that the regulations laid down for the country folk to spend 
the night within the fortifications was not enforced anymore 
with effect from 1637.40 The last raid carried out by pirates on 
Gozo took place in the fall of 1606.41 All this adds weight to the 
measure of establishing the school outside the fortifications. 

In November 1704 Father Austin Debono was appointed the 
new school-master after he accepted to abide by the conditions 
laid down by the Universita' .42 For the first time the school was 
established outside the citadel. He served in the Universita's 
school up to February 1714.43 
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(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. IX, p. 20r) 

The above extracts show two of the last payments made 
to Fr. Ghermard as school-master. 

Acknowlegements of Payments amounting to ten scudi covering a 
period of four months beginning from January and ending in April. 
The payment was given to Fr. Agostino Debono due to his services. 

(NAG UG Acta et Neg. Vol. IX, p. 24r) 

In the same month Father Onofriju Falzon made a petition to 
the Grand Master, asking for the post of school teacher. He 
revealed in his report that he had taught grammar to the Gozitans 
for 18 years in his own school.44 The Universita' s Jurats backed 
Fr. Falzon's plea by describing him as pious and intelligent, 
being also the prior of the Minor Conventuals in Gozo.45 He 
was appointed school-master of the public school on 1st May 
1714. According to the archives, Fr. Austin Debono wanted to 
re-occupy the post of school-master, but his plea was rejected 
on grounds that Fr. Falzon had already established himself as a 
school-master. Apart from this he was held in great esteem by 
the children and their parents.46 Fr. Falzon held the post until 
January 1718. The last payment given to him amounted to two 
scudi and six tari. 

His successor was Father Joseph Vassallo, a Gozitan who was 
appointed as a school-master on 27th January 1718. His ap­
pointment was terminated on 31st March 1739. His last pay­
ment amounted to five scudi, covering the last three months of 
his services.47 

To take his place was Father Jacob Galea a Master of Letters 
and Law. He also occupied the post of Pro Vicar for Gozo. He 
was appointed school-master and eventually Archpriest of the 
Gozo Cathedral (Matrice).48 To assist him in the process of teach­
ing there was Fr. Janpatist Cassar, a cleric with long experience 
in teaching. Cassar taught grammar to the children up to 1763, 
the year in which he died. 

He was succeeded first by Father Francis Sapiano until 1770 
and then by another Gozitan cleric, Joseph Cremona Magri who 
began teaching on 11th December 1770. 49 When the knights of 
St. John had been driven away by Napoleon in 1798, Fr. 
Cremona Magri was still engaged in teaching. 

By the time the knights' rule was coming to an end, private 
schools were increasing in Gozo. In 1794, Fr. Nicholas Vella, a 
Gozitan, had opened his own private school.50 

In 1795 the 'Collegio del Gozo' was founded by Fr. Michael­
Angelo Lauron.51 No less than 60 students, divided into three 
classes, are said to have been on its register. When the French 
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took over the Islands, the school was closed down but was re­
opened in 1802.52 In I 826 it had a text-book printed at Livorno.5> 

Later it was described as 

"public school with only one master, who teaches 
forty six boys the Italian, Latin and English Lan­
guages, arithmetic and writing, five days a week, 
and six hours a day". 54 

The Archives of the Gozo Universita ' stop short of recording 
the day-to-day running of the school's and the curricula used. 
No light is thrown on the schools' buildings, examinations, dis­
cipline and rules. All these aspects are lost in the mist of antiq­
uity. The written records of the Gozo Universita' are exclusively 
concerned with the registering of successive school-masters and 
their salaries. Much is left to be desired in the chronicles. 

Yet what survives still has great historic value in a way that it 
invites us to draw some conclusions without the danger of specu­
lating too much. 

The records show that tho Gozo Universita' used to finance succes­
sive schools in Gozo. These schools were run and controlled by 
p1iests. It seems that the Universita' considered priests as the only 
ones fit for such positions. This shows that the possibility of a lay­
man being a headmaster was itself still inconceivable. Obviously 
the general impression obtained is that these schools were geared 
for those boys intending to become priests or those who aimed for 
overseas scholarships. TI1e fact that the local church used to exert its 
influence in local education, adds more weight to this assumption. 

No doubt then that the curricula imparted in these schools were 
very narrow by modern standards. As often indicated grammar 
dominated everything else. Most probably Latin and religious 
instruction occupied the major parts of the time-table. Still this 
level of education would have satisfied the standards of the day. 

All in all the local Universita' had always tried its best to main­
tain some form of education in Gozo. With the passage of time 
some private schools were established. This reflected growing 
interest in learning. 

Nevertheless the first written traces of education in Gozo show 
that there was no organized and coherent system of schooling. 
The majority of the islanders were not yet prepared to accept 
schooling as an established institution. Agriculture, no Jess than 
religion was a feature of Gozitan life.55 The country folk re­
ceived their 'education' through sermons and church attend­
ance. The young used to learn their job from their fathers and 
kept in touch with the world through gossip. 
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