
Profo,,or C1nncl C.JS>ar i> a cultural hi~torian "ho ha> ruhh>hcJ ma111ly 
on Mahe>e anJ Mt.J11crrnnean Culrure anJ H1-iory c>f the 'IXleenth and 
.;c•·cnrt-cnrh centuri~. At rre--enc Prof Ca""" lecrur<!' 111 the n..,.mmcnr 
<>fT 0t111'm. toJ•<"> at the Um•·ersu)· of Maha H1' h<l<lk> mcluJe; Soctety. 
Culture .uiJ IJcnut) m Earl1· ~lodem Maha; A Conc1-.c H1,tOI') of Malm: 
DJu~htc" ,,(Eve Women, Gender Role<, aoJ the lmr.lCt ,,(the Council 
of Trent m C.11hol1c MJlta; Witchcmft, Sorcery and the ln4uMt1on: 
Fcnk.irn: An Emblem of ~>!Jltese Peasant Re-t:.t.incc. 



6 lelcome MAS mORISM CULTURE "'"TAG( 

While Maltese researchers h:ive managed to throw 
light on the Malte.'c military engmecr and :irchitect 

Gerolamo Cas~ar, we >till have icamt very little about his elder 
son, Vittorio, m~!nly d~c co the rcl<1t:ve rafll) of surviving 

· lencc. Of particular interest arc a serie of 29 document.) 
dating between l 586 and 1606, extrncred from several 
archn·e,, where Vittorio Cas:.ar is portrayed as a worthy M>n of 
his gifted father. 

Of particular inrer(St are a -;erie of documen~ relating 
to tl">e character of Vitrorio Cassar, that :ippear ro ju~rify 
the opinion of E. Schermerhorn that 'Fra Virrorio wa .1f 
a difficult tempemment, ever to the alert of rhe affront! 
and provocations' that often led m the embitcered quarrels 
and criminal offences. \Y./e thus learn that the engineer 
was imprisoned rwice hy two months ad carcerem curris 
for wounding hb 'Tlatcrnal uncle Brandano Cassia. On 5 
December 1594 he was again imprisoned for six months at 
Fort St Angelo, 'for havmg used smnes ro hammer upon the 
bedroom windows of Fra Emmanuele de Carnero's re~idence 
and beaten his domestic servant.' 

The documen~ also reveal another interesting a peer of 
Vircono Cassar's character: On ar least two occasions, one in 
1602, which refers back to the 1590,, the other in 1606, he 

was accused at the Court of che Inquisition of having been 

involved in fortune celling. On both occasion~ ... he was o;ought 

afrer for Im reputed powe~ of relieving people of their ~rate of 
anxiety, of reassuring them and of reading their future. 

Further in-depth analy es of the Inquisition archive,, 
h~ revealed more valuable information on Vittorio Cassar's 
4ualirie , noc ju;c as 1he principal architect and engintcr living 
in Malca after his farher's demise, but all>O as a necromancrr, 
diviner, healer and cxorci t. 

A Nccronwncer ancl u Mun of Leaming 
Fra Vittorio o;cems to have been influenccJ by Francesco 

Giorgi's work De Hamwnia M1mdi fin.c published in 1525. 
Giorgi, as a Chriscian cabalisc, believed that the Cabala wuld 
pr1.we the truth of Christiamly. The connection would be 
better underscood if one keeps in mind the Neoplaconisc 
theories of the time in which the Vitruvian arch1tectur~ 
figured prominently. For Giorgi it had a religious ~iirn1ficance 
connected wich the Temple of Solomon. 

In 1601 Vitcorio Cassar admitced co che Inquisition 
that he kept and perused several prohibited books which 
he said were receh·ed from a friend ofh1s m Mc:.sina called 
Masrro Gioanne Mancuso - a brass-worker. Three of che 
books, namely, La Cat!ico/a de Salomone, De Manswnib11S 
Lime by Piccro Baiolardi and another hook by P1ctro Dcbano 
(presumably D'Abano} were in manuscripc form. According 
to Cassar, Mancuso was looking for someone who could make 
use of the experiments they contained. Vitcorio said thac, at 
the time, he had been sent to Gozo 'per far fare la f0TU1/ezza 
and since Don Antonio Attardo would not absolve him during 
confession, he handed the books co the lnquisiuon for burning. 

ln a sponcaneou~ comparition before che lnqu1sicion 
Tribunal on 5June1605, Fra Virrorio explained among llther 
things that when his father, Gerolamo, was still alive, he had 

made use of a recipe found in one of his father's books that coukl 
be applied on women m difficulc labour. The remedy conmred 
in giving a cruse of bread co the sick woman on which the words: 
+Jestis + Nacus + were 11Titten accompanied by rhe recnation of 
three Ave Marias and three Pacer Nosieni. Fra Vinorio admmed 
to have adoperated the remedy twice. Once to the daughter 

ofFra Simon Provost, the Ma rer of Mmt, and on another 
occasion co one of his neighbours in Vnllctta. 

Apparcncly Ca ar remamcJ o~scd with hook> on 
necromancy <lnd other related subject~ rill his death. On 

24 April I 609, Pierro De Armenia of Vallem1 referred to 

a discussion he had had with a prostitute named Gioanna 

~ A /'YopM w '15 rN human !/'Okesman Pf d god anJ 1/111 ~peo.J rda11ansh1p W W 
dn~ne led rn 1he 1mocrauon vf nuradts 1111d s11pemorrn11/ abilitiei 1t11h /mJl•"'ry, 
md11Jing ~ ablbt) IO set m10 ~ fuiur< Thu 1Uusmuwn from a I 5ih Cenuiry 
111d11usaip! <lwu> Eb)<lh bt-11\R 1111Tacu/ou..I) fed lry ra1= 



La S1r,Ku,an<1, who claimeJ to he che c::trn;1I frit:nJ nf Fr.i 
Vicrorio C1s.,ar. G1oa1ma declared that the year hefore, ~he had 
inccmionalh• .1h~enwJ hen;elf from Malrn, out nf fear of che 
lnqubiuon, ~incc she learned that Fra Vicroriu had <1 collection 

of wrnmg' .mJ l'lx1b on magic. But although ~he JiJ declare 
that he kepi 'uch 1'11ob anJ writing, al home. 'he cuulJ nor 
'3) 11ha1 the) comamed. Evidently ea,,ar\ g1rlfnend was 

illicer.ne. 
A, ha, .1lrcaJy been tated, the ro~,e-,mn of, anJ cmde m 

such hook' were pmhihireJ by the Church. Yet there 'ccm' to 

hnvc hccn .1 rdattvcly substantial JemanJ for occult titles. The 

popularn) nt La Clavrcola di Solomone has alread1• been pointed 
out. We abn \e;1m 1hac Ti1'erio Camarda had at some poinc 
am.mprcd co sreal La Cat•icola di Solomone from 0.ls5ar, 'perche 

ha1·~'Te/>h1 camw gran fnmo di q11ella.' However. 1t 1s interesung 
to note th it L.,1"ar was aware of the work hy the mt..-<lie,·al 
magician Pac tro J'Abano 'whose operariom were J1rected to 

rhe ani:d or 'rmc:. of planets, with the purpo~ of compelling 
them tu do ,,1mcthmg cxtraordinan:'. Ar the same nme, Pierro 

BaiolarJu 11 ,1, considered ro be a magician of such great powers 
that 111 nmc1ecnth-century Sicily, the eminent ethnographer 

G. Pitre', could 'till recall the phrase: 'cumannari Ii Diavuli 
comu Picrrn Bwlurdu' (Commanding the Devils like Pietro 
Ba1olarJ,,). In mher words. the three text~ mu\l have had a 

great 1mpau 1•n Ca,,ar\ activirie;, 35 a magician. Nll wonder 

Cassar "Cl' often accu-cd of practismg necromancy. 
Thcrl' art..' md1cations that Vitrano Cas...ar wa:. wnsidered 

to be a gcntlcm,m uf ~rrear learning. In January 1597 Vincentto 
Xern rc~.1llc I ·1 discuS1>1on he bad with Bernardo La Vedua and 

che dece;1,eJ Allgll~tino Cassar on board the Capirana galley 
while on .mchornge in Messma. One of his mmcs declared 'che 
fare Vi1t11rio Cc~1~ar figlio del q11ondam Geronimo lo Ingegneri sapeva 

fare t.klle nwgane.' Augu~tino had '1$erted chat on consulting Fr 
Vimin,1for111\'c magic, Fra Vittorio gave him a hone which he 

had w bllm m front of his lady lo,·e. Augusnno e\'en stated chat 
Fra \'imin,1 ha,I a hox which was full of '1m00raw di magane' 

(thing' rcl.11~,1 to magic), adding char Fra Vimmo had the habit 
of cumng piece' of flesh from the corpse~ of tho;e who h.id been 
hanged, dr.1\rn md qmmerL'li. The follllwinl( year the Catalan 

knigh1 Fr.1 Barrol\lmeo Brul confirmed that Fm Vittorio had in 

time 11<.'.c•>lllc a r(lpular topic of gossip. In a conversation that Fra 
Brul h;1d h;1J with -.C\'eral Castilian knight.>, i1 was rumorc<l that 

Fra Virwrio had attempted an experiment which would liberate 
him and the other inmate~ frum 1mpri'lmment at t Elmo. 

Accor.1:111: tow /11mmu 1rnry v{S!l1danJ w '1111.:ll' r>/ EnJur. w kin(f.ukd "' 
111 ul>win on UIOO! IJ/ tht {utuT< {rum God by Juam! "'I') ~~' ur by rm,,Wu. 

,mJ <"<lllll41~J a maliwn ttM sumrru,~d up f•IT htm IM 1'1adt of the prop/lei 
~,unud. Thr i:lw11 appeared as an o~l num Jres1...d 1n a roll<, 11ndf11Ttrold 

\1ul'• 11nm11i.:n1dcarh1md 1'1.: ikfea1 of lml<'I ( J Somud, Clt.1p1<.,. 281 
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Rumours about Fra Vinorio's abilities spread far and wide 
in Maha. Salvo Camilleri recommended that Martina Burlo 
of Vinoriosa resort to Fra Vittorio for love magic because 'Fra 

Vittorio Cassar knows very well what remedie should be given 
to similar per>0ns'. Besid~ 'Fra Vittorio l'\"en keeps a demon m 

a jug which he has locked in his room'. 
His repute as necromancer was so great, chat once a 

school-boy found it convenient to attribute an experiment 
he had 1m·ented to Fra Vittorio. In July 1606, Francesco de 
Gaeta - a sixteen year old boy who was then attending the 
school of Giacomo Xerri in the vicinity of the Jc uit Church 
111 Valletta - declar,-.J that one of his school mares, Gio. Luigi 
Meraxi, had practiced divination hy designing the shape of the 

earth. Metaxi drew everal geometrical lines writing down the 
names of several planets to figure om when de Gaeta would 
leave Malta. Mctaxi declared co his friend that he had lcamed 
the experiment from Fra Vircorio. \Vhen .;ummoned m font 
of the Inquisitor, Mctaxi asserted that since he heard that Fra 
Vmorio makes divination, he had told de Gacrn 'gli dissi anco 
che diuo secrero m'/uwevo impara10 ii ditto Fra ViuO'rio Cassar s1 

bene none wro nemmeno ii derre secrew, ma lo ft1 invenrione mai 
per burlarli.' 

In reality, Cassar had an inquisitive mind and he did nor 
m~ an opportunity to discuss and learn new concepts m science, 
engineering or orherwise. uch an impr~ion is best g--Jined from 

Euro!JMn inrne>I m Asmilogy is rejltcu:d rn dus l lrh cnuury Fr=h tTW"aung 

slwm•llR an allegoncal figure, combrnrng tht srgru of die zodrClC t11rh rhe wurks 
of melt asmmomm as T~dw Braht mid C<Jf.-rru.."ll< 

a case dated December 1604 when Ca,,.ar, accompanied by his 
brother Fra Gabriele, was reponcd to have visited the Onlcr-' 
ovens m Valletta with the intention> of examining the newly 
installed mill. At the oven, the rwo Cassar brother- "l'em to 

have had a snmularing discussion with Cosimo Lo Furno, the 
Sicilian gentleman, inventor of the new machine. Ll)simo wld 
Fra Vittorio that he knew a lot of sccrcrs and prided himself on 
being well-informed about what was gomg on in Rome, adding 
that he even knew a secret about how to repel an im·asion. 
When called upon to give wimcss before the Holy Office, Fra 

Viuono admitted that C.OSimo and h1m<elf had d1-.cu'-.;eJ '"mficu 
di foco' (firing equipment) and other machine' and arch1t\.'CCUre. 
It thus transpires that Fra Vittorio considered him,clf to he, 
above all else, a man of science, of which magic then formed an 

integral pare. 

\ 'iuo io ( tJ.•sar cmd hlui1 
But Ca~sar'~ fonnation as necromancer•> unique, smcc 1r 

wa~ not only ba,eJ on rhe learned magic of the Renai sance, 

bur managed co combine Christian belief, with rhe belief~ and 
pracuccs of rhe Muslim world. ~w obv1ou>ly had acce~ to 



chi, culture due co the pre-.ence of a mulrnude of ~lu,hm ~i.wes 
who were annually captureJ in the cru,admg activities of the 
Order of St John. By 1590 slaves (in Mah:i) numbered around 
3,000. 

Thanks co che presence of the Mu;lim slaves, it wa 
po~1ble for Vircorio Ca..sar ro learn Arah1c and he was often 

called upon and requc red by che Inquisition w describe rhe 
contents of Arabic books chat were confiscated and perused on 
the island. In a case against the 'Muor' calleJ Hambar, slave of 
the &uhff Fra Federico Co:za, Cassar admm: 

Per la pratticha che io ho della lingua ( araba), er 
an co ~1mil sone de f a1wre che sogliono fare i mori per 
essmnene passa1e moire alcer (scrim?) per le mani si 

come t'Os:ra Srgnoria che mi ha f auo chiamare ale er 
t'<llte per 1/ Jecce effeuo. 

Cas,ar seems to have heen considered as the Arahic 
language 'exrcrc' of the Tnbunal. In a letter from Gozo <laced 
22 July I &H, he asserts that he was unable to leave che sister 

island m order to exam me some Arabic texts, since chc 
Council of the Order instructed him tO return to Gozo without 

Accardmg ro ihe Neu• T esramenr rhe end of rhe Jrresem 1mrld tm11W be ~ 
heralded lry a m1cl11mdc of signs such tlS min. car1hq1iakeJ 1md fmnmci. 

One of rhe cmrral >)mhvls in cht tlab<1ra1e llMJ!fl')' of ihe Book of Rnoelaurm 
IS a scroll seci!d 1rnlt J.<ll!n St"al.s. IN olJ<~un' of u luch leu ftarf11/ lm'Ol'S 

loose upon IN umld· ~.IN Fourth Horsc:man of IN Apo.:.il>i"'· 
1> gmm pou <!!' ot.'I' a quarter of IN u~1rld u•h..'11 eh.! fourth s.oal u 111><~d 

Dewilfrom The Tmcmph of D.!mh. a serk!S of frecoes by Fr/111Wc11 Tra1111 
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delay. At the time he -eem> ro ha,·e :.pcm mo~t of his timl rn 
Gom, at leru.t the mr,idle month of the year 1600. in Gom, 
Cassar appears co have participated fully in rhc activities that 

rook i'hcc there. 
Ca-.,ar admirced w have learned how to read and write 

Arahic from a Moor hy the name of Sellcm, a sla\'e of che 

Order of t John, who walked with the aid 1.if crutches due co a 
fo ll in which he broke hoth his legs. Sellem had been reaching 
Cas.~ar for several year~ anJ had even offered co reach him 

dl\·inauon by invoking rhe ~tars in order co learn the future. 
Cassar admrtted co ha,·e mcd experiment> on di\'macion and 
even pre~enced a copy h<lOk which was used for studying rhe 

lessons. He added char he considered divinarion a. usebs, 
e\'en though he had pracci. lxl it several runes. Bue char was 
before he learned that such practices were prohibiced li1· the 
Church. Finally Cas.sar raceJ chat Sellem had rried co reach 

him necromancy, which was called re11chamia rn Arabic, but 
he <liJ nor want co know anyLhing about it since he knew that 
it wa> prohibited. Ob,•iou ly Cassar must have relied on the 

general belief 'che derri more facessero dem remedir operare per tra 
di magarie, per virm' del demonio .. .I o imendo dire publicamenre 
in piazza che question moro xic/1 Selem sia publico magaro ec 



ro ~ekome OD£A5'0 ",_ CUUURE "'""GE 

An~"' dt1r;crwn of Dr fumr descnbed lry ron1tmporan"5 Ill a 
charlaum Lacer kRends wit! how he ptrfonned fl!ilU of mLJRlC and rniW a 
pac11mh cht dtul Dr FCIU5tus or Tiit Asrrnloger lry Rembran.lt 

maleficio ... ' as was earlier related by Masrro D1onis10 Cardona. 

On his pllrr, Sellem ben Mansur- an Egyptian from Cairo 
who ar the rime of his disposition declared h1m~lf t1J l'C 
about forty years of age - a<lmirted rhat he knew how to read 
and wnce in Arabic and that he practiced astrology which 
he refers to a~ choc ir-ramel. He asserte<l thar he came from a 
family of astrologen. and that he had learned the 'profession' 

from his father. He added thac Fra Virrurio Ca 'ar had visited 
him thirty or forry Jays before, and asked Sellem ro reach him 
astrology. Scllcm obliged anJ gave Ca~<ar Se\•cral lcs~ns, but 
was nor sure whether Cassar had under tood what he tried tu 
teach him. 

1 he Or .1!'.~~i '• ~Mtt'h {cn lliddt 11 Tmt.mn• 

The search for hidden trea,ure may l'C con 1dered as a 
major obsession of the sixteenth century elite. lr whecred 
the arpcmc of lawyers, notaries, prte:.£!. and friars who 

rracti~eJ demonic magic. Local fables frequen tly indicated 

n11neJ hou~e;,, or chapels as ~ires of buried treasure. Actual 
licences tor rhe search of rre<1sure trove were issued by several 
sixteenth-century Grand Ma;,rcrs. In 1530 one 'uch licence 
was issued ro Luca de Armenia and Anconio Callw, to search 

fc:r gold and sih·cr hoards; in 1537 a >11nilar licen~ "~ '''ued 
ro the medical doctor Giuseppe Callus; in 1536 ( 1) pennission 
was given co Petro Ca lava; and finally Fra Simon ProvoM, 
Master of the Mint, was given perm1 iong co look for h1JJen 

treasure together with Gaspare Momhron, Anronuccio Bond Ii: 
anJ other., on condnion rhat enc::-tlurd of rhe1r finds had 
already been discovered betorc the advem of the Hospirnller 
Order in 1530. G. Wemnger pom~ out that in 1525 a trm·e 

consisting of about thirteen pounds weight of By:ancine golJ 
coins was discovered. 

The Franciscan Friar Minor, Fra Pierro J1 Maira, wa> 
obsessed with the idea of buried treasures. He was made ro 

believe, by two of his friends, that in the chapel of Sr Paul the 
Hermit (sites at Wie<l il-Ghascl, Mosca) there was a hidden 
treasure. Such beliefs were not unfounded smce excess c;bh 
was often deposited underground for safekeeping <md such 
hoards occasionally rurncd up accidentally. 

There was nm necessarily anythmg magical about th.: 
search for hidden treasure, but the assistance of a conjuror -
often a Muslim <,lave who pracused d1vmanon - was frequently 
invoked. The combination of gullib1liry and greed '-Ometim~ 
led peoplP to foolish lengths, and people from all quarters of 

society u~-'<l magical techniques to 'epararc people from their 
money. The Canon of rhe Mdina Carhedral, Don Amhro,io 
Pace, had heard several rumours from 'parecchi wcchi e hommi 



auani' ( everal olJ men) that hill hou'c haJ originally belongeJ 

co Jews and that it should cherefore contain a burcJ trea ure 
since in che past several Jews had ltvetl in Mdina. One day 
while ar home he started co search for the treasure by digging 

ma comer oi a room in rhe basemenr without any success. 
Sometime later, a Cypriot Greek suggc teJ co Don Ambrosm 
that he should consult with a Muslim galley-slave who Mis 

an expert in such matters. The slave was brought over and 
he hegan to pace all over the basement while reading from 
a book. Ownmg and perusing the right book, however, was 

onl) the 1:-eemnmg of the search. The magician had then 
to locate the potential site of the treasure. He therefore 
asked Don Ambrosio to prove him with a place in which he 
deprn,1ced a piece of gold and one of silver given to him hy 

the owner of chat house and insisted thac the treasure wa:. 
hidden m eh" area where Don Ambro:.io had dug. For this 
service, the galley-slave obcained a gold ring and added that 
he needed the help of anorher slave. When the slave-magician 

retumt:d accompanied by his friend, he asked for a black hen 
- which haJ ro be killed in the trench - and another rmg, 
hoth of which were provided by Don Ambrosio. At this point 

howevl!r, the Canon realized he was being fooled and turned 
them our ofh1s house. Ga pare Bonnichi from Vittoriosa had 

similar!\" been fooled by a galley-sla,·e who u~ed the same kmd 
of divination. 

Yet people did nor always resort to Muslim slaves to look 

for hidJl!n treasure. In 1596 the painrcr Mattheo Stagno o( 

Valletta confessed that he had been invited by the French 

knight Fra Aboglton to help Fra Vircorio Cassar search for che 
trea~urt! in a plot of land which C'IS$ar owned in Birkirkara. 
I le stated that rhosc present included Jacobo Caminici from 

Virmriosa and Jachi Francese (cook of rhe Prior of Naples). 
On their armal on the site, Fra Vittorio placed four swords in 
che form of a cmo;s anti, kneeling down, ~tarted reading slowly 

from a book. His comp;mions put blessed palm branches on 
the cross. 

A few days lacer, the French knighr Fra Gabriel Lepccit 
a. crreJ chat from the moment chat he had obtained 

pcrm1"ion from rhe Grand Master to 'eek huried treasure, 
many Maltese revealed lo him that in an area ofBirkirkara, 
rhcre was a treasure buried and char Cassar was the first t<> 

approach him. On hi part, Fra Vittorio Cassar recalled how 
his father Gerolamo knew about che cx1 cence of this treasure 

Earl) \<lrnllt!t!Ut crorury /'Ul'ITllll of a H05{Xrailn (cL!tJ 1633) ck pamllll,t rnduJa • 
ihtc01.U..,f-annso{ ck Crusar {anul) lwp-ltfr comer) . Tht 11L0Crusar 1-hm. 

Vrtrono and Gmlt. u.'l'!'t m /11C1 m~ of iht Orikr CouJJ 11 bt th..zr this p!ll'ITllll 

r~presenr rhe )'<)Unger brniher, Galmek~ He lhl.l l 11rcly rrudJlt-aged by 1633 
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and had once told him thar in che Church of Santa Sophia in 
Conscaminople chey keep a record of all rreasure anJ for that 
reason he had boughr that particular area of land. In order co 
identi fy rhe spot, Ger<>lamo put four large scones, fwc ~mcc 
hi Jeach, during the re1!,IJ\ of Grand Master Verdalle ( 1582 
- 1595), Fra Vitcorio had not bothered to look for m:asure. 
Not long aftcrward; Fra Leretit, accompamed by Cas ar, :,penr 

many a night looking for rrea~ure in char area. TI1e French 
knt~hr admitccd rhac this wcnc on for three conun•1,1us monch 
and that the area had origmally h:longcd w che 'governor of 
the Jews'. In the c .urse of the search, boch Fra Vittorio and 
himself had heard a iol ,1f noise and had seen a black man anJ 
a horse in char place. But ?!though they had dug up pares of 
the area, they had failed ro find any hidden rrellsure. 

Sorcerer, Heuler and Dil'ir., 1 

On 19 October 1595, Mario Xuereb rcporrcd a discussion, 
for which he was presenc, between Tiberio Camarda and his 

friend Julio Cassia. The three of them were impriso'1cd in 
the same cell ac the Grand Master'> prisons, where Camarda 
admitted that he had learned a great deal on necromancy from 
Fra Vittorio. Amo11gsr vther Jerai6, he had learned how w 

Ruben Fludd'! key co t!w univer1t' t!w /ihysical wul spmuuil attributes llf arc/wiypal 
m.m. !ht 11\ICToCmm, art'"""" w Ml~ wrr tX<ICI counr...pmu, on 0 /mi:er scale, 
111 me 11n1w~. me tnacrotmm 

'accommodare' a bom· taken from the body of a hanged man 
on which he wrote an mvocarion starring wirh the words 
scongiun .. uls. Cassar \\'a:> reputed ro have taught C1marJa how 

lO it~voke the spirits in order to search for buried treasure anJ 
how to employ mk on the finger nails of a pregnanr wQman or 
a virgin which had to be accompanied hy prayers (including 
three Pater Nosters and Ave Marias) and then invoke an evil 
Sf ·irit from whom he could learn an11thing he wanted to know, 
co allc' bte his m1sene), to attract women and even co endure 
torture. Tiberio cwn kept on his own person a paper in an 
unknown script which would help him overcome his rh·al in 
ac.luel. 

Ca- ar' reputation as sorcerer seems to :.ave remained 

strong in later years among those who had tl' endure torcure. 
In March 160i, a young Maltese man named Alessandro 
alias Elefanie - imprisoned ac the Grand Master'~ pnsom and 

ai'laicing ro be tortured by means of the corda - askeJ Vittorio 
Cassar to prepare a pocron chat could make him bear the pams 
of torcurc ro chat he woulci nor be forced to confe"'· 

It appears that Fra Vittorio rook pride in his role 
as necromancer. Mariano Dcadriano, a Sicilian from 
Castrogiovanni (modem Enna) who served as clerk in the 

Th.! Cabala's <enrral Jocmnt deals umh tht unfoldmg nf ihe hidden and 1mk11oo'llble 
God mm tht 'fi1lloos' of !ht manife5l God. k1101t11/rihis14•irks. A diagram of tht 
imwcrsc lry 1he 1 lih c~nmry awhllr Rohen Fludd, uuh t!w lmks bcnwen iht hill.kn 
God and !ht ,,,.ir!J 



building of the Gow fon (Forte Gar:es at Mgarr h,1ro11ur 
[Gozol), com1dercJ himself a good fncnd and clo~c as ociate 
of Fra Viuorio, the architect of diat project. Fra Vittorio often 

had long Jiscu~sions with the Sicilian clerk and confided 
many secret' m him. Among·t other things, Fra Vicrorio 

admmeJ that he knew enough secrets on necromancy anJ 
magic m pcnnit him to get m touch with the dev1b and pirics 
whenever he w1,heJ. He added that he had a gooJ number of 
hooks on m:cmmanq anJ magic which he hid m order not co 

be conf1,1..1t1..J by the Inquisition. Cassar even agreed to teach 
necromancy co two of his friends from Messina and who had 

spent some time with him in Gozo. Deadriano furthe r added 
char Vnwrio C::assar wasgran magaro (a greac wizard). Mariano 
also stated that Vittorio could communicate wirh rhe spirits by 
putting '<(lmc mk on the palm of the hand tif a virgin boy, and 

by profcmng -C\'eral word·, he could command the spirits to 
compl) wtth his wishes and to make him win m game:.. 

The cv1d~nce gi\'en by Deadriano seem to contain a 

strong element of truth. A couple of years earlier, the French 
knight Frn Anrnnio Ghijon drclarcd char 'per le tante preghiere' 
(Jue co rhc many pleadings), Fra Vittori0 agreed to adoperate 

divination in order to win in the game of dice. Fra Ghijon 
·\dded char he had resorted Lo divination techniques because 

he haJ b't a um of nine hundred scudi co another French 
knight Fr.1 Musu La Lea. Fra Ghijon further believed that 

'diuo cal'a11.·re g11adagnat'll al gioeo con quakhe aruficio e t1r111e 

diabolica f><'T 11che10 mi pigliai gran do/ore'. Thw. a few Jays later, 
m the v1cmHy of the Cannelite Chruch an Vallena, he met 

Cassar in the house of a Greek woman callcJ Lucretia. On this 
o;.;cas1on Fra Vicrorio adoperated palmistry on a nine year old 
girl by wnt 1ng with ink on her hand and after having smeared 

her thumh~ with oil, he interrogated her on the fact that Fra 
Ghijon had ltm .,uch a hefty sum of money in dice games. The 

girl Jeclarnl that ~he could see: 

L'n {>t:r,miaggio bm t-esrito con 11na corona al capo, e 

molie al1re persona che lo seg11iuwano ... ma nOI non 

pomamo t't?dere cosa ak11na e dino Fra Vimmo d1sse 

che le caustt era /x>rchl! io e lui non eramo t't?rgini, ma 
la filiola le vedeva perche era vergine ... e la figliola disse 

che quelli s/>iriri gli res/xmdeano e in pcmicoktre quello 
della corona gli diceva, che detto cet>aliere mi hatJea 
g11adagnaw deui danari al gioeo con ar1e duibolica 

sra111e che renet'll 1111 spirito asrreuo in llll anello che 

porra1'll al deto rccolo delln man des1ra ... 

The hdief in 'p1rit5, present in daily life, formed the basb 
on which hmh popular and learned magic could develop, 
for it was poliSihlc to use their supernaturnl powers to protect 
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oneself from aggres:;ion, predict the future or acquire we;1lrh 
or love. Obviously, the Church considered consuhatitm 

with the spiri t~ as rhc type of divination technique that 
was potentially the mo t Jangerou . Forcune-cell ing was 
particularly sinbtcr, since 1t was often connected with sorcel') 

and the ca.,ting of .,pclb. Wirch beliefs were particularly wiJe­
spread, since mL-<l1cal knowledge then pro\•cJ maJL'qUate, 

while magic could alwar' be put forward as an cxplanauon. 
In such circumstance , \.<h><lr seems co have adoperated a 

basic scercorypeJ melhod hoth for divination and healing 

purposes. 

... 



14 ~eltome IDEAS -ovF 'SM CULTURE HERITAGE 

4 .\ rmlo(I u1ih iJ..c ihrtt Fau> oflirak '.l)rholoin, Clcxlwi , 
rlit S/>mne1 of dcsun~. Lndwsis, 11-ta•-er nf chance and Airopos, 

"·"" a<h ih.: U.rt..d <>{~!< {rum .i Fren.:h caba/isuc mamon.p1 

Probably C'.assar's medical knowledge muse h:l\'e been 
influenced by readings from the Greek writer Galen, who, 
following An code, believed chac man den\'cs lifo from the 
vical spirics which rravel from the left ventricle of che h1:art 

to all parts of rhe body, including the brain. One must keep 
in mind chac the Church srron~ly prohibited che J1,~ct1on of 
human bodies by doctors. Since ht:~ ling method:> at che time 
were mostly based on suppositions, 1t was normal for moor 
healers to believe thac they could attam upcmacural powers 
which involved mystery. Thus I lenciona, wife ofVittono 
Cassar's cou m Leonardo Gadmeo, re-oneJ co che experc 

necromancer to heal her fifceen-monch-old <laughter, after 'he 
had consulted se,·cral physicians without effect and haJ nlso 

requested to ''arious priests and fria~ for exorcism, 1-uc no one 
could cure her daughter. Having visited the girl, Cassar askeJ 
his cousin-in-law co procure him a virgin ~1rl, upon which 
I lenciona admits: 

lo desiderosa del/a sani111 di mia figlia, ch1amm Ii 
in casa un fighliola de Mastro Francesco Doneo 
chiama111 Caterina d'anni ouo mia vicina e decw 
Fr11 Virrorio gli (Jrese ii deuo poUce del/a mano e 
gli raschio un poco l' ungio di quello, e con un poco 
d'olio comune che mi di1nando gli l'onse, et imerrniio' 
de1ia figUo/a si vede~'(l qualche cose nel ungio, e ki 
respose che vedeva ww f accia aUora detro Fra 11or10 

gli disse e dimando in quesca maniera che infinmca 
ciene q11e5111 figliola iniendendo per la mia CatenM 
gli respo11deva di no, allora dimando sara quesca 
infinni111 causaca dalla pane d1 dierro o' dat•anci, del 
capo, e respose la figUo/a che l' infmnica t>eniva dalla 
parce de inam Jel cerbro ... 

According to the Provencal member of che Or<ler, ha 
Gioanni Fomeri, Fra Vittorio applied palm1<orry even for Ion· 

magic. Elaborating, Fomen :;a1J char ~..ar called a young six· 
year-old 1-oy who wa~ pa~' mg b}. He made him open the palm 
of his hand and starred scnbblmg in ink and prof erring ~cveral 

word~ from a hook. Bur the experiment was not completed 
as chey hoy wok fright and ran ::iway. Bur C1SS3r adopted 
che same cypc of d1vinacion cechnique agamsr the baneful 
influence, of che evil eyes which rhreareneJ che relacion,hip 

4 Symbols "f 1he golden sun and rhe homed moon, 
tn turrokon iht prmapal mbc1Ln of a man· s /au 



... 
AstroWRJCOI dmi:rnm 1hC1Wing 1he pam of !he body 
U'hich toeh ,nJJo,: ~igrl id su/l/X)5ed IO affec1 

between two married partners. Margarita Lifcech, who lived al 
rhe casreUo del Gono (Gozo Citadel), wanted to check whether 

her son·m·law, Bricio Cilia, had been induced co tum his 
attention to the love of a counesan because he was maleficiaw. 
On rhb ocrn;..ion, Fra Vittorio made use of the services of a 
rwelvc-ycar-ol<l girl who, on having her nail thumbs smeared 

with oil asscrceJ rhat she could see the shadows of two ncgro 
slaves. Such activity suggest rhat the insecurity of married life 

was particularly felt by the wife who ofcen remained ar home 
under the tJtclage of her morher, while the husband plied his 

trade away from the home. 
A good example of rhis is provided by rhe mother and 

sister of Fra Vircono himself. On 23 Septmbcr 1596 Mathia, 

widow of Mastro Gerolamo I' Ingegneri and mother of Fra 

Vittorio, admitted to have adopemed a magical formula in 
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aid 0f her sixteen year old daughter Marietta. Borh women 

admitted chat the prcviow. year Marietta had been mistreated 
by her husband Natale Rizza, who wanted to establish himself 
in Sicily. For this reason, the rwo women asked rhe help of a 

Moorisf. slave who prescribed the mixing of a con ecrated host 

with her husband's wine. 

\ ittorio Cu.rnn cmd Popular :\lagic 

Vitcorio Cassar certainly looked down on popular magic. 
On 17 Augu t 1596, he accused a Greek middle-aged woman 

named Calli of having practised magic by thrusting a black­
handled knife in an onion while proferring some secret. Cassar 
explained thar Call i's intemion was ro hinder the galleys of 

the Order from departing from Malta since her carnal friend 
was sailing on one of them. He added 'et in effeno ii remp fu 
carrivo e non si partero, e deua Callie' una magara d1 imponanza, 
che fa molto magaire' .Cassar also accused a do~ friend of Calli, 

Sevasci Landolina, who had ac one cime been che carnal friend 
of che lcalian knighc Bonviso. Sevastulla had, ac some time in 
the pasc, asked Ca Iii to prepare a love potion for her. Cas ar 

even accused the two women of having prinkled alt in fire 
and thrust a black handled knife in a flower pot while invoking 
the stars. But the worst accusacion was directed againsc 

Sevastulla, who reputedly kept a manu pagana - the hand of a 
pagan (probably meaning non-Chriscian) infanc wrappeJ in 

pearls, silk, coral, gold thread and amber - in order to be loved 
by several men. Cassar asserted that he had ~en che manu 
pagana and believed thac Calli had procured tt for Sevasci. 

... 
This 11mm.al l81h ccnu<ry engra~;ng eloquenily 1U11J1rares akhem)'s d1w na1ure, 

which is normally obscured m more eloborc11e S)1nbohsm 



.. ~elcome "'" TOU .. SM '"""" "'"'""' 

D<!i.ul of a u:aur ~r lry S.Jrat"1'e Bumm! of Gmzt> T o.cer, 
\iF. Geno uliich uas bu1/r lry \'mono Cassar The wutr 
Utl\ demolished I') ik Bnush in tht /9tlt c~111ury 

That >ame month Vittorio Cassar was imprisoned at Fort 
Sc Elmo by rhe Holy Office, presumably Jue to his activities as 

necromancer. He mid several member> of the St Elmo garrison 
chat the cwo women, Calli and Scvasn, haJ landed him in 
prison and chat he would have justice on his re lease. 

The relationship herween popular and learned magic is a 
thorny quesnon which can yield a great deal of information 
on popular and elite interactions in early modem Maira. Jc 
appear> that m the early years of the Order's rule, the illiterate 
and the literate worlds were much closer, simply becau~c belief 
in spirits and che supernatural fom1ed the basis on which both 
learned and popular magic could develop; 'for it was possible 

to use their supernatural powers co protect oneself from 
aS?Jlression, predict chc future and acquire wealth or kwe'. The 
hcltef in sympathetic magic and the occult versions of charms 
and incantations had their popular variations. So, if the magara 

recied mcancatioru; to heal the ''ck, the necromancer made us 
of the primed word which had power to control the disease. 

Thus on 25 February 1608, the Go:itan priest Mauheo 
Zahra denounced Fra Vittorio of exorcising a Maltci.e woman 

from Zebbug in the Church of St John ar the Gozo Castle. 
On this occasion, Frn Vinono u,cJ a small hand-1rritten 
hlack book which Don Macrheo aSl.umed to be ii flagellum o' 
f11s1is Demonwn. Both Don Mmheo and Mamo Vincemio 

L1fcech a"..erted that Frn Vmorio invoked the de\•ib whom 
he commanded to leave the poor woman. Meanwh1 le, he 
orJered the woman co go back and forth on her knee from the 

Joor of 1he church to rhe altar, pulling her hair all 1hc time 
while ordering the evil spirit w lenvc her hotly. Member of 

the clergy, l1kc Don ~lanheo, were obvmu~ly furiou ac such 
The ck<lcli of Vmono CasSllT on 61h A1<giu1 I 6(1} tu'.ll a s1</>jtC1 of great 
1:1">1/> m che harbour IOU'7U of M,ilra as confmntd I>) clus ln.i111,1uon 

J,.cwnen1. Cas1ar u as consider..d ro he of greac kamm~ 



.. 
Front Ila/:( uf a lisc of prohibited books bumed l:ry the Inquisition 
Ill w main~=' of\ 'uranol(J m May 1609 

activities since exorcism was the realm of the clerics, even 

though as Masrro Lifrech asserted, besides being a member of 
the Order of St John, Fra Vittorio was also a cleric of the first 
tonsure. Magical rractices offered men and women a rirual way 

of Jealing wich crisis situations which complemented, rather 
than competed against, the role of the Church in society, 

replying as it did on the sacred for its efficacy. 
Learned magic was an entirely male phenomenon (clerical 

and lay), with women as passh·e observers, although it coo 

made use of the realm of the sacred by frequently employing 
priests to conduct the intricate ceremonies. It was a well­

arriculated cosmology which competed against the monopoly 
of official reUgion. When applied at the local level, it did not 

attempt ro confront the existential crises with which popular 
magic frequently dealt. It concerned itself with the location of 

buried wealth, protection from bullets and its own rype of love 
charisma, besides satisfying the needs of tl1ose who employed it. 

It is evident char the common folk were strongly attracted 
to the magical resources of literacy and they often used writing 

to communicate with supernatural forces, "unofficially", 
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Tabula: D1vina1ion Table originally belonging co Vinorio Cassar. It was confiscated 
lry w lnq111s1tJOn and IJ'rodwced as evidence against Cassar ma CIJS( of Sc1rury 

without going through the proper ecclesiastical channels. No 
wonder that soon after the death of Fra Vittorio Cassar on 7 

August 1609, Gioanne Camilleri, referring to the knight who 
had replaced Fra Vittorio Cassar, asserted 

Piu sufficiente de Fra Vittorio non puo essere nemeno 
credo che in imui I' I calia se potra trovare altro che sappi 
qiwnro sa lui, ne che habbi rand secreci poiche In casa 
Still ha tanci libri e sa q1wnw un demonio ... 

Thus, learned magic left a great impacc on popular magic 
ac both town and villag..: level in Malta, despite the Church's 

firm opposition to both fonns. 
Ironically, popular magic, with no texts and 

comprehensive philosophical system, was to ouclive its learned 
counccrpart, surviving inro the present day. The relation of 

popular magic, especially sorcery, co diabolical witchcraft has 

proved equally unshakeable. W 

T mn.-."TI~ by v,.wn;i.Mdita Zamm11 from Witchcraft. 5o<C<TV anJ thl lnqwsmon: 
A Sm.Jy cl Cultur.I Voluc:! 1n E.itly Mo.ltm M•lta. Cam>cl C=r, M,.b, M11l<TVll Puhl1cmon. 1996 


