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BACKGROUND MATERIAL FOR THE STUDY/t,,/11,;,, 

OF FOLK ARTS AND CRAFTS 
by 

J. CASSAR PULLICINO 

For many years the subject of Folk Arts and Crafts in Malta has aroused· 
the interest of non-Maltese visitors and residents. Their impression is typified 
by the following extract from an article by Pamela Berry entitled The Charm 
of the Maltese Village which appeared in the "Times of Malta" of April 29, 
1967: " ... Wandering in and out of the narrow streets and looking in at the 
shops and work-rooms, the visitor will notice the number of crafts that are 
still practised here in Malta. He will see skilled carpenters making new, repairing 
old and copying antique furniture. He will note the tinsmiths, goldsmiths, silver­
smiths, and wrought iron experts. He may spot the master tailors tucked away 
in odd little comers . . . 

"As for the womenfolk, when their housework is finished, they sit on their 
doorsteps and knit. In Goz:o they prefer to make lace, handing down from 
mother to daughter the formula for those fine and age-old patterns ..... 
Women in kerchiefs and full dresses are bent double amongst the young crops. 
Some carry loads on their heads. Occasionally their menfolk straighten them­
selves to test the sharpness of a knife .... 

"The festa season (starting any time at all) is the highlight of the village 
year,' attracting not only tourists and visitors, but neighbours from other villages. 
The altars and side tables of the Church are covered in the finest linen and 
lace, to set off beautiful collections of silver. Entwined round the candlestands 
are flowers made of gold thread and silk. The statue of the patron saint is 
taken from its niche and surrounded by live flowers in readiness for the 
triumphal procession through the streets . . . . " ' 

The possible danger of extinction facing such arts and crafts as have 
survived justifies a review of recent work and studies in this field. In doing 
so we have to keep in mind that by the 18th Century some of the older crafts 
were already well established in particular localities in Malta. Indeed, the earliest 
craft forms go back to the prehistoric period. Archaeologists have given us 
fascinating descriptions of the range and variety of the pottery-sequence recovered 
from the temples and rock tombs, of impressed ware and examples of the 'cut 
out' and 'incised' techniques as well as of vases with chequer-board and other 
decorations. Many works of primitive sculpture and relief-carving on stone may 
also be seen in these temples. 

From the Tarxien temples the late Professor Temi Zammit in 1915-17 
obtained specimens of Maltese textiles, lumps of incinerated cloth in which the 
thread used was often very fine, though coarser tissue was also observed. We 
read that "the colour of the burnt fabrics varies in the several specimens collected, 
but their tint falls within the scale of the reds, varying from a dark dull red­
brown to a soft pinkish-yellow. Iron salts formed an important ingredient in 
the dyeing of woven material for analysis showed that iron is always present ... " 
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Specimens of these calcined textiles were submitted to Professor Alfred F. Barker, 
of Leeds University, who reported that "the material certainly is not wool and 
is most likely flax or a fibre of that type. The fabrics themselves are interesting 
as showing considerable knowledge of interlacing. The simplest is plain weave, 
but in some of the thicker fabrics there is a suggestion of a more complicated 
weaving. "1 

Professor J.D. Evans expresses the opinion that textiles, or clothing of some 
/sort, may well have been among the exports of the ancient Maltese in their 

prehistoric world. He goes on to say that "though no spindle wheels attest the 
existence of a textile industry, we ,have excellent evidence of their skill in the 
manufacture of clothing in the statuettes, which also give an insight into 
prehistoric Maltese fashions."2 

It has also been suggested that the imports required by the Copper Age 
Maltese, who produced the temple complexes, were paid for by the skills of the 
inhabitants and that the relatively high quality textiles they produced might have 
been sufficiently in demand to be used in bartering for raw materials. In this 
connection Blouet very aptly states: "If the islanders were overcoming the 
deficiencies of the archipelago in this way they would be employing, at a very 
early stage, an adaptation to the local environment which has been used frequently 
throughout Maltese history; namely the development of high quality craft 
industries and the export of their products to pay for the many goods which 
the islands, with their scant resources, have always had to import."' 

Fine mosaic ·pavements in Roman houses and villas have been preserved 
in these islands, which became famed for their fabrics in Roman times. In his 
philippic against Verres, a Governor of Malta, the Roman orator and Senator 
Cicero refers to quantities of Maltese cloth and fifty cushions for sofas and 
many candelabra which the rapacious Praetor had stolen. He also states that 
Malta "became a manufactory for weaving women's garments" (In Verrem, II). 
Diodorus Siculus (V. 12, 1-4) mentions artisans of every class who were to be 
found among the inhabitants. "The most expert are such as make textiles famous 
for their fineness and softness. Their houses are very beautiful and ambitiously 
adorned with cornices and stucco works". 

From the early Christian period we have evidence of tools used by crafts­
men belonging to various trades. Temi Zammit mentions shears, mallets, frames 
for holding yarn or thread, pincers, and loom weights, all instruments connected 
with the spinning and weaving industries, represented in low relief on one of 
the large blocks closing the entrance in one of the minor catacombs (No. 3) 
grouped around the main St. Paul's Catacomb at Rabat. In another catacomb 
(No. 23) tools used by masons are cut in the wall of the antechamber while a 
complete set of tinsmith's tools is carved with remarkable accuracy on a slab 
found in a rock-tomb at Hal Barka, near Rabat.• 

From notes kindly favoured me by my friend Godfrey Wettinger and based 
on his researches on the medieval archives at the Mdina Cathedral Museum one 

1. T. ZAMMIT, Prehistoric Malta: The Tarxien Temples, O.U.P., 1930, pp. 55-56. 
2. J.D. EVANS, Malta, 1959, p. 161. 
3. B. BLOUET, The Story of Malta, 1967, p. 32. 
4. T. ZAMMIT, The St. Paul's Catacombs and other Rock-cut Tombs in Malta, 3rd ed. 

1926, p. 26. These tools have recently been interpreted as being surgical instruments 
by Dr. P. Cassar ('Medical History' 1973). 
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can say that the local supply of candles for the Universitii was at least partly 
in Jewish hands in the middle 1470's. Weaving as a home craft is also attested 
in the case of Antonius Busalib against Hugolinus de Sillato amd his wife Safra 
which dragged on before the Episcopal Court for many years in the 1450's 
and 60's. The case centred on the possession of two bed covers. Before 
her marriage Anthony's wife, Manna, had been staying with her aunt and she 
had herself woven a piece of linen cloth which was then turned into a quilt 
by a woman from Hal Tartami, near Dingli, who seems to have been .quite 
expert at this sort of work for she is referred to as magistra. 5 

The production of cotton, wh"ch was one of the crops almost certainly 
grown 'n Malta during the Arab domination, developed during the Middle Ages 
and after declining in the 15th and 16th centuries it became increasingly impor. 
tant under the Order, especially in the 18th century, by virtue of the number of 
people employed and the foreign exchange earned. Cotton was grown by small 
famiers and spun by their wives and other members of the fam:ily. A middleman 
then purchased rthe spun cotton and exported it, probably. through other agents 
or placed it with a different family which specialized in weaving.' 

Blouet adds that apart from cotton there were other textiles, such as woollen 
yams, which had been produced in these islands at least since the Middle Ages 
and which continued under· the Order. There were, besides, a number of ancillary 
trades such as the manufacture of spinnng and weaving machinery which involved 
a large number of craftsmen. Sail making was also a craft of some importance. 
Gold and silver smiths and a large number of tailors represented the more 
specialized crafts in the city while numerous other craftsmen, such as bootmakers, 
smiths, bakers and millers formed small - usually one-man - establishments 
in both town and village. From 1530 ·onwards; if not before, craft guilds were 
regulated by statutes, approved by the Grand Master, which provided for the 
yearly election of Consuls and other officers to control the various trades, such 
as · goldsmiths, tailors, carpenters, bootmakers, saddlers, etc. 

The Maltese historian G.F. Abela in his Descrittione di Malta (1647) left 
some useful information on a few 17th century folk crafts which have now 
disappeared. In the northern parts of Malta, such as Sta. Marija 1-Ghalja, 
Bahrija, Mtahleb, Mellieha and Ghajn Hadid, the cliffs produced a gum in the 
form of tiny dots, called vercella. These were scraped off with an iron instru­
ment and immersed in a liquid to which a certain ingredient was added. The 
resulting mixture was exposed for some time in the sun and was then used to 
dye the wool and give it an old rose colour, which was employed especially in 
the manufacture of a kind of carpet called farda. It was likewise applied to silk 
which was then being produced in small quantities (p. 132). At Zurrieq the 
principal calling of the villagers was the sale of linen and cotton wool, considered 
to be specialities of the locality, and of some cloaks, woollen carpets made in 
various colours, and large haversacks likewise woven in wool and used when 
travelling on horseback. They also produced some pottery ware, vases more 

S. CATHEDRAL MUSEUM. Curia Episcopalis Melitae - Acta Orginalia, VoL I, fols. 
434-443; CATHEDRAL MUSEUM: Universita - Quaderni Diversi, No. 1 (147S·7(v. 

6. B. BLOUET, op. cit., pp. 130-134. . 
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'delicate', as Abela puts it, than those manufactured in any. other part of Malta, 
and they did so without using the potter's·: wheel. This wheel, however, had 
already been introduced both in Malta and in Gozo when Abela wrote his 
Description (p. 102). · 

Sir Philip Skippon, who visited Malta in 1664, describes the manner of 
preparing cotton in An Account of a Journey published in vol. VI of Churchill's 
A Collection of Voyages and Travels (London 1732, pp. 361-736). "After it is 
gathered out of the cod, they separate it thus from the seed with this engine. 

"A is the handle that ·turns a wheel B, which moving from C to D, brings 
the string E from E to C and makes another string F put cross at G, tum a 
little wheel or pulley if. and move from I to F contrary to the pulley ie, which 
moves from i to E. HI are two irons fixed in those pulleys that lie close enough 
to draw the cotton through to H, but the seed stays behind at I. They annoint 
the irons with oil. After this separation, they strike the cotton with a bow-string, 
as hatters do when they prepare their wool and hair for hats. They sell cotton 
here for about 50 skudi the cantare, which is equal to 116 English pounds. In 
hot weather they seldom work up their cotton, which is usually laid up in 
magazines under the walls of Citta Valletta". 

Under the Order of St. John sumptuary legislation was enacted by successive 
Grand Masters with the express purpose of curbing the extravagant fashions 
and inordinate show which had a serious economic impact on the spending 
power of the family. Inter alia the use of embroidery and such fine craft products 
was prohibited by La Valette in 1558 and there are references to hammer-beaten 
gold and silver in a Prammatica issued by De Redin on May 25, 1658, while on 
January 26, 1741 Pinto laid down severe penalties for such as dared to wear, 
or to sell, any garments woven or embroidered with gold or silver, and restricted 
the use of braids, lace or fringe and other gold or silver ornaments to church 
vestments. 7 

Useful information on textiles in the 18th century can be gleaned from 
Agius de Soldanis's Dictionary of the Maltese Language. Unlike the people of 
Italy, who lived mainly by the manufacture of silk goods, he says that the 
Maltese relied for their livelihood on the production of cotton which was spun 
into threads and then woven and made into fustian, stockings, caps, quilts or 
coverlets which were exported to France, Portugal and Spain, where the Maltese 
engaged in the trade had set up their own living quarters, and to most parts of ., 
Italy. Because of its quality, Maltese cotton then was more esteemed than that 
produced by other countries and the womenfolk held that local cotton had the 

7. J. CASSAR PULLICINO, Notes For a History of Maltese Costume. In "Maltcso 
Folklore Review", VoL I, No. 3, 1966, pp. 167, 172, 175. 
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advantage that it cot1ld be more easily drawn out and twisted by the spinning 
wheel. 

Cotton weaving was exclusively a female occupation and it had given rise 
to the proverb Ix-xoqqa wil-mara f'dawl il-musbie1i qatt tara, 'never look at a 
piece of cotton and a woman by the light of an oil lamp'. In the villages of 
Malta they produced carpets made of wool and cotton which were so soft that 
they looked like tapestry. In both islands the womenfolk manufactured various 
kinds of striped cloth in many colours, known as bordi. For indoor use in the 
villages, they wore the geiwira, a kind of petticoat reaching down from the 
waist and made of linen or cotton woven by peasant women and dyed blue, 
with white stripes. 

Agius de Soldanis gives further details about the farda which we have 
already mentioned. It was an unsophisticated kind of cloth produced in Malta 
from wool dyed in many colours, and from linen likewise roughly woven. About 
1750 the weavers developed their technique so as to imitate Persian carpets in 
respect of width and thickness. Thereafter the word farda was replaced by 
farda kbira if not altogether wiped out by the term tapit. 

On the initiative and at the expense of Don Giuseppe Vella, parish priest 
of Qormi, a set of such carpets was made for his living rooms. The new carpets 
also began to be used to cover the altar steps in rural churches. 

In Gozo they turned out a special kind of quilt or bed cover known as 
kverta ta' G1iawdex, made of linen, with cotton designs and figures hand-sewn 
on to the linen cloth and standing out in relief. These were sent to Malta and 
from here to various parts of Europe where they were in demand for use on 
the finest beds." 

In 1772 Count G.A. Ciantar in his edition of G.F. Abela's work under the 
title Malta 1//ustrata left a record of the main occupations of the inhabitants of 
the four villages of Zurrieq, Luqa. :Zebbug and Qormi. This is what he wrote: -

§XXIV. TERRA ZEBUGI " ... i cui abitanti sono spezialmente applicati 
al traffico di bambagio; e tra loro si trovano delle famiglie facoltose; percio vi 
sono diversi artefici, e professori . . . " (Libro I, p. 280) 

§XXXI. CURMI " ... Essa e situata nella valle, che conduce alla Marsa: 
onde soggiaceva all'aria cattiva di questa contrada: talche gli abitanti godevano 
poca salute, e ne mostravano gli effetti nello squallore dei loro volti: ma ora 
che vi sono introdotti i forni molto numerosi, che provvedono di pane gli alberghi 
de' Cavalieri, e molte case di persone particolari, ed in gran parte i venditori 
di pane, che si trovano nella piazza, o mercato della citta Valletta, si e purificata 
!'aria di questa terra, e vi si gode buona sanita; con tal mestiere non solamente 
si sostentano molti fornai, ma pure alcuni di lorn son diventati in poco tempo 
facoltosi . . . Vi e pure abbondanza di polli, e di pasta, che quivi si lavora 
da buona parte delle donne " (p. 289) 

§XLVII. ZORRICO " II mestiere lorn principale e il traffico di tele, 
e di bambagio filato, che quivi si fanno eccellentemente; come anche si lavorano 

8. R.M.L. Ms. 143A, Damma la' Kliem KartQgini.r .... Fols. 63, 112, 156, 315, 311, 
442, -470. 
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Ieggiadramente certi tabarri, e tappeti di lana di vari colori, ed alcune gual­
drappe, e bisacce da portare a cavallo. Quivi pure si fanno de' vasi di creta, 
piu dilicati di quelli che si lavorano in altre parti dell'Isola, quantunque senza 
l'uso della ruota; ma oggi se n'e introdotta l'arte, come anticamente qui si 
usava: e non meno quivi, che nell'isola del Goza si trova della buona creta, 
e di varie qualita ... " (p. 307) 

§LV. LUCA " ... Racchiude dugento cinquantotto fuochi con mil!e ed 
ottantadue abitatori. Questi esercitano diversi mestieri, e spezialmente quelli di 
murare, tagliar pietre, ed imbiancare con cake le fabbriche; e parecchi di loro 
attendono all'agricoltura". (p. 313) 

During the last years of the Order's rule Canon F.X. Caruana, of 
Zebbug, who was later raised to the Bishopric, gave a great impulse to these 
home industries. In the words of R. Bonnici Cali: "Weaving, embroidery and 
lace-making are all manifestations of the art of design and colours in which the 
energetic priest excelled. With the help of many friends living on the Continent, 
chiefly Knights of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem residing in the various 
cities of Europe, he managed to open commercial relations with several 
merchants and to please the taste of their clients both as to the technical and 
the artistic qualities of the articles he used to send abroad. It is a well-known 
fact that the inhabitants of Zebbug and of Rabat, where Mgr. Caruana had his 
looms, had an old artistic tradition . . . " The same writer adds that in an 
exhibition of Mgr. Caruana's souvenirs held in November, 1947, there were 
some specimens of the products of Caruana's factory: " ... The carpets were 
particularly admired, both for their usefulness and for their decorative display. 
One rug in Persian style was a surprise to all, its fine and fast colours are really 
marvellous. Another carpet shows a Western design made up of a border round 
a scene of a big bird fighting a viper, all having a pictorial effect obtained by . 
toned colours and chiaroscuro . . . " 9• 

In spite of considerable depression both during and after the Napoleonic 
wars, the cotton industry still provided a source of livelihood to many thousands 
of Maltese up to the late thirties of the 19th century. Thomas McGill, who 
issued A Hand Book, or Guide, for Strangers visiting Malta (Malta, Luigi Tanna, 
1839, pp. 23-4), writes that "the spinning and weaving of the cotton has always 
been considered the most extensive branch of native industry; though it has 
ceased to be very profitable, yet many thousands continue to gain a livelihood 
by it, however miserable ... 

"The table covers, bed mats and glass doilies made here (the manufac1ory 
of which was introduced some years ago by the present Bishop) are very pretty, 
cloth made from the nankeen cotton of the Island was much in vogue some 
ye,vs ago, and is stiII worn: it does not always wash well unless particular 
attention is paid: (after washing Malta nankeen, it ought to be th1'0wn for a 
night into a lye of straw water, and hung up to dry in the shade, but must on 
no account be wrung out, otherwise the cloth will be cloudy and shaded). 
Embroidery on cotton and silk is done to perfection by the females of the 
Island, and sent out to adorn those less industrious in the neighbouring states; 

9. R. BONNICI CALI', Mgr. F.X. Caruana Maeanas of Fine Arts. In "Scientia", Vol 
XIV (1948), pp. 33-34. 
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they make also excellent lace; the lace mitts and gloves wrought by the Malta 
girls are bought by all ladies coming to the Island; orders from England are 
often sent for them, on account of their beauty and cheapness". 

Maita lace was already a well-established local industry by the 18th century, 
and De Soldanis records that it achieved a high degree of perfection and com­
pared favourably with that produced by the women of Holland. Its widespread 
use for adornment may be inferred from the fact that lace was included with 
other articles of luxury in a bando enacted by Grand Master Perellos in 1697 
aimed at repressing the wearing of gold, silver, jewellery, cloth of gold, silks 
and other materials of value. The Maltese word for lace, i.e. bizzilla, suggests 
a comparatively recent origin and in fact its introduction into these islands 
cannot go further back than the 16th century, when the art of lace making, 
probably introduced into Venice from the East, began to spread in Europe. 
From Venice the new technique was soon taken up by Genoa where pillow lace, 
as distinct from Venetian point lace, developed. Modem Maltese lace is descended 
directly from Genoese lace. Quoting from Min.coll' and Marriage (Pillow Lace, 
1907, p. 21): "This heavier Genoese lace was made from 1625 onwards. Its 
lineal descendant is modem Maltese, which was introduced into the island by 
laceworkers brought from Genoa in 1833 by Lady Hamilton-Chichester .... 
Though Genoese by extraction the industry, flourishing exceedingly in Malta, 
has developed a character of its own, retaining as essential the Genoese leaf­
work, but very little of its solid tapes, light twists taking their place. Char­
acteristic is also the Maltese cross in the patterns and the cream or black silk 
in which the lace is usually worked". 

From the above one may infer that lace-making, a flourishing industry in 
the 18th century, fell on evil days and was on the decline during the first· years 
of British rule, and therefore, rather than 'introduce' it into Malta Lady Hamilton­
Chichester helped to 'revive' the industry in 1833. It is a fact that this date 
coincides roughly with a period of considerable revival and expansion. About 
the same time lace-making spread to the whole of Gozo and became a thriving 
industry there through the efforts of Canon Salvatore Bondi (1790-1859). A. Ferres 
mentions this in a biographical article in L'Arte (No. 93 - 15 Nov. 1866) in 
which we read: "E per assicurare egli un onesto procacciamento al/e povere 
famiglie del Gazo si die' ogni cura possibile a propagare ii lavoro dei merletti, 
che OgJ?i forma una del/e principali industrie di quell'isola. Questo lavoro utile 
e gentile era per primo esercitato da una so/a classe di femmine del Rabato: 
per cooperazione poi de/ Can. Bond) fu esteso per tutto Goza: egli ne aiuto 
ancora la diffusione di tali lavori coll' opera, preparandone una quantita di scelti 
disegni". 

In 1947 the present writer referred to the importance of traditional village 
crafts for the study of ancient and modem folk-Me. He wrote: "The mention 
of occupations reca11s the subject of folk arts and crafts. A study of these in 
Malta is invaluable to ascertain the ancient occupations of the Maltese and to 
note how these have in some cases given place to newer ones while in other 
cases their disappearance has created a force of floating unskilled fabour 
employed outside the boundaries of the village. Of these village industries 
I will mention a few: the weaving loom, known as newl, at Zebbug in Malta; 
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the pottery ware and brooms at Birkirkara; goat rearing at Tarxien; cotton 
beating, before weaving, at Zurrieq; the preparation of blood puddings at Luga 
and _lace manufacture and a special kind of small cheese in the sister island of 
Gozo. Ready-made articles imported from abroad have now reduced some of 
these industries to negligible proportions. 

"The primitive conical stone-constructions, which are known as giren 
(sing. girna) in Malta and Nuraghe in Sardinia, the peculiar quarrying methods 
still obtaining in these islands, the weaving looms renowned since -Roman days, 
and the Maltese lace industry, which are nowadays losing their importance, 
together with basket making and straw hat plaiting, provide virgin soil to the 
investigator. To these may be added the class of the extinet miller who used 
to blow a large shell, known as bronja, from the window of his mill and call 
his customers to bring their corn for grinding; the dying class of the daqqiiq 
beating the cotton on a primitive bow-like instrument known as watar, and, 
not less, the fisherman and the sportsman. with their numerous array of nets 
to catch fish or birds"10• 

In 1956 the writer of these notes also deal.it with traditional callings and 
occupations figuring as personal nicknames in Malta and Gozo11 • 

Public awareness was ar'ous,ed, in July 1959, when the Department of 
Information organised an ExhiJbition in Gozo having as its theme Goza -
The Life and the Pe,ople. This exhibition attracted island-wide interest and 
was favourably received by the Press - e,specia!ly the Crafts and Industries 
Section, The organisers purposely focussed the attention of visitors on folk arts 
and crafts. This is what we read in the Introduction to the printed programme: 
" .. , . In a s,pecia! sense, Gazo :may be said to be passing through a period 
of transition. Characteristic of Calypso's Isle is the exist,ence of t'he old side 
by side with the new, the sUTVival of various ancient folk arts and crafts that 
linger on in the quiet st,reets of the capital and the villages of Gozo, lending 
a peculiar charm and providing a touch of locai colom that is an added 
attraction to the visitor. The Crafts and Industries Section of the Exhilbi,tion 
has been arrang,ed so as to bring out the local colour not only in the form 
of a photographic recmd, of what is lltilusual and little known, but more 
realis-tica-lly as Eve demonstrations of some <Yf the local arts and industrieB 
that are still part and parcel of Gozitan life". 

The local crafts represented in the Section irucluded lace manufacture, 
weaving, boat-bui1ding, varieties of local hrea,d, farmers' straw hats, J;ght 
baskets for shopping, fruit, etc; baskets for ag,-icultural produce, carts and 
wheels, spinning wheel a~d spindle (M. Raddien'a u Mag1izel), cane blinds 
(:III. purtieri tal-qa.sab), cheese and rikotta !baskets (M. qwieleb), pottery, 
cotton beating (M, dJaqq tat-tajjiir), embroidery, shoes and sandals and rope 
making. 

This Exhibition was followed by a series of five informative essays in 
Maltese, by the we!l-kniown Gazitan ·author George Pisani, in the Department 

10. J. CASSAR PULLICINO, Folklore Research in Malta. Ji,, 'Folklore', Vol. LVIII, 
Sept. 1947, pp. 828-334. N' k · ,e_· · , 

11. J. CASSAR ,PULLICIK!O, Social Aspects of Maltese tc names. In .,.,,entia _ 
(M&lta), Vol. XXII, 1956, pp. 66-94. 
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of Information's weekly "lr-Review", i.e. Xoghbijiet b'Metodi Tra.dizjon:aMi 
(13.10.59}, Indust1(ja t1rnd-Dgn:.ajj~s fil-Gzira ta' Calypso i.e. boat--'building 
industry in Calypso's ls,le (24.11.59), Xoghol tal-ttbu!a 'i.e. rope-makin,g 
(9.12.59), Xoghol tal-Qwieleb i.e. oheese../basket making (7 .I.60), Industrija 
Qa.dima t·al-Insig i.e. old weaving industry (20.1.60}. 

Between October, 1964 and July, 1965 the Malta Broadcasting Authority 
produced a monthly programme on Malta Television devoted to the dying 
crafts of Ma1ta under the tit!e L-lmghuUem (The Master-Craftsman). These 
documenta~ies included live interviews by Lawrence Mizzi with artisans and 
craftsmen belonging to the following callings: Tal-Karrettuni (The Wheel­
wright), Tal-Bizzil!a (The Lace:-Maker), Tal-Qfief (The Basket Maker), Tal­
Filugranu (The Filigree Worker), Tan-N'/lfles (The Fishing Net Maker), II-But• 
tar (The Cooper), L-Argentier (The Silver-Smith), Tal-Fuliliar (The Potter) and 
ln-Naglial (The Farrier). 

On the linguistic side, the terminology of a few traditional crafts and 
ca11ling; was incorporated by the late Profossor Temi Zammit in some of his 
delightful sketches in ll-llLalti between 1927 and 1931, i.e. Ghodod tal-Biedj'a 
(Farm Implements) [1927] ll-Molirieit (The Plough) [1927], ll-Mithna tar-Rih 
(The Windmill) [1929], In-Niss/.eg,a (The Weaver) [1929] and ln-Nassaba 
(The BiTd Trappers) [1931]. A list of tenns used by cobbiers, originally 
published in a Maltese bilingual period.ical ll-Ilabb,ar tal-Maltin in 1860, was 
reproduced, with some additiorual terms, by the writer of these notes in his 
Voci e Termini 1lfolt'esi Usati dai Calza!ai in 1964 ("Jomnal of Maltese Studies", 
No. 2, p, 238-2'45). Tihe terminology of &ea-craft has been covered by A. Cremona. 
in his study La Marina lllalrese dal i\Ied-io Evo all'Epocra ilioderna: Storia e 
Terminologia Maritt>:ma ("Journal of Maltese Studies", No. 2, 1961, pp. 177-
194), while Professor J. Aqumina has carried out a linguistic survey of marine 
and fishing terminology based on the Questionnaire of the "Atlante Linguistitco 
Medtierraneo". This material has been analysed in his communication 
La Stmtificazione del · Vocabolarfo lllaa-inaeresco Jlia!t\ose (in "Bo:Jlettino dello 
Atlante Linguistico Mediterraneo" N. 8-9 - 1966-67) and in the introductory 
comparative study contained in his monograph Maltese Names of F:shes, 
Molluscs and Crustaceans of the 1\lediterrianean (1969). Traditional callings and 
dying crafts are being covered by the Maltese Dialect Survey that is being 
carried out jointly by the Department of Ma1tese in the University of Malta 
and the Department of Semitic Languages and Literatures of the University 
of Leeds. 

Professor J. Gale.a, who contributed two interesting articles "Taglia" and 
"T·acca": The Jlarfoeting uf Farm Produce in the Past and The Old Flour 
Mills of Malta12 in the first and second numbers of the "Maltese Folklore 
Review" (1962 and 1963) has for a number of years been collecting material 
about vanishing traditional ~allings which has been pub1ished in book form by 

Ill. For historical aspects of windmill development vide B.W. Blou,•:. Windmills in 
Malta ("Times of Malta", .June a, 1962) and .J. Galea ll-Mit'hna tal-Qaret l-eqd·em 
mit'hna f'Malta ("Ii-Zurrieq", LuJju-Awwissu, 1962). It is weli to record here that the 
Museullil Authorities in 1965 restored the Xarolla Mill, in. the limits of Zurrieq, to work-
ing order. Since its restoration the-place has been visited by many tourists. 
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the Department of Information under the title Xogiiol u Snajja' ta' l-Imglioddi 
(1969). 

MT. Foster's artidle Asp,ects of lll,o;lfese Folk-Art, which appears elsewhere 
in this issue of our Review, µrtmi,pts us to brirug together for our readers' 
benefit other scattered material which has come to our notice over a nlll1llber 
of years. Professor N. Zammit's comrpilation M.alt/a and its Industries (1886) 
has been taken as the point of departure. To -supplement this we are 
reprtxlucing extracts from learned studies and modern pubJi,cations, together 
with various articles appearing in local newspapers in recent years. Related 
data can also be fonnd in the documentation appended to our study ).Votes for 
a Histo,ry of Jlalte·se Costume ("Maltese Fo1klore Review", No. 3, 1967). 

The material here presented 'is by n"O means exhaustive, but it is hoped 
that the selected extracts provide sufficient covera,ge, as a start, to show how 
rewarding would be a comprehensive study of Folk Arts and Crafts in Malta. 

Everywhere in Malta, by the roadside, by the seaside, in churchyards or 
burial grounds, in farmhouses and in village squares one finds -examples of the 
unobtrusive native peasant or folk art whilch humbly flourished in the past. 
Some of them have some devotional significance, like the waysi.d.e shrines and 
street niches, the stone crosses and statues and the votive offerings that are 
to be seen in some country chapels and sanctuaries associated with a special 
popular cult of some saint or o,f the Vi.rgin. Most of these works are by artists 
whose names have not been recorded and it would be impossib1e to trace the 
style of any one individual. The common •c.haracteristres are their simplicity 
and directness of purpose; fundamentally they follow the pattern of folk-art 
the world over and one can find striking affinjties with the work of the primitive 
artist in near-by Sicily and elsewhere. 

Most, if not all, o-f the,se folk arts and crafts have been almost entirely 
superseded by machine-made things. We cannot begrudge the ornwar,d march 
of progress, hrnwever late it has reached these shores. But practitioners of the 
old crafts are probably right when they claim that their articles lasted far 
longer than their machine-made rivals,. The answer might be that the machine­
made article is good enough to serve its turn. But there is another side to 
craftsmanship which concerns not the pro<l;uct but the producers. There can 
be no question but that the man who finds .satisfaction and happiness in his 
job is able to live a full,eir life than the mari whose job .is merely a means of 
support and who puts up with it in the hope of enjoying himself after it is done. 
Craftsmarnshilp car<ries its own very great reward. Through a11 the stress and 
uncertainty of contemporary life we know that certain things rema;n constant. 

Th[s peasant culture which is gradually breaking up before us was once an 
important aspect of Maltese life. From a certain angle it reflects the traditions 
by which we ourselves live and in accepting its one-time importance we must 
safeguard its maintenance somehow and, if that is not practicable, at least 
preserve a laving record of what has been. And here one cherishes the hope, or 
rather the expectation that the long-awaited Folldore Museum at Imdina will 
materialise in the not too ,;listanf future, when these folk arts and ijying crafts 
of Malta would find an honouraib]e place in ,it, together with other specimens. 
of local primitive material culture. 

,I 
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MALT A AND ITS INDUSTRIES. Published by the Commission appointed to 
superintend in Malta the sending of objects to the Exhibition of Industries 
of Her Majesty's Colonial and Indian Possessions to be held in London, 
1886. Compiled by the Special Relator to the Commission NICHOLAS 
ZAMMIT, M.D., Professor of Philosophy ... Translated from the Italian 
by H. VELLA, Member and Secretary to the Exhibition Commission for 
Malta. London, 1886. 

Precious Metals 
"Work in precious metals, for which the country enjoys a well-established fame, 

is the most extensive of these industries. 
Its most valued production is gold and silver filigree. The manufacture is neat 

and of a symmetrical exactness in its minJUtest deta!.ls; it is transparent and '!light, 
so that it is really a delicacy of art. Its strong soldering gives a certain solidity 
to its delicacy, and on this account, probably, our filigree work compares favourably 
with the much prized productions of the kind made in Genoa and other places. What 
is wanting to set off to perfection the beauty of this industry is a more correct 
design, something more neat and showy in form, and also the insertion of small 
smooth plates to receive . engravings and to serve as a frame-work and support for 
these metallic nets or spider webs, into which all kinds of objects of taste and 
elegance are ingeniously introduced. 

Work is also done in gold and silver, in stamping, punching, and chiselling 
elegant vases, jewels and all sorts of fancy objects, which, however, are at times 
deficient in a fine finish, style and novelty. Since the local industrial exhibition of 
1864, this art has notably improved .... " 

(p. 28) 

Iron-Work 
"Less advanced is the blacksmith's trade, with the exception of a few works 

made to order or executed as an exercise of personal skill. The work is almost 
exclusively anvil and file work, manufactured out of bars imported from England 
and Trieste. Although our founders are very ingenious and enterprising, not many 
of them find employment, with the exception of those employed at Government 
yards and workshops. All articles of cast iron come from abroad. In the manufacture 
of small objects made at the forge or by hammer, great perfection has been attained, 
due allowance being of course made_ for the want of means and suitable tools. For, 
besides ingeniously devised locks, safes, scales, carriage springs, iron bedsteads and 
other articles of various kinds produced more as samples of workmanship than as 
merchandise, hand-rails for protection along our staircases, for windows and 
galleries, may be considered as excellent specimens of native workmanship. By a 
skilful combination of bars of different thickness and of straight and round supports, 
and with the aid of neatly carved foliage, a handsome sort of lace-work with pretty 
Jesigns is produced, combining elegance with solidity, and furnishing our windows 
and balconies with an attractive looking protection. .. .... " 

(pp. 28-29) 
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Gilding 
"Gilding on wood and stone is in a fair state ·of perfection. In gilding with 

chalk the minutest parts of the decorntions _in relief are rendered conspicuous by 
means of a shining and brilliant burnishing; while gilding with mordant vies with 
the neatness of the metal itself. 

A skilful combination of the dull with the shiny parts, the beauty of grained 
decorations; the composition of gilt plastering for great decorative works, the neat 
silvering on wood, and the perfect imitation of gold by means of varnish mixtures, 
prove that this art of luxury is with us far advanced, an.d that the, demand for its 
production is daily increasing. Not more than forty persons are employed in these 
works". 

Embroidery 
"The elegant art of embroide1·y, almost entirely in the delicate hands of the 

fair sex, is rarely correct in its designs, but frequently excellent in the execution 
of the work presented. This manufacture is mostly applied to sacred vestments and 
church furniture. These works, wanting for the most part as they do in taste, are 
often admired for the splendour of the gold with which they are worked, and as 
they are left entirely to the blind discretion of the needle, they often fail to produce 
any effect; they, however, display great skill, which is only in need of better training. 
Over eighty women and not more than two or three men are employed in this 
occupation, which dates from ancient times in this country. More common and much 
more extended is the embroidery in cotton, silk and wool, and, above all, the lace, 
with which the dresses of the ladies are trimmed, according to the fashions of 
the day". 

(pp. 29-30) 

Coarse Cotton Cloth and Other Tissues 
"The cotton industry is with us one of the most common, and it cerbinly dates 

back very far. A small portion only of this product is exported in wool; the 
remainder is manufactured in the Island. It is spun by hand or machinery for 
weaving into coarse and thick cloth, which is partly used for sails and partly 
exported to Barbary, where it is sold for clothing ...... " 

" ...... Besides the coarse cotton cloths, several other tissues of finer qualities, 
in imitation of foreign draperies, are manufactured in the Island and worn by our 
country people. Another peculiar production of our manufactures is the nankin 
bl'!_nket, remarkable for its softness and beauty, which, however, is in its decline 
on account of the imitation of the colour on common cloth. Damask cloths, others 
of gaudy colours, striped with gold, and even all gold, and other interesting varieties 
are manufactured in the country. These manufactures, however, deprived as they 
are of a correct distribution of workmanship, woven without technical experience, 
unaided by the means which ordinarily lead to perfection, cannot be expected to 
compete with the similar foreign manufactures with wh:ch our markets are 
over-stocked. . ..... " 

(p. 32) 
Rush and Straw Work 

"Works in straw or fan-shaped palm (Chama'erops humilis) afford another 
profitable local industry. In this manufacture, women of the lower classes are 
employed, though they are at the same time engaged in other work. The plaiting 
is either triple or single, and it is easy to learn and still easier to perform. 'fil)e 
eountry lass, while following her flock or looking after the crops, works at this 
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even unconsciously, keeping watch, singing, and working her fingers at the same 
time. The varieties of works in this branch are numerous and plentiful. Out of the 
choice leaves of the shrub over 100,000 hats are manufactured yearly, according 
to the demands received for their supply from abroad. A large number of these hats 
(sennet) are expressly made for the British, Navy and for shipment to the East. 
The inferior leaves are manufactured into cord, of which 20,000,000 yards are made 
annually. Some is used for chair bottoms, and the remainder exported to Greece 
and Turkey. Mats are also made from this material, the supply of which varies 
from ten to 15,000 dozen annually, according to the demand from the East. Besides 
fire fans, over 50,000 dozen brooms are made yearly from this material, and a large 
number of these exported to Greece. Baskets and hampers of all sizes and shapes 
are also made. 

The primary material for these works, which is not produced in our soil, and 
which only grows where marshes are abundant, is necessarily very scanty in Malta, 
as the few marshes we have are barely sufficient for the cane-brakes which grow 
in our valleys. The material is, therefore, imported from abroad, and as it is cheap, 
a considerable margin is left for the manufacture". 

(pp. 33-34) 

Woodwork 
"These works, with the exception of chairs and carts made for shipment to 

Africa and the East at a considerable profit to our carpenters, aie'"mostly limited 
to articles required for local use, Vehicles and carriages in particular are built in 
the Island, which for their solidity and elegance are not inferior to those imported 
from abroad, But the woodwork most in vogue in house furniture is mahogany or 
walnut wood. Some very beautiful ebony chests of drawers inlaid with ivory, and 
even silver, have been worked here, as well as several fine specimens of fancy 
furniture. The workmanship of the ordinary household furniture is very solid, and 
as such, lacks that elegance and neatness which contribute so much to the beauty 
of these articles. We make no mention here of furniture of an antique type, which 
is to be met with exposed for sale. In this common sort of furniture you find ,always 
the same tables grotesquely carved, chairs made without any regard to style and 
design, console tables with dog-shaped legs, and cupboards with ornaments at the 
corners without any resemblance to the reality; and besides, as a peculiarity devoid 
of all purpose, those twisted bars according to the Gothic style in the square spaces. 

The ordinary carpenter works in fir and larch wood, and is generally employed 
in making window frames and shutters; while others, with more or less accuracy, 
according to the price agreed upon, work at other articles, and especially household 
furniture. A large number of casks, barrels, and buckets, the handicraft of the 
cooper, are also made, as well as all kinds of agricultural tools. Over 1,900 workmen 
are employed in carpentry in its various branches". 

Turnery 
"The works turned on the lathe with which the carpenters' and the stone 

turners' shops are furnished are limited to round shapes only. The art of turning 
by machinery, by means of wh:ch all kinds of work can be performed,, is better 
known by a few amateurs than by the artificers themselves". 

(pp. 84-35) 
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Baskets and Hampers 

"A large number of baskets and hampers. made of osier twigs or cane, of all 
sizes and descriptions, are manufactured in the Island. Over 200 workmen ar<i 

employed in this trade. A good portion of these baskets is used . for agricultural 
purposes, the basket made of twigs is used. for carrying goods, and also as a 
measure, and a large number too are used f<>r carrying rubbish in the erection of 
buildings, and for carrying coals into the holds of .steamers and in unloading colliera; 
the remainder is sold. for various purposes". 

(p. 35) 

Rope 

"This is an interesting manufacture, although it must be admitted that owing 
to the decline in the number of sailing ships it is not now in great demand. Although 
made by hand, very important kinds and qualities are sold, and from the twine to 
the hawser ft is often turned out superior to that manufactured by machinery. Thi• 
is owing to the choice of the hemp, the compactness of the strands, and a correct 
twisting which renders it more pliable without 1n the least diminishing its strength. 

This industry does not employ more than 200 rope makers". 

(p. 36) 

Laoe 

"Lace, which, str:ctly speaking, is only an amplification of the edging of lace 
and of which entire dresses are now made, is indeed a providential means of 
livelihood for more than 4,500 women and girls of the lower classes, whose work 
yields to the Island an annual income of £45,000 to £50,0000. Another kind of lace, 
worked in linen thread, and much more difficult for execution, has always been 
known in the Island, and is used particularly in church vestments. The olack and 
white silk lace manufactured in Gozo, which has acquired world-wide renown, 
presents innumerable varieties, varying according to the thinness of the thread, 
the dimensions and the design of the work. 

Ol!r lace is a delicate and transparent network, not put together by any fixed 
rules, /out of which a design invariably results from a system of lines enclosing 
circles and polygons of various sizes symmetrically arranged. A style half-Moorish 
and half-Chinese is the result, which has not very definite characteristics, and whose 
beauty consists only in the skill with which it is worked, and in a repeated and 
eontinued piece of· network. ..... " 

(p. 40) 
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H. BOWEN-JONES, J.C. DEWDNEY and W.B. FISHER, Malta: Background for 
Development. Department of Geography, Durham Colleges. 1961. 

Cultivation Equipment and Tillage 

Of the implements observed in Malta, the traditional types of plough, hoe, 
sickle and harrow are of the same genera as thoae - to be generally found in the 
Mediterranean region. 

Ploughs are of the Aratrum or Ard type, steel tipped wooden wedges, devoid of 
cutting edges and having very restricted powers of furrow making or inversion ----' 
monriet. None of those observed had lateral 'ears' or 'wings' but apparently ards 
thus equipped are occasionally used. There are various sub~types with differing 
arrangements of beam, body and handle but no constant rational relationship 
between these sub-types and local environmen~3 could be observed. Prices range 
upwards of £4. 10s. Iron or steel tips for the body cost about £1. One interesting 
modification of the plough is manufactured at Zurrieq. On top of the basic beam 
and body is fitted a movable double mouldboard of which either or both breasts 
can be brought into operation at any one time. Ridging and left and right furrow 
inversion are therefore made possible. For those areas where furrow inversion is 
practicable such a cheap, light multi-purpose implement would be very valuable, 
and the development of such improvements might well be ehcouraged by official 
approbation. 

Hoes are manufactured in four main types. The heavy spade type, the zappuna, 
is generally used for soil trenching in preparation for manuring. The effort involved 
tends to restrict Its use. The sma11, single-tined, wedge-,shaped hoe, the llfgna.iqa or 
Lexxuna, is a general purpose implement that is replaced under damp and cohesive 
soil conditions by a forked, two-tined variety, the Kroxun. A three-tined hoe is often 
used, together with the ard, for potato lifting. In general, each cultivator possesses 
a selection of different types of hoe, necessitated by the variety of manual operations 
he usually has to perform and made possible by the reasonable prices of the 
implements (prices range -from abo{it 16s. for the single-tine, to 18s. to £1 for the 
spade hoe). 

The sickle in general use is a small, smooth-edged type costing about 12s. 6d. 
The small number of sickle types observed may result from the widespread practice 
of pulling rather than cutting green fodder. Traditional harrows are almost 
invariably of the Mediterranean and Asiatic type, harrows cum levellers and seed 
coverers. Those observed were triangular and stone weighted. When manufactured 
:for the purpose they were usually constructed of ash and had removable tines. 
Wjthout metal tines, the cost is about 50s. 

These implements .... have already to some extent been displaced by imported 
neweT types. . ..... 

• The spade proper is hardly ever used, and its absence is associated with the 
reasons for the survival of the ard plough .... Other equipment includes a great 
range of fixed and movable adjuncts to farming, all but one class of which are 
constructed rurally, from local materials. The exceptional group is that connected 
with irrigation and includes windpumps and small diesel engines. Threshing and 
winnowing, traditional style, needs no more than a rock or torba (beaten earth) 
floor and asses or horses for trampling, baskets constructed of local cane, and 
simple winnowing forks. Of recent years, centralised threshing by contractors' 
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machines has almost entirely displaced the older method in all but the more remote 
western regions. Canes, grown in slightly marshy conditions in wied floors, provide 
the raw material for wind breaks, covered forcing beds, crop supports, etc. Livestock 
harness is simple in type consisting of harness and collar. Working bullocks, now 
rarely used, are also equipped with collars for traction but the guiding reins are 
attached to the horns. Country carts are unsprung, wooden frames resting directly 
on the metal axles. That the ruggedness of their construction is only equalled by 
the toughness of the draught animals is evinced by their presence on places such 
as Dingli Undercliff, or the cliffsides of the Wied il-Luq (Buskett). 

The solidly built stone huts or grwrfa that are to be found on most holding11 
may be regarded as part of the farmers' 'equipment' rather than his habitation. 
The simplest and most numerous are simple one-roomed cubes, some five yards 
square, strongly constructed, usually of worked stone blocks with wood and torba 
roofs. These 'blockhouses', for such they appear, serve as storehouses for implements 
and crops, for guns and birdcatching equipment, as well as for shelter during the 
'siesta' hours and bad weather. Their cost in construction labour, and the pride 
that goes into the simple furnishing of what is the farme1·s 'den', as well as the 
deceptive appearance of dispersed settlement that they give, suggests that further 
investigation into their origins might prive valuable. In general terms, they seem 
to be a natural response to the marked concentration of settlement in the casals. 
They are far less numerous in the western region of more recent and dispersed 
settlement. The larger, two-roomed and two-storied types are used mainly as summer 
working residences, when a whole family. may move out of its casal to the main 
holding. 

These implements and types of equipment are one facet of the complex of 
traditional cultivation techniques - techniques based on the intense and continuous 
application of uncosted hand labour. A brief examination of the working char­
acteristics of some of the implements is a necessary introduction to a discussion of 
general cultivation techniques. 

The monriet . . . . • is used as an animal-drawn hoe rather than as a plough 
proper. It is light and can be carried by the cultivator along narrow field paths 
and across rugged terrain. Its negotiability is limited only by the ease of access 
demanded by the draught animals ..... 

(pp. 321-322) 

J. QUENTIN HUGHES, The Building of Malta 1530-1795 during the period of the 
Knights of St. John of Jerusalem. London, Tiranti, 1956. 

Flooring and Roofing Construction 
" ...... Because of the shortage of timber the floors were normally constructed 

of stone, which has to be supported on stone-arched ribs thrown across from wall 
to wall and spaced about four feet centre to centre. The ribs are supported by 
double walls because of their outward thrust. The spandrils of the arches are filled 
with squared stones up to the· 1evel of the keystone, so as to form a horizontal bed 
for the ceiling slabs. Sometimes the upper courses are cut away to form a better 
bed, and th:s takes away the heavy appearance which the full depth of the arch 
stones would otherwise give to the room. By this method not more than five or six 
inches of keystone appear under the ceiling. 

"The flooring itself consisted of ceiling slabs, three inches thick, laid onto the 
arched ribs. Two :nches of stone ch:r,p:ngs were l,.:d on'.o these c.r:d f:nr.lly three-
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inch-thick fioor stones were laid on top of the chippi~gs. These flags were normally 
two palmi wide. The finished surface was then scraped and covered with a- thin coat 
of warm oil. This hardened the stone, and allowed it to be well polished, as well 
as forming a surface which kept a beautiful appearance free from stains. 

Roof construction was very similar, for all the roofs in Malta, with the exception 
of about two or three_ of the early buildings of the Knights, such as the Great 
Hospital and the Auberge de Provence in Valletta, were practically flat. The slabs 
of stone were laid onto arches in the same manner. The edges of the slabs were 
bevelled and the triangular shaped groove which was left between the edges was 
filled with small pebbles which had been soaked in water. The pebbles were set in 
one part of lime and a similar quantity of xahx i.e. very small chippings mixed into 
a mortar. Three or four inches of dry chippings were laid over the slabs to distribute 
the load and another layer of fine chippings mixed with lime mortar covered these. 
This top layer had a slight fall to allow the water to run off in the required 
direction and in this way it was led from terrace to terrace until it finally fell into 
a well in the· courtyard and was preserved for the use of the household. 

The second layer of chippings was well rammed down, and then a mixture 1:>f 
de/fun* with lime and water, was beaten up to a paste and laid uniformly over the 
whole surface to a thickness of about ! inch. This was throughly beaten up with 
wooden rammers, which are semi-circular lengths of wood about nine inches long, 
with a four-inch handle. The workmen hit the roof with the flat side of the hammer 
causing the excess water to run out. As it did so, fine deffun dust was sprinkled on 
to absorb this excess water. When no more water oozed out, women were employed 
to finish the construction of the roof. The surface of the roof was divided into strips, 
each two-and-a-half feet; and the women, seated on small stools and barefooted, 
each took one strip. With trowels, and all working together, they swept the surface 
of the roof, smoothing it and glazing; all slowly moving across the roof in a regular 
manner. This process was usually carried out in spring and autumn when the weather 
is neither too hot nor too cold, and when it was completed a layer of loose straw 
was placed over the whole roof and sprinkled with water from time to time to keep 
the roof cool and allow it to harden without cracking. The straw was removed after 
two or three weeks and the result was a hard roof capable of withstanding the 
torrential rain and wind of winter and the blistering sun of the long dry summer. 
This method of construction is still used, in exactly the same way, today. 

The same form of roof was laid over timber ceilings when they were used 
instead of stone arched ribs. The scantlings were usually made of Sicilian olive or 
chestnut imported from Sicily, Southern Italy, or the islands belonging to Venice; 
and these timber ceilings are found -on many of the top floors of the auberges and 
palaces of importance. 

Certain farm houses, where the rooms are not more than nine feet wide, had 
their roofs constructed of single slabs of stone which were corbelled out from the 
walls. The stones were six inches thick and seven and a half feet long. They were 
covered w:th three inches of torba (i.e. smaJ!l stones mixed w:,th argi!la;c.,ous earth 
excavated from fissures in the rock, which are generally found to be filled with it) 
and on top of that, half-an-inch of def/un and lime. The wal!:s were doub'e and f:lled 
with rubble stone ...... . 

(pp. 196-197) 

* De/fun is composed of small pieces of broken earthenware pots_ 
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R. ENGLAND, Converting a Farmhouse: A Change of Function and Scope. In 
"'Sunday Times elf Malita" of Marcil 13, 1966. 
"The l\Ialtese farmhouse, for long a neglected· construction, is now suddenly 

very much in demand as a basis, or point of departure, for a residential unit ... 
"The homogenous sobriety of character of the local farmhouse comes from an 

almost infallible use of our natural stone, not only in the straight-forward wall 
construction, but also in intelligent applications to roofing problems, and finally, 
as a flooring material; the whole producing a grammar of the highest aesthetic 
property and intensity ...... 

"In the farmhouse, what one searches for is the personification of the local 
architectural character, the deep earth-rooted simplicity, the whole visual picture of 
· a characteristic vernacular environment. In fact with the lapse of time this is exactly 
what one is left with in these particular cases ..... . 

"However, one almost unsolvable problem is the fact that existent farmhouses 
are usually constructed without a damp-proof resistant course, and this gives rise 
unfortunately to recurrent damp-problems - obviously an unfortunate complaint. 
Another problem is that of size of windows and apertures. The farmhouse having 
been conceived with the local climatic conditions very much in mind, provides 
openings of the smallest possible nature; in fact one can state that the whole system 
of construction was geared to produce an ideal solution to the problem of liv1ing 
in our particular climate - thick walls kept the heat out in the summer months; 
small openings prevented the scorching summer sun from penetrating into the 
intimate private world of our ancestral farmer ..... . 

"Farmhouse conversion is still at its infancy on our island but if it is conducted 
well and controlled it could well be the salvation of the few rematning examples of 
our ancestral forefathers' toils in building ...... ". 

JA TONNA, Malta Stone. In "Sunday Times of Malta" of August 14, 1966. 
"Though not advertised as loudly as its sea and sunshine, stone is one of Malta's 

few great natural resources, and, perhaps, we have been taking it too much for 
granted. Time and again, we have heard glowing references to our "honey-coloured" 
stone, .but when our foreign guests are actually specifying it for their houses in the 
sun right at the moment that we are adulterating it with concrete block and 
submerging it under plaster, it is clearly time to sit up and evaluate its potentialities ... 

"Besides its durability, l\Ialta stone has two great properties; its workability, 
and the possibility of using it as relatively large, block-like components. Our native 
architecture developed from a restrained balance between the expression of each of 
these· properties. '.[be block-like nature of carefully-squared stone, used in large units, 
explains the simple cubical volumes assumed by most of our buildings. 

"Its workability accounts for the profusion of ornament usually concentrated 
around doorways and set off by the plain surfaces of the rest of the masonry. These 
tendencies run through most of our architecture from the auberges to the parish 
churches, down to the anonymous, yet delightfully designed doorways and balconies 
that often grace the humblest buildings. Laymen and technical people alike marvel 
at the uncanny precision with which the most complex of mouldings are worked 
with the most elementary - not to say primitive - of tools. It is hard to believe, 
in this age of mechanization, that every single stone in this great pile has been 
shaped and laid by hand - but so have the stones of Hagar Qim and the ramparts 
and the auberges. 

j 
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"There have been some inroads into the onetime primacy of stone in local 
building. Stone arches supporting stone slab roofs long ago gave way, first to timber 
beams, then to steel joists. Not so long ago, slabs, beams and joists have all been 
d:scarded for reinforced concrete ..... . 

"Trad'tionally, Ma1tese masons have been sp1it inrto two interdependent traJdes,­
the naggam, who dress the stone, and the bennejja, who lay it in courses. Machine­
made concrete blocks enabled the latter to set up business without the former, 
indirectly contributing to a lowering of standards all round ...... ". 

E.R. LEOPARDI, The Decorative Maltese Wall-Clock. In "Times of Malta", Novem­
ber 27, 1965. 

Visitors to Malta often notice and are charmed by the decorative clocks which 
are entirely Maltese. The exact period when these clocks were first made is hard 
to ascertain, probably the decorative cases we know today developed with the years 
from a far plainer style. 

What we can say for certain is that this particular style of clocks is essentially 
Maltese and, in a genuine example, the machinery is also locally made. Probably 
this type of clock was to be found in the homes of better class families in the latter 
part of the 17th century, for the abundant decoration, much gild flowers, landscapes, 
etc., are typical of the baroque style of that period. In a painting by Favray of a 
Maltese interior, the clock referred to is clearly seen in the room of FavrayYs 
picture. 

This type of Malta clock consists of a wooden case measuring approximately 
20 by 24 inches, usually oblong. Sometimes a smaller size square clock is found. 
Inside the case is the locally made machine, and originally this consisted of primitive 
mechanism. It was made of three wooden cog-wheels for the movement of the hands 
and a wooden pulley round which was wound the strong string - lenza - support­
ing the lead weights*. It was also fitted with a pendulum. The key for winding the 
old models leaves no doubt as to the hand workmanship of the machine. 

The hands denoting the hours and minutes are likewise in metal, and, although 
a matching pair, they differ in shape as well as size - the hour hand being short 
and broad with more elaborate scroll than the long and narrow scroll of the 
minute hand. 

The roman numbers around the dial are hand painted. Ii is on the dial that 
the artist gave vent to his imagination, for no two models were identical. In the 
four corners of the board on which the dial was painted are to be found flowel'fs, 
birds, scenery, rustic landscape, scenes of the sea shore, just anything imaginable. 

It is possible that the choice of the design was_ made by the would-be owner of 
the clock when ordering the model. I say "ordering" for the genuine old clocks were 
never made except to order. From the time of British rule in Malta until the with­
drawal of the gold sovereign from circulation in the First World War, the clocks 
were commonly referred to as arlogg td' lira - i.e., a sovereign clock, for that was 
the amount this time-piece cost in those days. Today it is not so easy to come across 
genuine old models and the prices for this range high, rarely under ·eighty pounds. 

As is obvious, more than one artisan worked ·to make this clock. These were: 
the cabinet maker, the clock maker and the gilder. The cabinet maker made the 

* The lead weight usually weighed one wizna. 
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wooden ·case with its frames ana the foundation of the outer ornamentation._ The 
clock maker made hnd fitted the mechanism and the gilder completed the clock with 
rts decoration and gild ornaments. In modern times getting so many different artisans 
to work in unison would be extremely difficult, but our ancestors knew the secret. 

When ordering an arlogg td' Malta - a Maltese clock, the person contacted was 
the gilder who noted the dimensions and the design required. Every gilder knew 
the cabinet maker most suitable for undertaking the woodwork, likewise he knew 
the clock-maker. And thus in a short time with dial painted in the style designed 
and the case coloured and gilded as ordered, the clock was brought for the approval 
of the patron who rewarded the gilder with a gold sovereign. 

The earliest models have a plain base, but as time went by we fmd models with 
a console, or menso/a, attached. All clock cases have more or less gild ornamentation. 
On the outer case there is rarely more than one colour used with the gild, therefore 
we have red and gold, blue and gold, green and gold cases - these three colours 
varying in shade. 

A device often seen in the decoration of many of the old clocks is the eight 
pointed cross. As time went by improvements were introduced in the mechanism of­
the clock, the wooden cog-wheels were substituted by metal ones. Later on chiming 
waa introduced, but the shape of the case, the gilding and the style of decoration 
buve remained the same _as they were two centuries ago. 

E_.R. LEOPARDI The Maltese Coffer. In "Times of Malta", April 30, 1966. 

The Maltese coffer - known as smduq - is a piece of Maltese furniture eve,. 
In demand; as a matter of fact the senduq is typical of a period rather than typically 
Maltese, for it was used all over the Continent of Eui-ope from late mediaeval times 
until the chest of drawers came as a large box for storing clothes. However, the 
senduq has certain characteristics typically Maltese and, into comparatively modern 
times, it was in use as an essential piece of furniture of the bride's dowry. 

The older senduq was a comparatively plain chest with a hinged lid and attached 
short legs to raise it from the ground. It was used as a coffer wherein were carried 
the bride's household linen and dowry" from her paternal roof to her husband's home. 
In these sniedaq are a small inner chest also with a lid which is placed across the 
right side of the coffer. In this inner coffer were placed the bride's jewels and gold 
forming her dowry. ' 

The right length for a Maltese senduq has _been said to be just under two canes, 
i.e., the equivalent of approximately 75 inches, with width 24 inches, and height 
30 inches. 

Well into the last century the senduq was frequently used as a bed, in such a 
case a loose mattress of fibre was placed on the lid. Incidentally the senduq was 
also used as a family safe, especially by the inhabitants of the villages and the 
country farmers. When this was so the head of the house would sleep on the senduq 
as an extra means of guarding the family treasure. 

The bridal chests or coffers on the Continent in the 18th century became 
elaborately decorated chests according to the bride's social position and means. Some 
were decorated on the panels by well-known artists of the day, and no pains were 
spared to embellish the chest with a rich inlay of mother of pearl and ivory. But 
in Malta this over-decoration was never reached. At the most we find mouldings and 
dometitic scenes carved on the panels round the chest. Sometimes at the corners 
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there are figures in bas relief usually representing the bride and. bridegroom, but 
sometimes a fully armed knight. The design on the front panel and the two sides is 
made to blend with the corner designs, usually representing galleys of the Order of 
Malta and harbour fortifications. 

But to return to the older senduq, these are simple in design having no orna­
mentation except a moulding and are of the regulation size, sufficient in length to · 
accommodate a mattress and pillows. That the senduq was used as a couch is beyond 
dispute, because in genuine wooden models the heavy wooden lid is slightly dented 
through supporting the weight of the sleeper. 

The senduq was closed with a lock, in old models often of rude construction, 
made roughly by hand but in some cases these are works of art of the locksmith. 

The wood of the senduq was usually chestnut, but. any hard v.'!:od was used and 
examples of different woods are •to be found. Whatever the quality of the wood or 
the condition of the bride whose dowry the senduq was to hold, all were solidly 
constructed and served as a kind of strong box or safe. There is an o Id Maltesie 
proverb which runs: ahjar habib is-suq milli mitt skud fis-senduq - it is better to 
have a friend in the market-place than one hundred scudi in the coffer. A proverb 
showing the value of a friend as against money. 

A miniature senduq is sometimes found. These were made for the infant daughter 
of a family - possibly their original use was for holding certain essentials of 
clothing, but as these have the inner chest to the right side as is found in the larger 
models, we suppose this miniature form may have been kept to put aside jewels and 
coins against the time when the child would need a dowry. A typical example of the 
miniature chest is a senduq measuring 22 by 8, and 10 inches in height, with a bas­
relief on the front panel representing rural scenes with a church in the centre. At 
the ends of the side panels are infants in swaddling cloths carved in the wood; to 
the right and left of the front panel are two caved figures, a youth and a maiden. 
No matter how elaborate the carvings on the front side panels may be, the lid is 
always plain except for the mouldings. . 

In Victorian times the chest of drawers and the wardrobe caused the senduq 
to become a somewhat neglected "antiquated" object. In the second decade of this 
century there was a revival of the senduq which suddenly became fashionable as an 
article of furniture for the entrance hall. As a result many old genuine sniedaq 
were bought up by collectors and dealers, repaired and sold at prices far beyond 
their original co;t, 

There were many smaller models made to suit the modern house and these were 
elaborately carved - not with bridal scenes, but with the eight pointed cross, galleys 
of the Knights and coats-of-arms of grandmasters. 

Such is the change of human tastes and customs. The senduq from the bedroom 
now adorns the sitting room, the dining room and the entrance hall. 

E.R. LEOPARDI, Maltese Bread. In "Times of Malta", December 20, 1966. 

The Maltese Islands have a type of bread peculiarly local; th:s is a loaf of 
slightly sweet, rich crumb in a delicious, dark-brown crust. Perhaps such a loaf was 
ubiquitous throughout Europe before machine-made bread, electric ovens and highly 
refined flour ousted it in favour of the delicate soft crusted, somewhat insipid bread 
of today. 
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In Malta, however, the homecinade type of. b1·ead has surV: ved. On account of 
its being the only kind of bread many Maltese will eat, and its pure and sustaining 
qualities, it forms a major part of the sustenance of many a manual worker. But 
Maltese bread is looked upon by many a visitor to Malta as a ti-.,at peculiar to their 
holiday on these Islands. I must say here that our large well run bakeries produce 
every kind of loaf known in Europe. But it is not to that we refer in the term 
"Maltese bread". Every town or village of Malta has its bakery and il-Forn is specially 
built for the purpose it serves. The doorway opens straight on to the large room 
where the oven is built into the structure. 

When bread is made on the premiseg the necessary mixing machines can be 
seen in this room. Today most of the Maltese bread is kneaded by machine, but there 
are exceptions where this fa done by hand. The Maltese family like their bread new, 
in fact, warm if possible, therefore the local bread is a daily item on the shopping 
list. For the early delivery of bread the v;llage oven works during the early hours 
of the morning, then a second oven bakes bread for later delivery. Passing the village 
bakeries when the bread has just been withdrawn from the oven is an appetiz.i'ng 

--event for the delicious smell tempts the appetite. Some bakers sprinkle the loaf with 
sesame seeds and there is always a few loaves of ftira, a form of unleavened bread 
flat in shape with a crust of peculiar taste and a moist crumb. Many buy a piece of 
ftira besides their daily loaf and late comers find this form of bread has been sold 
out. 

Although every village or town has its bakery, and often more than one, the 
town of Qormi has the reputation of making the largest supply and sending bread 
to many ·other parts of the Island. The bread of Qormi is said to be particularly 
well made - certainly Qormi has the tradition. /of making bread from time im­
memorial. Before the building of the bakery of thJ Knights of St. John in Valletta, 
it was the bakers of Qormi who supplied the Order with bread and we find it docu .. 
mented that the Auberges were furnished with this commodity from Qormi. An old 
wives' tale of_ former days relates that once Qormi was a place where malaria 
flourished on account of its low lying position. This was rectified, it was said, by -
the building of many ovens which warmed the air, dried out the damp and in 
consequence Qormi became one of the most healthy districts in Malta. Whatever we 
may think of the old wives' tale the fact is that Qormi has for long been known as 
Casal Fornaro. / 

Maltese bread is made of the best flour locally milled. Since it is not possible 
to grow sufficient wheat on the Island for the consumption of flour, grain is im­
ported from abroad. This has been the case throughout the centuries and although 
today we have an up-to-date silo close to the New Quay for the storage of grain, 
there are still the old underground granaries to be seen in various places. Today 
wheat is imported principally from Canada, but there was a time when the wheat 
fields of Sicily filled our granaries. 

There were times when scarcity of wheat forced the bakers to use a mixed 
flour called mahlut, made from a mixture of rye and wheat. Until comparatively 
recent times many a household - especially those of the farming population - made 
their own bread. It was a common sight to meet a country man or woman balancing 
on their head a large plank on which were freshly baked loaves of different sizes. 
This bread was baked in i!JaJ-ge supplies s;!llce it would serve the family for a week 
or more - a convenient arrangement since the bakeries were in the towns or villages 
and the farmer lived in the outskirts. The bread was kept fresh by storage in a 
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wooden chest or else in earthenware jars covered with wooden lids. Today the baker's 
van calls at the farmhouses and we often see a loaf or two of large proportiorus 
placed on the window ledges of farmhouses by the bake1·, thus every one in Malta 
can today have new bread daily. -

A word rarely heard today is kumpanacc. This was used to express the food 
taken in smal! proportions with bread. It might have been cheese, tomato, meat, or 
any other tasty morsel - for morsel it was in comparison to the half loaf it flavoured. 
This word is a corruption of the later Latin cumpanatico. Another word having the 
same meaning and often used by the countryfolk was bukkun. 

Bread was looked upon by the people of Malta as a blessing from God - in 
nearby Sicily it was called grazia di Dio - and in consequence the loaf was treated 
in a special manner. The person cutting the loaf would sign it with a cross before 
using the knife to slice it. Likewise, should a piece of bread be found by the roadside 
it would be lifted by a passerby, reverently kissed and placed on a wall or ledge I<> 

that it would not be trodden under foot. 

E.R. LEOPARDI, The Ex-Voto. In "Times of Malta", November 12, 1966. 

" ... In Malta and Gozo there are abundant examples of this particular religious 
offering. Through the centuries there has been fervent devotion to the Virgin Mary 
and we find that the sanctuaries dedicated to Her are rich in votive offerings. 

The sanctuary of Mellieha is one of the oldest in Malta and there ex voto can be 
found more than three hundred years old. The sanctuary of zabbar dedicated to 
Our Lady of Grnces is one of the larger shrines; the small church tal-lterba in 
Birkirkara is visited by many; tal-Mensija is yet another popular shrine; likewise 
ii-Madonna tal-Ghar, tas-Sahha, and the shrine of Our Lady in the church of St. 
Agatha at Rabat. I-n Gozo there are various shrines to which many grateful sup­
pliants have given ex voto -in memory of a grace received. Ta' Pinu has become a 
national shrine for both islands and the small church at Qala seems to have been 
of special devotion to seafaring folk, for many graffiti of ships express the ex s•oto 
there. Another place where a few ex voto can be seen is tal-llniena in Xewkija. 

The ex voto are varied in kind: there are silver figures, infants in swaddling­
clothes, kneeling figures, hands, eyes, limbs, in fact most parts of the body reproduced 
in miniature in metal. There are actual dresses of children and adults end embroidered 
tokens with ex voto in gold thread. There are crutches, chains, an occasional anchor, 
ropes and tattered sails. 

One of the more interesting form of e.~ voto are the framed pictures, usually 
oil paintings which graph:cally tell the tale for which the vow was made. The artists 
of these paintings appear to have been more imaginative than artistic for perspective 
is usually poor, but it is easy to understand the purpose of the picture. In a rough 
sea the ship is at a giddy angle, up in a corner is a vision of Our Lady saving the 
donor from the terrors· of shipw~eck. It is not surprising that the majority of these 
pictures refer to danger on the sea, since Malta and Gozo have depended on the sea 
for communications through the ages. Some of the votive paintings depict somewhat 
graphically an accident, which according to natural laws, should have proved fatal. 
Here too we see a painting of the Virgin in an upper corner of the picture through 
Whose intercession no harm befell. In Mellieha sanctuary is a large canvas bearing 
the coat-of-arms of Wolfgang Philip Gutemberg. The paint:ng shows this Knight of 
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Malta kneeling in prayer before the figure of Our Lady. Also in this picture are 
ships of the Order tossed by heavy seas. At the shrines of Mellieha and zabbar are 
ex voto given by Grand Masters and Knights of Malta. 

It is interesting to study the significance of ex voto which has come down 
through the ages and is still to be found in our islands. Principally the shrines are 

. Ma-rian, but saints also have ex voto. St. Paul has more than one shrine and the 
crowned statue of St. Joseph at Rabat, St. Anthony of Padua, Santa Rita, St. Theresa 
of Lisieux, are saints whose intercess'.on is more sought by the pious people of these 
islands. 

Until .a few years ago it was a common sight to see shop-windows in Valletta 
showing silver ex voto offerings for sale. In conformity with the times ex voto are 
no longer accepted when 1·epresenting parts of the body, with the exception of the 
form of a heart. ·Most common today are offerings of jewellery: rings, bracelets, 
gold chains, etc., and it is not uncommon to find sets of medals of th~ 1914-18 war 
as weJI as others, beribboned and encased in a frame at the feet of a statue. 

The shrines where the ex voto are most to be found are invariably places of 
pilgrimage. Today when a group visits the shrines it is usually an easy matter, but 
in bygone years such pilgrimages were acts of penance and only the strong and 
healthy could undertake the distance on foot after fasting ... " 

E.R. LEOPARDI, The Faldetta. In "Times of Malta", December 24, 1966. 

Whilst women's fashions in headwear were changing throughout Europe during 
the last three or four centuries the Maltese women appear to have been constant in · 
the wearing of the black faldetta. The faldetta ;was worn by all classes though it 
seems that the material varied from heavy silk to black poplin or sateen. There was, 
further, blue head covering much on the same style as the fo1·mer which was wor:n 
by the women of :l:abbar. . 

This headwear is known as glionnella, curq~na and stamina. It is difficult to 
surmise how the glionnella came to Malta, and either when or from where the fashion, 
or the idea was taken. Looking at the glionnella today we find no resemblance in it 
to the headwear of any other neighbouring country. Perhaps the glionnella evolved 
from a form of silk mantilla - though we have no authority for such evolution. 
What we do know is documented in engravi;,gs of the 16th century, also brief 
descriptions by traveJlers passing through Malta. · 

The glionnella at its best was a voluminous hood falling gracefully from a hard 
headboard. This was a curious shape, wide.' at one end and tapering towards the 
other, made of cardboard with whale bone sides to allow it being bent at a graceful 
angle. This foundation acted as the head piece and was covered with the material 
of the faldetta in such a way that to the wide end it was gathered tightly - so 
tightly that the gathers formed a semi-circle from which flowed the folds of the 
hood. When the material was thick silk the effect was striking and it must have 
needed considerable skill to keep it in place, for there were no pins used, nor 
fasteners. The blue curqana of zabbar in our time, at least, had no head board but 
was shaped the same as far as the material was concerned. Usually the gathered 
part was placed on the head and the rest fell around the wearer. 

:l;abbar has been for many years the village renowned for capers. These plants 
grow in the crevices of the rocks and the walls around :1:abbar. For this reason 
.tabbar women sell the caper throughout the Island and there were few sights more 
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picturesque than these country folk, carrying their pails of capers, wearing their 
blue cotton headgear and having a beauty derived from health and goodness. The 
faldetta made a perfect setting for the Maltese beauty and artists such as Caruana 
Dingli have painted their model in faldetta. 

Until the first world war the g'honnella was in general use - for church and 
morning wear. It is true that in early Victorian days smart little bonnets were worn 
by the privileged few, but even then such bonnets were reserved for drawing room, 
weddings, and such like society occasions. Gradually the makers of faldetta were 
replaced by milliners and the Maltese woman became fashion conscious in hats. 
Today it would be difficult to find a person adept in making the faldetta. 

, The very shape of the ghonnella, the head board of which jutted out at least a 
foot on either side, necessitated space for its wearing. Utility and -modern travel 
could not afford space for the faldetta. For a while the wearers removed the faldetta 
on entering a motor bus and held them at an angle least likely to inconvenience the 
other passengers. The female members of the Society of Christian Doctrine wore 
the faldetta as part of their secular habit and looked truly impressive in procession 
of four abreast. However, even this Society has discarded the g'honnella and today 
it is rare to see a woman thus covered. 

In souvenir shops visitors can buy dolls in various sizes dressed in black and 
wearing the faldetta. 
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ASPECTS OF MALTESE FOLK-ART 
By THOMAS FOSTER* 

What follows is concerned :with the present, not the past : it is not 
an acoount of Tarxie11 temples nor of prehistoric potsherds. That is pre­
hlstoric art and is t:he province of the archaeologist, not the folklorist. It 
seems advisable, at this juncture, to make a further distinction, between 
primitive art and folk-art. The former has its bases in savagery and is the 
product of an incomplete body of technical sikill. Folk-art is the product 
of an advanced civilization and of a high degree of technical skill that 
shows a masterv of the art-forms mred. 

In every c~lture there is a period in which the useful and the beautiful 
are ccmbine<l; when everyday things please the eye as well as .fulfil their 
essential utilitarian purposes. It is properly called folk-art because the 
craftsman designs a,s we]J as makes, as distinct from the modern practice of 
1eparating design and execution into -watertight compartments. In Britain, 
this era ended over a century ago : in many spheres of English life it 
ended much earlier. Indeed, ~t is substantially true to say that the decay 
of folk-art began :with the Ind11Strial Revolution and that the seeds of thls 
decay were planted at 'the Renaissance, when tllrn designer as distinct 
from the craftsman first made his appearance. This holds good in large 
measure for the whoiie of Western Europe, although there the Industrial 
Revolution came later and had a less pronounced effect on the social 
structure of Continental European nations than it had in Britain. 

To-day, in Western Europe, the process of decline is complete. There 
is no living and unhroiken tradition of fo]k-art, although there is much of 
a self-conscious revivalism. In consequence, the folklorist in these countries 
is without much o.f the evidence on which to base even a complete historical 
survey, much les,s theories of ,derivation and development. Behind the 
Iron and Bamboo curtains, folk-art has,' been deliberately suppres•sed as 
being anti-revolutionary, reactionary and 'running contra to the collectivist 
production techniques that all communist countries regard as the main 
evidence of their social rightness. In these places, folik costumes, folk -dances, 
folk music and folk art have received a grudging tolerance -for a few 
apecific purposes such as the attraction of tourists and the provision of 
worthless articles for souvenir hunters. But, in the everyday life of modem 
nations, he they capitalist or communist, folk-art has no pla-ce. 

Malta, however, occupies a unique position. Here, follk-art is an integral 
para of everyday life ;md evidences of this fact are all aroun<l for us to 
enjoy as well as• study. 

* Mr. Foster was born at the turn of the century in Essex, England, and wa'• 
educated privately arul at S,tonyburst College. For over 4-0 years he has contribu'ted 
to the leading En.glish and French architectural and building journalo and for 25 years 
was Technical Information Officer in the Ministry of Public Building and Works., 
London. He hals written a number of literary and technical works, includin.g The 
Builders' Reference Book, now !n its nin.th edition aoo of which 120,000 copies have 
heen aold. 
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Flowerpots 
We may begin with one of ,the humhlest of things, the flowerpot. 

Figure 1 shows the modern, machine-made Maltese flowerpot, avsailable in 
a range of diameters from 10 to 3 inches. In the next i!lUSIU'ation (:figure 2) 
is an older, hand-thrown pot, which, in relation to its diameter, is con­
siderably taller. The writer has recorded three diametecs: 10, 6 and 4 
inches. Pots, similarly hand-t!hrown, were often decorated with bands of 
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ornament, halfway up tl1e pot. Som.etimes 1his was no more than two 
parallel lines, hut often elaborate incised patterns (figure 3) can be found. 
It will be noted that all these hand-ma•de pots are slightly hell.,shaped; 
wmetimes this concavity was increased and the rim sloped inwards to give 
an attracti,ve if lillusual shape (figure 4). Rims are sometimes scalloped 
(figure 5) or the scalloped edge is an applied decoration forming a second 
rim beneath the normal rolled ed1ge. 

From flowerpots to flower vases is hut a step: indeed, the simple shape 
shown in figure 6 is as much a flowerpot as a vase. Then, there are flower 
urns, some of :which are of comiderahle size, with four small cleats through 
which a rope could be threa,ded for lifting, The example in figure 7 i• 
two feet in diameter and two feet high. Some had moulded d•ecoration 
applied to them, or were entirely moulded: in this class is an example in 
the Argotti Gardens, measuring about 2. it. 6 ins. high by 3 ft. long by 
2 ft. broad. Modem examples, made at Rabat, are smaller but are similar­
ly ornamented, They are, of course, moulded, 

Some res·earch could profitably be lilldertaken into other articles of 
garden pottery. There is, for example, a type of pottery beehive that ia, 
the writer believes, particular to . Malta, 

Casualties among flowerpots are high, perhaps exceeded by those among 
kitchen pottery. It can only he stated, due to limitations of space, that thi8 
is a more comp1·~x subject, but one whose study wouid be even more 
rewarding. 
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The Carpenter's Bench 

There is no carpentry in M lllta. The Maltese carpenter is really a 
joiner and cabinet maiker. His hern:ih, a: unique struoture, reflects this fact. 
In many European countries and iu the U.S.A., the woodworker's bencih 
is no more than an assemblage of planks, not j;ointed hut nailed together. 
In England, the bench is often 15 feet long and anything up to 4 feet wide, 

· so that a man can work at eacJh end ,of it ari.d very large pieces of work 
can he assembled on it. Tlhe Maltese. bench is a more pevsonal affair, being 
only 6 ft. 6 in. Jong and 1 ft. 6 in. wide. It consists of front and bacl: 
frames, mortised and tenoned together; and the two are connected by raila 

ft 
0 0 

8 
dovetailed at the top and mortised and tenoned at the bottom (figure 8). 
~he top is 0£ 1 in.-hoard, resting on an intemnediate hearer and housed in 
rebates at sides and ends, thus forming a level top. Beneat11 the top, the 
left half is usually a cupboard, :with two doors, hut sometimes a nes-t of 
drawers replaces one -half of the cuphoal:"d. In older examples, a series of 
s·quare holes in the front of the henc'h provides for the insertion of pegs to 
support long timbers when they are being :worked in the vice. The right. 
hand compartment is sometimes left open, hut is more usua1Iy closed in, 
with perhaps a -drawer next the ,bench-vice. Some benches are "K-legged," 
to give greater stability and these have tool-troughs formed at bench level. 
All these benches are carefully made, often in red J}ine and are in reality 
as well made as are pieces of furniture. Their most distinctive feature is 
the bench-vice. In ohler examples, the screw is of olive-wood, very sub­
stantial and - one primitive feature - not connected to the front jaw 
of the vice. Thi-s latter is ornamented at one ernl and the ornament varies 
from bench to bench, as the illustration (figure 9) shows. They are profiles 
of classical mouldings; often Roman ( sections of circles) and less frequent­
ly Grecian, which are sections of ellipses. The possible variations are al­
most infinite, and those shown here are the ni1ore usnal patterns. There are 
other possibilities of ornament: such as the henr,h.screw seen by the pre-
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sent writer, which wa;, ca,rved to represent a lion's head. The Maltese 
carpenter's bench is, therefore, a personal thing: the Maltese carpenter 
makes it during hiis apprenticesh1p and uses it throughout his woirking Jife. 

Maltese Woodworking Tools . 
As might he expected, the l\Ialte,e carpenter's too; kit .is basically 

English, but with some interesiting local variations. There is, for instance, 
a distinctive Maltese mortise-gauge.and there are Maltese smoothing planes 
usually made from orange wood, that follow Continental rather than English 
shapes. The larger planes, pavticulmrly trying planes, are also locally made 
and here, the Maltese craftsman lets himself go. Three examples are 
cited below. The first is about 80 years old, made oi African 1ron­
wood, that follows t!he English exemplar except in one important 
point. The handles of all Maltese planes of this type admit three fingers 
only instead of four, as in all English planes. The Index finger :is used to 
rP,,train lateral movement, which in fact it does not do to any extent. Thi, 
plane is redeemed from mediocrity by the ornament ,at the base of the 
Jiarnlle. The se.on,l plane, of medlar wood with a handle of beech, wa, 
made by Mr. Abraham Muscat ~me thirty years ago and is still in daily 
nse in his workshop .at Balz.an. For the student of folk-art, the interest is, 
again, in th» handle. The haml-.i,.'llanl is exceptionally lon,r anrl the grscf>• 
ful curves of the top of the handle a,re worth noting. These, with a tou.oh 
of ornament at each end, makes ,the whole a true work of art. The third 
plane is the most interesting of all. It is of. oak - an unusual wood for 
a plane .:..- and is elaborately carved. The Baroque moulding on the wedge 
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and the large upstanding projootion or horn are noteworthy, as is the 
handle, carved to represent a do1phin's head, The plane iis very narrow 
for its length and has a single iron, instead of the double iron co=on 
to planes of rthis type. Tlus points. to a very early origin. So does the 
curved top of the plane body: this is a feature common to planes of the 
15th and 16th centuries. The position of the handle and the size of the 
horn show that the plane was intended to he pulled towardts the operator, 
instead of being pushed from him. This is a si·gnificant feature. Such planes 
are very old: common in classical Roman times, they were even then being 
superseded by iron planee of the "push" type, such as that discovered in 
a Roman town near Reading in England. When, then, was this plane 
made, and where? The Maltese lady from whom it was recently bought is 
60 years of age and it was made by her grandfather. It is therefore, about 
100 years old. Why, then, rthese anrtique features? 

Joinery 
This slow rate of ·change in the shape and a,ppearance of things (i.e., 

in their design) is typical of folk-a•rt. Maltese carpentei,s are to-rl ay mak­
ing doors with raised and fielded panels and delicate ogival mouldings that 
differ hut little from those at Versailles, made about 300 years ago. The 
traditional l\laltese window, in which the glaz,irng-hars interpenetrate the 
framing of the individual sashes instead of framing each individual pane 
of glass, is even older: it is pre-Renaissance, it is Gothic and derives from 
&tone forms. The gla-zing•hars are direct modifications, in wood, of the iron 
bars used to fix stained glas•3 in stone w·ind·o•w.openings. This see1ning old. 
fashionness is due to the fact that the Malt,e,se carpenters do not work 
to an architects' ·drawing for every door or window that they make. It is 
doubtful if they would he able to understand the average architect's detail. 
Instead they follow traditional exemplars· that thev modifv accordino- to 
their personal taste and the special requireme,;ts of ,;ach joh. " In 
short, the craftsman ,designs (in a narrow hut very real sense) as well as 
makes, and he draws on the art-forms of all preceeding ages for his inspiir. 
ation. It follows that, once a design has been incorporated in his repertoire, 
it is centuries before it is dropped. These are fundamental principles of 
folk-art and are nowhere ihetter exemplified than in Malta, 

. Space prevents any fur,ther treatment of this fascinating form of folk. 
art, and also allows no more than a mention of Maltese ecclesiastical :wood. 
work. This is a suhject on which nothing signifioanrt has been written, in 
o•Pite of the elaborate pulpits and choir stalls in every Maltese church and 
the enonmous presses an·cl cuphoa·rd~ in every sacristy that excite one, even 
after a casual glance, to investigate them fully, 

Furniture 
Maltese domestic woodworuc - that is, furniture is a field of folk. 

art that has, for the present writer, an immense attraction, perhaps, to 
be paradoxical, because of the un-En~ish Englishness of it all, There are 
traces and often mo·re than traces of Italian influence as well; hut in spit6 

of this, Mahese furniiture, especially that made in the 19th cent-ary, it 
•omething particular to Malta alone. There are some structural features 
that stamp a piece of furniture as Maltese; hut unhappily these are vices 
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rather than virtues. None the less, there is a succession of Maltese" styles, 
or more correctly, Maltese versions of styles current in Europe. As might 
he expected with any fornn of folk-art, there are no great names associated 
with Maltese furniture, hut there are some pieces that can stand comparison 
with the he,st in any other c,o,untry. For inS'lance, there i,s a form of circular 
table, with Regency-,style pedistal. It ha.s a veneered top, generally in wal. 
nut, cornisting of eight segments of veneer. Each segment is made up of 
four pieces carefully matched t,o make a symmetrical whole in itself, that 
also has to match with the adjoining ,pieces of the adjacent segments, the 
whole forming one harmonious radial pattern. By itself, this were feat 
enough: hut in ad,dition the grain pattern of the segments is carried over Vhe 
edge and to do thIB the craftsman ha,s to make 64 shaped ,and matched 
pieces, forming the circumference of the table top. 

The history of Maltese furniture has yet to be wr~tter.: as a whole it 
is unknown to international collemors and would he a fascinating and 
fruitful study for any folklorist or art historian. 

The Maltese Cart 

Turning from Maltese homes to Maltese streets, there is the Maltese 
cart, a familiar sight there. It is an extremely s•imp1e affair, consisting 
basically of two poles that form the body of the cart and its shafts. There 
is no framed body: at one end a few slats are bolted across the poles and 
on these the load rests. The carts are without springs hut the wheels are 
properly dished and are as well-made as any in Europe. What, once again, 
redeems this almost primitive structure is its ornament. The general colour 
pattern is blue on a red groilllld with, in more elaborate examples, the 
addition of further decoration in light green. Less frequent are blue on 
a green ,ground, pale blue on a red ,ground and light green on a blue 
ground. The patterns consist of concentric rings on the hub and felloes of 
the wheel, with patches of colour at the ends of each spoke 1nd conven­
tionalised flowers along each spoke. The poles-cum-shafts are often painted 
with a comtentionalised' leaf pattern in one or two colours. The whole ie 
highly colourful and makes of a simple structure something that in its 
best examples can truly he called masterpieces of fo1k-art. There appear 
to be several cart-painters at work, each wiith his own version of this highly. 
conventionalised decoration. This ,i,rt i>S in danger of dying out, hut the 
writer would stress the urgency of at least recording the patterns and thr 
names of those who employ them. 

Maltese Boats 
Malta is an ish.nd and t'l'c sea has played a great part in its history 

and ,clevelopm·ent. Maltese ho,i1s are as g,aily decorated as Maltese carts 
and it is interestinl( to note thzt the palette is the same as that employed 
in the ,decoration of tlhe Engli.sh canal barges. The ornament is, however, 
entirely different, whereas in England it is naturalistic, on the Maltese 
hoats it is highly conventionaHsed, inoorporating a band of colour that 
differs for each village or port, so forming a rea:dy ,means of identification. 
The boats themselves are relatively simple, yet lhave some features that 
would repay further study. Their ornament requires foll investigation and 
this would prove fascinating for any folklorist. 

I 
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Textiles 
Any review of folk-art in Malta, however brief, would he .inoomplete 

without a menition of the islands' weaving and ilaoo industries and their 
traditional patterns. Fortunately, they have been perpetuated and mat!)rials 
embodying them can readily he obtained. Once again, s1pa,ce permits no more 
than .an allusion to thin@S that must he familiar to every reader. Never• 
theless, something must he said about ecclesiastical draperies and vest­
ments. The immense presses in every sacristy of every churc!h most pro­
bably contain vestments that, together. wouhl form a national collection of 
historic and artistic import,ance second only- to the coUootions in Rome 
and some other capital cities of Europe. 

Jewels add Plate 
Once more, space permits the writer to do n-0 more than state that 

there is a hody of ·work by Maltese gold and silversmiths and jewellers 
that urgently needs study.No small part of this is the ecclesiastioal gold 
and silv,er ware and jewellery, some of which oan he seen displayed in 
parish churches ,at fiestas. Together these precioUIS obj-eots must form a 
collection of firH-rate importance that still awaits its cataloguer and its 
historian. 

Finale 
In order to emphasise the ubiquity of fo1k,art in Malta, something 

very humble has been chosen as a final e:icample. It is the floor of a little 
village shop, where :wine is sold directly from the cask. The floor is not 
even of cheap tiles; it is cemented and marked olllt to imitate tiles. What 
redeems it from being, frankly, hor-rible is a picturesque corner design. 

For the folklorist and even more for the social historian the most im­
portant feature of :1\1:altese folk-,art is the traditional fol!k-,artist - the crafts­
man himself. Inste~ ,I of trying to compose a pioture of him from stray 
descriptions and pas&:ng references written 150 yeare ago, it is possible in 
Malta, and perhaps Iliuwhere else in the world, to meet the tradition-based 
craftsman in the flesh; to talk with him, to oln,erve his methorls of work, 
to discover how muoh formal education he needs to follow his calling, 
what is his position in society, his political and other opinions - in short, 
a picture of the whole man. 

There are many colourful and beautiful things in Malta; examples of 
folk-art designed as well as made hy vil1age craftsmen. Together, they form 
a body of folk-art, ,a sub-culture thait is unique in Europe and that has 
the advantage of !being a living thing, not just a collection of .musernm 
objects. It is something of which every Maltese shoul,d be proud: some­
thin,:L he should d-o his he-t to make known to t'he worlrl at large bv 
recording and describing it in all its man~ facets. 

- * * • 
Thanks are due to Mr. Abraham Muscat, of Halzan, for much inter­

esting information and for ,the loan of tools, and to the members of the 
Malta Folklore Society for helpful comments when this paper was read 
before them. Above all, thanks are drue to Mr. J. Cassar Pullicino, wi-thout 
whose encouragement this paper woul<l not Juve been written. 
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MALTESE DEATH MOURNING AND FUNERAL CUSTOMS• 
By A. CREMONA 

Sir James Frazer's co=unication of a coroner's note about "Beliefs 
Regarding Death in CUJmberland" has mggeS!ted t 0 me that I might put on 
record Maltese funeral customs now extant, some o-f which are analogous to 
those noticed in Cumberland. 

Amongst our middle and lower classes the practice still lingers of 
placing a dish of saJ;t on th.e stomach of the corpse, whether male or female. 
The popular belief in Malta is that salt prevents early decomposition. 
Certeux and Carnoy give the following interpretation of a practice by Arabs 
in Algeria: "II est de convenance religieuse. • .. de lui poser sur le ventre 
( of a dead person) quelque chose de pesant afin de prevenir le gonfle­
ment. '' One of our Maltese sayings runs: 

"lnn:.,t il-gliani u jmut il,fqir 
It-tnejn jitrnellhu ghal gewwa 1-bir." 

i.e. "Both the rich -man and the poor man die, and both are salted for 
the pit" (a common rock tomh). This may, however, refer to the pickling 
or preservation of bodies in a saline solution, 

The covering over of looking-glasses iu the rooms where the body is 
lying is also practiced by several Maltese families. Some go so far as to 
remove the furniture. and turn round or take down pictures, in the death 
chamber and passages. 

The following are the most characteristic features of existing Maltese 
practices, many of w11ioh are comparable to those of Sicily, while a few 
show some Eastern influence:~ 

(a) The washing of the dead body before shrouding. This is not a 
religious rite, and has no connection with that. of Islam,· 

(b) The shutting of the eyelids, if open, and the raising of the chin 
by means of a band, usually a white kerchief, tied. on the head. 

( c) The removal of door knockers and knohs; house doors are kept 
closed for several days·; neighbours half shut their own. In 5ome districts 
doors or knockero are draped with hlac'k crape, 

( d) The lowering of the window blinds for some months, Some people, 
who follow old customs, replace all window curtains by linen sheets. 

( e) The hiring of poor women and beggars to pray over and watch 
the corpse for the whole night. This custom prevails mostly in Gazo. In 
old days official female mourners named newwietia (from newwah, "to cry") 
were employed. The practice was abolished in Malta during the plague of 
A.O. 1676. Sicilians employed mourners called Praeficae oi- Reputatrices, 
a custom of Greek and Roman origin and practised by the Irish until A.D. 
1849. It still prevails among the Corsicans and the Sahara tribes of Algeria. 
The old ceremonial of the Maltese female mourners is described by Abela 
as follows: -

They wore trailing veils (kurkar), and when they ent~rerl the premises 
of the deceased they cut down the bower vines in the yard and threw the 

* Reprinted from Folklore, Vol. XXXIV, 1923. pp. 352-357. 
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flower pots £rom the balconies and windows into the street. They searched 
t!he hou,se for the finest piece of china, dashed it on the floor, and mixed 
the fraginents with ashes from the hearth. They boiled the whole togetlher 
in a pot, and with the mixture washed the door posts and windows' shutters 
of the house. During tlhese proceedings they sang couplets which ended in/ 
long-drawn sighs and lamentations. Then t!hey gathered round the corpse a~d 

- knelt down, extolling the virtues of the deceased, and the relations joi_ning 
in their mourning. 

(f) An oil ]amp is often lit and left for forty days before the Crucifix 
or the image of the Madonna in the death oh.amber. This is supposed to 
please the soul of the departed, whose ghost is in this way prevented from 
haunting the house. In some of the Gozo villages the persons attending the 
corpse to the burial.ground return -in procession after ~he funeral mass to 
the room of the deceased, where they kneel down and say the rosary before 
the Crucifix, placed on a chest covered wict"I! white cloth, and between two 
lighted candles :which are a:Eterwards replaced by the devotional oil lamps. 
The belief still exists that rhe lamp must remain lighted for forty days, 
during which the soul of the departed remains above the flame. 

(g) Some families give the poor bread. The love-feasts of the primitive 
Christians were in mediaeval times replaced in both Malta and Sicily by 
the distribution of meat and boiled :wheat mixed :with sesame. Distributions 
of meat and hrea,d to the poor came also to be a custom at some /estai, 
hut were continued in Sicily mainly by the giving of beans and bread on 
All Souls' Day. In Malta on that day, however, tihe old c:n:stom has been 
replaced by the free kitchens or the "Potage for the Poor" (Borma tal­
Fqar). 

Mourning customs in Malta have _ during the last century passed through 
wi,de changes and, as in other European countries, have reverted to a more 
simple type. Some are purely mediaeval, and are influenced by the pro­
longed intercourse with Sicily and Italy during the rule of the Grand 
Masters. The vernacular term for mourning is vist11,, corresponding to the 
Sicilian visitusu ("to be in mourning"). · 

The wearing of special mourning clothes was general in the fourteenth -
century, but became less ma,rked by the year 1700. Women used to wear 
woollen trailing skirts and dark shawls over their heads., Some better-class 
people wor,e one black tram:,parent veil over the head. and another veil of 
black silk taffeta over the g,own, reaching to tihe wai,t. A s-ort of Maj,orca 
woollen cloth is prescribed for mourning wear to the heirs under a will of 
A.D. 1543. The Grand Master's suite wore a special garment called Scoto, 
of thin light serge. Although it is nowadays customary with some families 
to put on as little mourning as possible and to shorten its period, a full 
mourning dress is worn by others for two full years after the death of parents. 
The simplest style of mourning, a black nec:ktie and a crape arm hand, 
is in general use after the death of a distant relative. 

Familf mourning is generally observed as follows: -
(1) Ciosure of husinPss premises, a mourning notice being affixed to 

the .door. 
(2) Women keep indoors for a few weeks, only going out in the early 

morning to hear mass. In oid times such seclrnsion was much more strictly 
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o-hserved and the period was never less than forty days, and is now generally 
limited to three days. For men this sort 0£ mourning did not exceed seven 
?ays, and is now generally Hmited to three days, after the funeral. 

(3) Old custom prohibited cooking for three days, and the family of 
the deceased was provided with meals by friends or distant relatives. '11his 
rule was, and-perhaps is still, followed in some distriCJtS of Sicily and amongst 
Arab tribes of Northern Africa. While meals were being served the bereaved 
family sat with folded legs on the floor, which was covered with a straw 
mat. The historian Ciantar relates in 1772 that these mourning dinners still 
took place in his early days. This custom has now been rliscontinued, and 
our village people merely abstain from having their pastry and other food 
prepared in a public oven for a period of some months after the death of 
a. member of a family. 

(4) Men often do not shave for a fortnight or even a month. TbiB 
i,ractice was mo~e i~ favour in old times, Middle and lower class people 
keep awav from festas, and the higher class from theatres, d_ancing, and 
1nerryma.Jdng:s. · · 

(5) People of rank wear a mourning dress for a few days following a 
death in their family, but country people are satisfied with wearing a black 
felt hat .and a dark sash round the waist. Women, if wives or brides, follow 
the continental style of full mourning dress in crape. Some women do not 
wear a .hat or bonnet during the first week of mourning, and go out hi 
faldettas, a national hea,1-covering whid1 is more commonly used when 
atten,ding religious services. Since the seventeenth century the Maltese 
faldetta has undergone some changes in shape and material. The old Ja},. 
,Jetta, as described by Ciantar, was a black veil or cowl covering the head 
and reaching to the heels, like the Arab and Sicilian women's trailing 
mantles. Apparently countrywomen wore a blue linen veil, which is still 
adopted, for economy's sake, in some of the eastern seaside hamlets of the 
island, but amongst the lower class in general the black hood, which 
matrons changed into silk with }ace edges, was more common. Bombazine 
( without lace) or silk faldettas are now the popular style. The vernacular 
culqiina and ghonnella for the faldetra point to its probable origin; the 
word giionnella is derived from the Italian gon~lla. The term falda, with 
its diminutive f(])/detta (s,kirt), suggests that this hood or wimple represents 
the tail of the skirt put over the head inside out in wet weather. Blaolc 
stone trinkets are worn in place of those of gold. Women in both villages 
and towns who cannot afford to buy special trinkets cover their ear-rings 
with black stuff. 

The old funeral rites, described by Abela and Ciantar from extracts 
from wills of the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, are only faint survivals 
of the gorgeous pseudo-pagan rites which prevailed in all parts of con­
tinental Europe up to the period of the Reformation, and in Malta when 
under Italian influence. Up to 1872 the burial of the dead generally took 
nlace in churches or in chu:,,ohyards (Ma1tese zuntiier, from French cimetierc). 
This still continues in country places, where people have family vaults. A 
law providing for extra-mural interment was proposed by De Rohan (A.D. 
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1775-1797), but it was only enforced by the,Police Law of 1869, when a 
public cemetery was, provided in 1871. · 

Since the adoption of the new burial iaw, .funeral customs have as­
•umed a very simple character. Old custom required that the dead body 
was placed on a handbarrow or in a coffin with a cushion stuffed with laurel 
and orange leaves fixed under the head. The body was then conveyed to 
the church, with the relatives and friends following, and the wailing of the 
mourners accompanied by the sound of bagpipes, :which in some villages 
ar,e now replaced hy violins and -counterhases, to whieh lamentations are 
sun•g. Since the opening of the Addolorata Cemetery the dead are generally 
transported in hearses. The tolling of funeral hells :was once so important 
that in many :wills careful provision was made for it, and it even rivalled 
the usual charitable bequests. This corresponds to the Sicilian custom in 
the fifteenth century. After burial of tl1e corn,3,e, a blaok carpet of cover­
let, or a velvet counterpane, :wa,s laid over the grave, and left there for 
1ome days, The offering of flowers to the dead is a,t present in great favour 
amongst the less educated, hut some of the hig;her class object to it as a 
profanation. Wreaths are laid on the grave, .and oil lamps are lit on it for 
■ome days. The construction and decoration of the graves in the public 
cemetery is much the same as on the continent. Marble slabs with inscrip­
tions are very common. Pillars with crosses on the top and sacred statues 
are also erected on bases of marble, or bronze reliefa sy;mholising Time and 
Eternity .. The higher dass own vaults in the form of chapels, in which an 
altar is erected and Requiem Masses are said. 

In the profes,sional and educated cla,,ses. ca,rds expres,sing sympathy are 
eent by friends to the mourning family, hut in some districts, especially in 
the country, people still follow 1he old etiquette of paying a mourning visit 
within nine days of the death. Photographs of tihe deceased, :with an in-
1cription, are sent to friends and acquaintances. 
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Nel corso degli ultimi decenni, un certo nt>mero di e'lndiosi, stimolato da 
&eo,pi patriottid o politici, •i mi.se al: lavoiro per risolvere vari prohiemi 
del!a storia mahes,e. Nonostante cio, la maggioranza stragrande delle puh­
blicazioni si restrin,ge alLe vicende storiche de1FOrdim, Gerosolimitano, il 
quale per la durata di quasi t•re seooH detenne neU'isola iii poteu-e civile: 
&lrppiamo senza omhra di duhbio ohe a.Jlora ii popolo per intero profess.ava 
la Religione C.attoHca, ma l'impron.ta inde1ehi!e impressa dalla Religion& 
nella vita popolare ci e ancora quasi del tutto scon.03ci111ta. De no3tre mda­
gini non si prefiggono come scopo di narrare ne la storia civile, ne quella 
eccles.iastica; cerd:iiamo solo di c.olmare in qualohe mo1do un.a lacuna 
nella Sil.ori.a deUe forme inte}1etttuali e del[a culitura del popolino spe~ial­
mente in quel che rigua-r'da I.a fode, le tradiz.ioni, e It, u;,anze. Ol~erviamo 
come il modo di vivere -della gente risp,ooc!h.iav.a -gli intimi sentimenti della 
anima. Notiamo come l'auivita pastora1e dd clero si ripercuotev.a suhla vita 
religiosa della plebe. Investighiamo ii senso cristiano ,della vita coniugale 
da dove sgorgavano e si alimentavano nel bimbo i primi affetti verSiO iI Dio 
Sup-remo. 

In ciascuna delle nostre accurate indagini, cru:,cheremo di trarre un 
gindizio spassionato e imparzia,le hasato su una vasta mole di docU1IUenti 
ufficiali o ufficiosi fino.ra soono.sciuJti. Le fonti di maggior rilievo don,de sca,tu. 
risoono attendihili e a1utorevoli in£o11mazioni s·ono qaelle che tralttano de1le 
at,tivita de:;li Inquisitoiri di Malta. Per non dare uno sguardo troppo liuirtivo 
e fugace, ci restringere11I10 ad un solo perio-do della storia dell'Inquiscizione 
di Mal,ta, con <dei riferimenti qua e la a diversi ahri documenti degni di 
nota. I manoscritti che risalgono al periodo dell'Inq;uisitore Antonio Pi::,,,a. 
telli (il futuro Pontefice Inuocenzo XII) sono alla base del nostro stmdio: 
Questo giovaniss'irrno Prelato, appena trentenne, si avvi0 in una vita den~a 
•di uffici -di som11I1a importanza proprio nell'isola di Malta, dove pe·r quasi 
tre anni (1646 • 1649) pireslto i s,uoi servizi aUa Sede Apo;,toHca come Inqui­
titore Generale e Delegaito Aprns1tolico. 

Tutte le le<tten, o,riginali che Antonio Pign,atelli ricevette dalla Snpreima 
Congregazione del Sant'Uffizio si con,ervano preseo I' Archivio dell'Inquisi­
zione di Malta (1). La corrispondenza tenuta con le altre autorita romane si 
~onsiderava ancora co11I1e pro,prieta persouale; per cui, al termine dell'uffi­
cio, ciascun inquisitore la portava via con se ( 2), e la ,riponeva nell'arehivio 
di famiglia; per ques.to fatto, moJ.ti documenti di non trascurahile impor-

(1) A.1.111., Lettere del Sant'Uffizio all'lnquisitore di Malta, 8(1642-1648), 9(1649-1654). 
(2) L'lnquisitorc di Malta, D.niero Pall<Wicini, nell'a.nno 1676, scrisse le oeguenti 

par.ole al suo Pro-lnquisitore Ludovico FatlMl-celli: "Tratterughi per me quelli della 
Segreteda 1i Stato per rimettermeli a piu pront& e aeura c,ceuione e 61'alts 
del S. OffitJo rcstaanno nei ooliti reeiiatri": A.S.V., S.S.Malta, 27D, f.6lr. 
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tanza sono andati perduti,. L' Archivio dell'Inquisizione di Ma·lta colll,erva 
anche la maggior parte dei proces.si e deMe deuumie ricevlllte m,l periodo 
di quasi tutti gli Inquishori: documenti clhe, appartenendo al Sant'Uffizio, 
l'Inquisitore non poteva portare con se. Non si rintracciano tutti i singoli 
processi perche, qua·ndo qua1cu,no appellava aHa Suprem:a Congregazioo1e 
contro la sentenza delil'Inquisito,re, non di rado, si inviava a Roma lo stesso 
originale del prooeElSO t1eruuto· a, l\Iaha ("). 

NeJ:l'isola di Malta, ol'tre ai docwmeillti deH'Inquisizionc> s,opra citati, 
ahhiamo rintraccfo,to numeir@e lettere dei Gram l\Iae,tri, Ambasciatori, 
Vescovi ed altri che trattano, inte,gralm,ent,e o pa-rzialmente, delle nostre 
questioni. Gli importantissimi arcihivi della citta di Roma sono stati per noi 
una fonte di grande rilievo; ma gli archivi di maggiore importanza per ~Ii 
argomenti da noi bre,1emerute svolti s,ono quelili del Vaticano. 

ll periodo da noi pres,o in considerazione vede i] Grau Maestro Jean 
Paul Lasca),·is CastellO!J· (1636-1657) aHa guida deU'Ordine GerOl3olimitano. 
PUJrtroppo, l'Ordine a~traversava un, period0 , nel quale gia si init,ravedeva 
una gravissima cxisi spirituale in molti Cava•lieri. Se non vi focSse la feT!llezza 
de] Lascaris, l'Or•dine av:rehbe cors0 dei seri pericoli a cama ,le]Pinsubordi, 
nazione dei giovani. Verso gli ultimi anni del suo lungo magistero, i1 Gran 
Maestro, avendo raggiumo una vecchiaia decrepita, sperimentava che l'Or­
dine gli era di,,entato come un peso schiacciante. Mo.nsignO'r G~oiXillb'attista 
Gori Pa.nnellini, un.o dreg1i Inqmisitmi di allora (1639-1646), in mu lettera 
indirizzata alla Seg:reteria di Stato, riporta I' abhattimento che accasciava ii 
Gran Maestro : "A chi g,overna fu mai sempre mahgevole ii po,ter s-o,disfar 
a tutti; ma impossihile a1ss1olutta:mlente riesciva a ·1,ui, constituito• da Dio 
al regimento d'una reipuhlica di tant,e na,tioni composta e di cervelli ootanto 
n·rii" (4). 

In tale peri,ndo assai difficile, ii pes.o della die>cesi aggravava fo spalle 
del Vescovo Aragone;:e Fra lll'ichele Gioumni Balaguer de Oa.marasa (1635. 
1663), ii quaie ],a tanto so.fferto per J.e inger'enze dei Cavalieri d~rante la 
sua quasi trentennale attivita pastorale. Ta11Jte erano le sue difficoha che 
spe,so mi.naccias•se di dimeUersi una volta per sempre ("). II Gran J\Iaestro 
spes,so ,denunziava alla Segreteria di Stato l'odio ra,dicato nel cuore <lei 
,,.. es.covo contro la Reliig:ione Gerosohnitana: "Questo Ve~eovo ,1no :tra in 
ogni cosa la sua animi0sita verso la per,5IOl!la n0i,tra, n1a pill a1s,;ai la testifica 
nell'anticipare a q111erelarsi di noi in quelle occas,ioni nelJe qualli sa e con<>sce 
molto bene d'haver ii torto" (6). Dall'altra parte, i] VescoYo non srnetteva 

(3) Per i processi de[ periodo de] Pignate1li ved'.: A.I.'11., Processi, 61. 
(4) La lettera e pubblicata in: P. PICCOLO~IINI, Corrispondenza tra Ta corte di 

Roma e l'lnquisitore di Malta durante la guerrn di Candia in A.S.I., t.41(1908), 
p. 61. 

(5) :-:ipesso ii Balaguer sj esprimeva con simili parole: "Si degnj provederci di qualche 
opportuno rimedio ... o sarO forzato lasc:ar oyni cosa, e ritirarmi in qualche 
remotissimo Iuogo"; B;bl.Vat., Barb.Lat., 6687, f.28r-v. Per !e relazioni ostili che 
passavano ~ra il Gran Maestro e ii Vescovo d-i 1\lalta, Michele Balaguer, cf. Aless. 
BONNICI, O.F.M.Conv., I Vescovi di Malta Baldassarre Cag{iares (1615-1638) e 
Michele Balaguer (1635-1663) in Mel, Hist., v.5, n.2(1969), ·pp.114-157. 

(6) A.O.~L, Registri di lettere spedite a vari Sovrani, Ambasciatori, e altri personaggi 
dal Gran Maestro, 1427, all'Am.bas-e, Euieu, 16 maggio 1649. 
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mai di lamentarsi peT il fatto che i Cavalieri s'indu:striavano "per cacciarlo 
in ogni moJo dalla sua diocese" (7). 

Comunque, i documietnti sia editi che h1;editi tratnandarono alla storia 
delle cose spiacevoli contto il Vescovo Balagner. Fra l'altro, "egli era molto 
facile a conferini la tom,ura a chiun,que gliela chiede,se" ("). Attraverso 
tanti scritti anco•ra i111editi, si acoumula uni IIIJIUCchio di denunzie piu o meno 
gravi contTo questo Prelatoi. Ma noi, nello svHupp.o dello studio pre~en.te, 
ci oc=piamo soltalllto di qiuel1e che avevano una vera ripernu,sionc> sul 
modo di vivere del po11olo nelli'iso,la di Malta. 

Problemi nell' Attivita Pastorate del Clero 
Dalla fine deI secolo S'OOicesimo, nell'i,soJa. di Malta, a poco a poco, 

si addestrava una classe di gente veramen~e cofaa. Inoltre, ii secolo decimo­
settimo si distingue per un reilativo stplendore prod.otto, dalla proficua attivita 
di tanti Or,dini Religio•si, i quali allegg.erivano l'onere pa,torale del clero 
secolare ( 9). Dato il fatto che una parte eletta de! ciero si impegnava anche 
in varie opere cui1turali, non es,itiam-0 di a!formare die i sacerdoti, anche 
con queste opere, 001111:,rihnirono, in modo non trais,curabile per imprimere 
un proforndo senso cristiano neli Cllloare deHa genie. Non tutti gli scritti appar. 
tengono ad una mano abile per maneggiar la penna. Del resto, il ;Eatto che 
diversi fra di lo,ro inon emergevan,e> per I' a rte· stilistica. non dovrebbe susci­
tare merav~glia alcuna. I sacer,doti colti ·e zelanti, spesso incuranti di :una 
gloria paSiseggera, cantavano nei loro scritti la legge di Cristo, lo sp,lendore 
deUa virtu cristiana, la grandezza dei santi. Da a1tri non si poteva aspet• 
tare uiente di meglio iperche solo pochi conoscevano Je varie sfumature di 
urn.a lingua per lom straniera; infatti, qriainid[)I alcun,i di loro ceircavano di 
farsi un nome pe.r mezzo degli scrini, quafohe• volta si renrlevano troppo 
artificiosi e nello ste,sso tempo di scarso valore letterar,o. :Naturalmente le 
loro opere, scritte qua~,i sempre in italiariO', noui potevanC> mai peneitrare 
in mezzo al po·poli1110, il q;uale ahlora non sa:peva, leJgere. Gli scritti servi• 
vano piuttost-0 aillo Elter3'So clero, il quale po-teva servirsene durante la sua 
auivitii pastorale. Rammentiam,o che allo'ra la se:nplicita dello stile •~ra 
nece;;s,aria anche quando. un 'opera era· diretta ai · sacerdoti · perche 1a form a: 
zione letternria di molti' fra di lo,ro era t111tt'altro che alta. 

ludichiamo qui wlo qualcuna di queste opere. I! sacerdote Giacomo 
F,airrugfa (1641 c .• 1716) ci lascio L'ipocrisiµ c,isti@iita e b.nier~a; convwti,u,,. 
Carlo Magri (? 1693) emie~e :fra l'altro Il vafore multe.se diJeso contro Ie 
calunnie di Girola,mo Brusoni. Un certo Carlo l\Ii:callef tramando di nuovo 
il racconto di lsmeria e una Vit<i di S. Giovrur.ni Bar~.is~a. (10). Le devozioui 
popolari e alcuni raoco1111ti che es,altano .la fode sono da que51li sacerdoti 
descritti con parole di fuoco; ma, sfortuna.tamente, molte deUe loro -0-pere 

(7) A.S.V., Vescovi, 26,l, f.802r. 
(8) G.F. ABELA-G;A. CIANTAR, Malta Illustrata, Malta, 1.3, par.57, p.66. 
(9) Art. BONNICI, History of th'e Church in Malta, v.l, Malta, Empire press, 1967, 

pp. 100-105. 
(10) ABELA-CIANTAR, o.c., 1.4, not.4, pp.534-602. 

V. LAURENZA. I! contributo di Malta alla letteratura italiana in II giornale di 
politico e di letteratura, 1934, pp.' 533-535. 
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giacciono praticamente SC01110&ci.ute ad a,rnmuiffo,e fra i mano~critti della Hi­
blioteca Reale di Malta. 

Da altre fonti, n,o,n molito pooteriori al periodo che noi eaam1mamo, 
conosciamo c,he anche la situazione generale de! c1ero, durante iJ secolo XVII, 
e o1tata in qual,che modo migliorata. Nel 1681, ii ¥esoovo di Malta, Mvchele 
Gerouumo Molina, rifori. aHa Santa Sede circa 1C> stato de,lla dio~e,,i. I coun­
p,onenti de! clero diocesa01Jo avevano almeno una scienz 1, me:lio~re un qnel 
che spettava ai loro dover'i: mini,steriali. Es,,i regoliar;n,erlte non mancavano 
alle riunioni periodiche <Jhe si tenevano dal dero; in qne,~te riunio:1i tntti 

, insieme studiavano ],a solu:zion1e di qrnalche "ca·so mora,le" propo,to. Oltre 
a questo, prima dell'Ordinazione Pre~b'.te,raJ.e e durante gli esercizi spiri­
tuali, essi venivano esamfo,a,ti circa la lo,ro co;npetema ne1le r~iche 
litrnrgic:he (ll). 

Nono,,~ante questo .aspetto po~itivo della vita sace·rdotale durante questo 
periodo, per ragioni hen comprensibili, molti preti si vedevano imposcsihili­
tati a dedicarsi interamente per ii hene deHe aniime. Esaminate le circo-
8/lanze nelle quali vive,varno, le colpe de! clero si »pie:;1·no, a niln 5e, no-n 
&i scusano. 

11 £atto deplorevole che quasi tUJtti i Vescovi dioce,ani fossero di 01ng1n11 
1traniera gettava la maggioranza del cliero i,solauo i,n una sit111zio,ne mo,lt,o 
penosa. Tali Vescovi n,on aHacciavano mai ne~su:t1J cC>ntatto diretto co'!L ii 
popolino·; conseguentemente, e31si n·on s,i add,en'travanC> quasi mai nei gravi 
prohlemi dell'Isola; tnttavia, da que;:ito, e,~,i si pot-rebhero scmare perche 1,a 
cans.a va cercata nel fatto che la lingua de] popo,lo rim"'~" per !oro s•enipre 
sconosciuta. Ma i Vei,covi stranieri preferivauo di cornced,ere i henefici della 
Chiesa di Malta ad altri sacerdoti .al'trettanto stranieri, e in preferenza a 
quielli della propria patria. Questa conS1Uetudine produceva delle gravissime 
conseguenze sulla vita cristiana ,de] popolo. I sa,,.11doti erano ridotti alla 
poverta; quasi non c' er.a da sceglie·re £ra ii dero secolare e quello regolare. 
Gia nel secolo, anteced:ente, qna,ndo u/n Caval:fore scrive di M::liru, la citta 
veccl1ia, nell'anno 1568, egli p,ada in cruesto modo dei eunventi dei frati: "Vi 
sono molte altire chie,ie et :mona:~erii de frati religio,i di tutti gli Orcli,ni 
Mendicanti, ma circonvicini a detta ciua, devntiss~mi et mol~o poveri" (12). 

II clero maltese. trova:ndosi sprovvisto ,dei mezzi indisrpern,abili per H suo 
mantenimento, doveva in qualche modo trafficar,e per gua,dagnarsi ii suo 
pane qu,otidiano (18). 

Da una Relazione scritta in for,ma di 1ette111 e inviata al Po11~i,fic . ., 
Gregorio XV (1621-1623), apprendiamo il seg;ue'lJJte: "d sono alornne (dhie­
se) che si sostentano solamente ,Jelle ,pritmitie et altre elemosine che rono 
locro date dal popolo, come sono particolarm1e11re le otto cape,Ue sucle,tte 

(11) 

(12) 

(18) 

Arth. BONNICI, History of the Church in Malta, v.II, Malta, Empire Press, 1968, 
p.34.. 
Bibi.Vat., Urbin.Lat., 833, f.216v. Per un caso particolare, cioe la poverta <lei 
Frati Minori Conventuali, i primi mendican.ti a stabiUrsi nell'lsola, vedi: 
B FIORINI, O.F.)l.Conv., II convento di S. Francesco in Mabat (Malta) dei 
li'rati Minari Conventuo7i 'n Me7. Hist., v.3. n.3(W62). p.5. 
Vedi Art. BONNICI, History of the Church fo Malta, v.I, pp.89-93. L' Au.tore 
tratta. fino al oeriodo _imm.ediatamente •a·ntbcedente al nostro, m-a la s:tuazione -non 
era affatto cambiata. P•r .Itri usi • a;busi, vedi v.II, pp.48-63. 
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ne1Ie qua•li in fonn,a d1 paroorfie si ministrano i sacra:nenti a i loro cua­
li" (14). Qui ii refatore Bi rilierisce ,aUe otto parro,cichie cb:e al1ora erano 
situate m ambiente completamente ruralte e dove il clero non porteva nutrir1i 
con a!tl'o S·e non ciun 1 prod,o,tti agriooli. 

Quancto 11 sos,t,egno, da p,arte del popolo per quMche ragione veniva. ■ 
manca·re, si 1omrentavano degli ahusi aESai d"'Plor'evoli. II popolo era s·empr,. 
.,.,nuto a pagar .. le pri.mizie" ( cioe i vri,;ni frn1tti del cam po) ai c.lero de~ 
v..-opria p,arrocchia. Ma, in quallche stagione cattiva. i proilotti dei canpi 
lcarseggi,arono tanto dhe gli ·agrico]trori non si trovaHero iu co111ili:llio11e di 
poter fare questo dovere. Alcuni sacerdoti, Jottando anoh'essi disperatamen. 
te con la vita, insistettero tropp.o per esigere quello che s,pettava a loro. 
Da questo, quakhe volta capitava che dei "poveri che non han la possihilita 
di pagar le primi.tie sono stati messi in carcere'' ( 15). 

Altri abusi s,caturirorn,o an,che dall'amrr.inistrazione dei sacramenti (l>J. 
Non avendo altri mezzi per vivere, il clero ,gi'IIS'tamente aspettava di guada. 
gnarsi ii pane d,al suo lavoro apostolico. Nello stesso tempo, quando si 
vivacchiava in mezzo a comuni s1'rettezze, ciascun sacerdote cOilllprendeva 
che c'era poco da aspettare kial popolo. In qualohe caso particolare, qua]. 
cuno, incurante delle disrposizioni emanate nel Sino,fo Diocesano del Vescovo 
Cagliares, predeceSISore de! V escovo di ,all or a, non asco1tava le confessioni 
senza qualche pagam·ento o compenso, ''ma con metter mano alla scar. 
srella" (17). Il caw tlra ancora molto pin grave quando si trat,tava di un 
moriboudo; inrfatti, leggiamo anche che "Ii sacramenti deI Viatico et Un. 
,:ione non s'arnministrano senza pagamento contro l'ordine d·e] Synoclo di 
Cagliares" ( 18). 

ln tempi di ta:nta scarsezza, alt_re acm:t6e rivolte al clero n,a,n reggonel 
perche, date le c1rcostanze scu.santi, la parsimonia usata nello spendere 
non recava un vero danno srpirituale ai rfedeli; ma delle persone mal'inten. 
zionate e con s·enti.menti anticlericali, anche in quei tempi, ,a torto valuta. 
vano dalle apparenze e senza riflettere le azioni altNti. La seguente accusa 
non r'.cbiede alcuna sviegazione: "Molti sacerdoti, per sparmiar la m.iseria 
d'nn haiocco che dariano ad un ibarhiero, vanno a radersi dentro le prigioni 
de schiavi per mano d'infideli; cosa cihe l'istessi infideli non fanno per 
mano di cristiani e si burlano ,li noi e ,di nos'tra fede 1n vedere vilta simile 
de nostri sacer1do~i" (19). · 

Altri fatti particolrad dell' epoca confermano I.a pover~a del cler,o seco­
lare e degli Ordini Regolari che allora svolgevano i] loro apustolato nr.l. 
l"i.sola. Cia,cun Inquisitore che risiedeva nell'isola •s.i cons'iderava tenuto di 
attenersi ad una p.ia e Jo,devole consuetudine. Per ,dare qualche s·olJievo 
alle Religioni Mendicanti "suo] farsi l.'elemosina •di ,dieci pagniotte la set. 
timana per cia,sd1eduna, et alli Cappuccini suole di vantag1gio empirsj ogni 

t14) B'.bl.Vat., Barb.Lat., 51116, f.ffr. 
(15) A.S.V., S.S.Malta, 7, ff.72Y-78r. 
(16) Per una •piegazione generica, vedi BO::-iNICI, o.c., I, pp.95-99. 
(17) A,.S. V., S . .S.Malw., 7, f.78r. 
(18) lb. 
(19) lb., f. 72v. 
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mese una volta la loro fia-sca grande di vino•. E• pero arhitrario "di fare o 
non fare tale elemosina, et ii farla in maggior;e o minore qnantit3'' ( 20). 

Lo stato delle mrnrnache di olausn.rra era ancora peggiore perche esse per 
ogni loro provisione dipendev,ano d.agli a-Itri. Una loro supplica rivoka al 
Papa spiega chiaramente come fossero ridotte ad una estrema poverta: "Le 
m,onache del monas~ero di Sanfa Sc,ofastica della cittit VittoriOln cli Malta 
lmmil,mente espongono alla S.antita Vosrtra che, sono in e3tt'ema nec,essitit, 
non solo del viuo e vestit-o, ma a•nco dell'ha•hitatione, 1rniche al n1 nero di 
settan,tacinque w·reHe in quel novo mona,ILero stan cos, ri ,trntt<> che i letti 
del dormitorio toccano l'.un 1' altr.o·, e dormon.o a due a due, che cli estate 
si muoiono del caldo, e, com'e noto a Vo,stra Santita, il luogo dove• furon 
portate che non v'e coea di buono, •e per Ii terre:noti c\e co~ser,:, £requenti 
quest'anno, ,luhitando che ogni tetto et ogni fabrica Ii carles'ce ado,so, furo­
no astrette a donmi·re nel cortile a ciel sereno et infatti sc,nc, ancora senza 
l'officine necessariie poiche noin hanno nC refeftorio capace, ne infermeri-a, 
e que] eh' e peg:gio ne anche cuccina, et ei1s,e-ni1lo i1 lungo d.a per se stess'ln 
molto angusto, non v'e anco do,·e fabricarli se non pi;liano aknne casette 
vicino detto monastero, ad effetto di isobrlo" ( 21). 

Senza aleun drnbbio, casi di debo,]ezz,a umana si veni,·ano a cono,cere 
.anche a ~Ialta. Tale era la sit1u·zione per tutta l'Eurn;H in qa~l periodo. 
Qualche lnquisitore, coone i1 Degli Oddi (1654-1658) esigeva dal Sommo Pon­
tefice delle severissime misure per tali colpe. Infatti, ii 9 settemhre 1655, 
egli scri,s•e delle parole moltto dure: "Supplico humifo,simamente la pater­
na oarita di Nostro Si,gnore a co:npiacersi di dare h~n,gna:nente la ilUJa 
&anta mano perche la Sacra Congrega.tione ,fol' Santo Officio. ,apprenda quan­
to sia neees·sario in quest,o pae,e l'applicare in similt oa·si i rimedii piii 
rigorosi, e ris1erhare gl'atti della loro clemenza per altrove" ( 22). Ma come 
risulta da al:tre fonti, qruesto lntquisitore era troppo severo, es'igente, e anehe 
imprrndente nel suo mo•do di agirn. Dall'esame dei proc1'Bi al periodo di 
Antonio Pign,atelli, apprendiamo che simili colpe non m1neavano; ma 1a 
loro fre,quenza non si dovrehhe esagerare. L'lnquisitore Pignatel/.iJ compren• 
de,•a m.olto bene che cia·s,oun ca·w doveva essere considel":rto in se stesso con 
tut.te le circost.an,z,e mitiganti. La Snprema Congregazione de] Sant'Uffizio 
spes,o puniva con pene tremenrle simili co1p.e, ma quanrlo l'imputato si 
mostra,,a docile, peniterute, e uhbidiente subito dopo il primo richiamo, 
le pene erano rego.Jarment.e soJitanto medicinaJ:i.. SpeBo trovia ·no que,ta 
osservaz.ione: "corripien.duH et a1no.1vendu,; ad CHlith~h n" (23); cio signi­
fica c:he l'in,Ji,·irluo non era stato immune ,la una colpa. m.a ii S.ant'Uffizin 
lo a~solse- con un amm'Onim-ento di stare in E-e!!uito all'erta e v!!!:i]e su ~p, 
stesso per poter dominar,i. • ., 

Quando un sacerdote abusava rlel sacl'amento della p~niteaza, l'lnqui­
sitore sempre lo acco,glieva henignamente se c-0mpariva nel trihunale di 
sua spontanea Yolonta. Dall'altra parte, un prete veramente consapevole 

(20) B:bl.Naz.Roma, Vitt.Eman., 838, Instruttione al Maestro di Casa de! n.uovo inqui­
sitore di ~lalta (166t), (non numerato: f.6r de! dommento). 

(21) Bib!.Casan.Roma, Casanate, 322, Copi:i c!,i lettera inviata nel 1659 a Papa Ales­
sandro VII (non numera to). 

(22) A.S.V., S.S.Ma/ta, 10, f.43r. 
(23) A.I.M., Proces.,i, 61, n.46, 13 marzo l&t7, f.250v. 
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della propria colpa, domandava umilmente, non solo il perdono, ma anclu, 
la· penitenza dovuta : "Sono comparso con total pentimento e ne diman­
do perdono a Dio, et a Vostra Signor'ia Illustrissima con quelle penitenze 
salu.tari che merito per rimedio dell'anima mi.a ,accio mi sia un specchio cli 
qua avanti per la mia enwnda" ("). 

Se noi rifleittiamo sul conll:·e'nuto di alcnni docnmenti dell' epoca, possia­
mo addossare, aimeno, in pa·rte, la re~pom,ahi1ita di q11este mancaruze a 
Monsignor Ba[,aguer, il Veecovo di allora. Egli non sapeva reggere la diocesi 
con qiuell,a di,9eipli:na che e ne=saria· per tenere in freno tutti i suoi sud­
di,ti. La storia ci insegna che chi non, regge con energia per reprimere e 
prevenire ogniJ aionso diven:ta in qru.akhe miodo come un corrnplice neLle 
azioni biasimevoH dei su.oi clipendenti. Quando si comanda a briglia sciolta, 
tutto l'ambien~e incomiincia a pnMwlare di errori di ogni genere. ]in1fatti, 
troviamo scritto : "Si e notata per gl"an co,,a, che in tempo del ¥eS10o<vo 
(Bal1aguer) non si &ia mai vedu1,o un chierico coud,annato in pena corporale 
per enormi e gravi del'itti elm hav·es.se commessi" (25). 

D,ata questa manJcanza del debito castigo da parte del Ve,covo, coim­
prendiamo molto heni, il motivo de] Gran Maestro Lasoaris quando, di 
propria iniziativa, puniva alcuni sud,diti ,del Vescovo cihe trasgredivano le 
leggi deHo stato. Natnralmente, ii Ves,covo protestav,a con disappro,vazione 
perd1e ii fatto costit,uiva un reato cont~o le leggi ecclesia~tiche e perahe 
..apeva hene clhe ii Gran M.aes,~ro si ap,profit,tav.a di tutte ques,te occasioni 
per intromettersi sempre piu in q,uel ~he rignardava le persone esenti 
dalla sua autorita ( 26). 

Coscienza cristiana del popolo (27 ) 

Prima di prosegui.re con le nostre indagini, una breve descrizione <lella 
lndole naturale dei Maltesi ci e di g;ranide aiuto per c01nprendeire e valutare 
i loro intimi sentimenti de! cuore •e dell' anima. Quattr-0 secoli fa', nel 1568, 
un membro dell'Ordine Gerooolimiitano ci lascio una interessante descrizione 
dei mahesi: "Gli huomini sono robusti,d.i earnaggion,e bruna, di assai bruona 
stattura, atti alla fatica, re.ligiosi, et dediti a;lla, Reliz,.1on.e Christiana; le 
donne sono med,emamente brune, non helle, ma piacevoli et amorevoli, 
devotissinte, vestono alla siciliana, s,i come con l'istesse leggi anco si go:ver .. 
nano. II parlar loro e moll"esco; sono i11gegniosi' et astuti molto talche fin Ii 
figlioli di mesi dieci eaminano, di diecidotto parlauo, et de sette anni tra .. 
vagliano et si procaociano ii vivere da sua porta, et le clonne ordiuariamei11, 
de dodici anni gene,rano figlioli" (28). 

Un altro docume,;,to cihe risale ad uuperiodo moho vicin.o al nostro esal'. 
in modo sp•ecifico la fecle tradizionaie clel popolo : "Sono tutti q,uesti pop~ 
divoti3•simi, e piac•e.:,3e Dio che cosi si potes,,e dire de i Cavalieri; frequeii 

(24) 
(25) 
(25) 
(27) 

(28) 

lb., n.204, 23 dicembre 1634, f.1036v. 
A.S.V., S.S.Jllalta, 7t f.7Iv. 
A.S.V., Vescovi, 26, , f.302r. 
Per una vasta raccolta di doewnenti che trattano prin.ci,palmente dell,,. vita della 
plebe ne!l'isola di Malta, vedi: Aless. BONNICI, O.F,]II.Conv., Due tecoli di storia 
politico-relig'iosa di Malta nel Jondo Barberini-Latino del/a Biblioteca Vaticana 
in Mel. Hist. v.4, n.4(1967), pp.229-256. 
Rb!.Vat., Urbin.Lat., .Sll3, ff.I40v-!4lr. 
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tano le chiese, h-0noran-0 i sacerdoti, e per quanto pos,sono fanno anch.e 
pr-OJ1tissimarnente dell' elemosine oond:or,rne . alli'institntione de loro antic-hi. 
per la quale veggon~i, pero, per tu.tta l'iwla molte chi,ese, e ci sono diver~~ 
beneficii semplici" (29). U mittente della relazione e un certo Giiov,mbattisJa 
Leoni, che non . era di origine maltese ;. percio. la· sua te~timonianz.a e ancora. 
piu importan1e. Taie relazione rimonta all'anno 1582. II /ond.o Barh,e,-ini 
Latino qui citato non porta ne ii nome de] mittente ne l'anno; ma un'altra 
oopia dell.a stessa ~elazione oonservata nella medesima Bibliot:eca Vatican.a (~•) 
precisa anche qnesti particolari. In essa, si conferma .attcthe la fervida Jevo•. 
zione vers·o l'apostolo San Paolo e le tradiziJon!i popo1ari fin da allora saJ­
damente ,credute dal popolino: "Poco dis,costo dal sud•etto Rahbata( !) vi e 
una chies.a dedicata a S.· Paolo in m•c>moria della venuta sua in quest'is-0la, 
la quale e visitata con grandissima d.ivotione, pa.rticolarmente per la grotta 
dire e sotto e!la chiesa ,dove dicesi cthe habitasse S. Paolo, de!J.a quale si cava 
quella ·p.ietra miraoolos.a contro ai morsi di serpenti" ("). 

0ltre a ques,te pie credenz:e, ohe- po•~rehibe.ro apparire come semplice 
1entimen,taHsmo e senza un re ale fondamen,to, . qua1ohe . .alitra notizia impor­
tante dimo,tra cihe la focl.e e ,Ota veramente vis1outa anohe con le opere. 
Lo stesso relatore si riferisce alle varie confraternite che gia fi.orivano nella 
anoora nascente capitale dell'ls.ola; rioordando in modo particolare la con­
fraternita del S. Rosario, egli scrive: "Nella quale sono in1cJ,usi afouni Cava­
lieri, i quali vivono molto dhristianamente, havendosi fabricata una stanza 
particolare, et sono quelli a'i quali la S.antila Vostra ha conc~,sso ii P. Do' 
Paolo, dal quale si puo sperar warudissimo :lirut-to" (32). 

Ahbiamo cre.duto che sia moho o-pportumo tras,crivere qui queste osser­
vazioni fatte da un contem~oraneo, anche se appartengano a qualdhe decen­
nio pri.ma de! perio,d,o da noi consid:erat-0. Infatti, mentre le strutture giuri­
<lichc con tutt-e le questioni lciro annesse si ca:mbiavano molto facilmente 
anche a Malta, que] eh" era ra·dicato nel cu•o•re degli uomini non poteva 
,ubirn un camhiamento radica.J.e nel giro di pochi anni. 

Un'altra · relazione i.nedita mandata da Malta in forma ,Ji letter.a dal­
l'Inquisitore Angelo Ranuzzi (1667-1668) al Cardinale Conti, il 12 aprile 1668, 
mairnifiea con apprezzamento e inmalz.a alle stelle con grande ammirazione 
la fede dei maltesi: "II popolo e pio e cattolico, divoto alla Santa 5ede, 
e pieno di rispetti vers•o il Ministro P-011tifi.ciio, e concetto di molto meri:to 
nell~ bontit le fa la memoria eegnalata di S. Pa-olo Apostolo e suo Protet­
tore, il quale, dopo haver predicato 1a fede e benedetto !'Isola, e,sendo 
morso da una velenosa vipera, non solo non ne genii o!fesa, ma merito ap­
presso che l'is'Ola tutta d'indi avanti rimanesse libera da simili animali mor­
tiferi, et, in oltre, dhe i1 te11reno e fango mede3'imo dell'Isola, dopo t.al 
miracolo, diventasse ottimo antidoto e .rimedio per i veleni e le morsicature 
di simiH hestie" (30). 

Per cono 0cne la vita religiosa <lel popolo e pi,r pen~trare nell'intimitii 

(29) B"h1.Vat., Barb.Lat .. 5325, ff.45v-4<'r. 
(30) Chigi Lat.. !\.IIl,57, ff.226r-255r. 
(31) lb., f.237v. 
(32) lb., f.238r. 
(33) Bihl.Vat., Barb.Lat., 5858, f.4'ir-v. 
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delle famiglie, la font•e pin gemuina scaturisce da una accurata ricerca · nei 
processi dell'inquis.izione. Oggi, grazie a1Ia facolta concessa agli midioai Ji 
indagare in qnesti pirocessi dell'Iinquuizione di Malta, e stato tolto ogni oota• 
oolo che ci impediva di me.tterc.i in <:ontatto <X>!ll questa ricohezza ines,auribile 
per la storia della cultura e ddle tradizioni, e usanze Jopolari. Questi pro­
cessi ci se!"V'ono .:ome nno st,ndio dem.opsicologico perdhe 1eggiamo in essi le 
medesime parole d•ella gente ohe appaioo,o come testimonianza di bonta iJS­
terna, di semplicita, e, nelilo stesso tempo, di timo,re riverenziale davan&i 
alla legge di Dio e della Chies,a. 

Gli stessi Inquisitoiri riconohhero nella gente una sensihilita profonda 
davanti al male. II perugino Giulio Degli Oddi comunid, le sue impressioni 
alla Segreteria di Stato: "Trovo cihe per grazia di Dio, ii paese vive con molta 
re.gola" (84). Nella medesima letit.era, qnesto Deleg.ato del Santt'Uffizio att,ri:bui 
lo spirito cri&tiano det popolo al faticoso impegn,o dei suoi predecessod nel 
governo del Sacro Tribunale : "Pa,ocu:raro con tutto lo spirito di mantenere 
et accrescere queste buom, inclinationi alloe quali hanno dato motivo le vir• 
tuooe operationi di qnelli che avanti a me !IOilO ~ati i direttori di questo 
Sacro Tcihunale" (85). 

Gli Inquisitori, attenendosi ai gravi doveri de] proprfo ufficio, gerbavan,-. 
l'empre ii segreto per tntto qnello o'.hi si denunziava durante i processi (18). 

Quando si stimava opportnno, ii Sant'Uffizio procedev,a con vera saggezza e 
prudenza per evitare ogini scandalo e proteggere le stesse pers'One diffamate. 
In s1mili casi, l 'foquis, tore rice<veva degli ordini per non procedere nella 
causa. nonostante la coipevo,J:ezza dell'im,purtato. Citiamo un solo es•empio 
che ai riferisce alla fed·elta cooiugale; il Sant'Uffizio cosi sorisse alt'Inq11M­
tore Leonetf!o della lbrbµ:rt1 (1607-1608): "Circa l'adulterio, da lui commesso 
con una donna che hahi.tava vir.ino alle ca-rceri, ove andava per un huco fatto 
nel muro del carcere, le dico clhe, per esser il delitto occulto, Ella non pro­
ceda a farne risentimento con darli il dehito castigo, per evitare iI grav& 
peri,oolo che ne risultaria al1a donna dal marito e parenti" (17). 

In un'isola atta•ccatissima alle t:radizioni cristian•e, la fantasia deJ popolo 
div,entava molto smscettibil.e a qualche scan1ddo p~co contl"o il b11on 
.:ostume. L'lnquisitore, percio, era· tutt'altro Clhe inldifferente qiuando lo steuo 
popolo pretendeva una pena vend.icativa per quakhe oolpa commessa. Dal-
1' altra pa-rte, mentre s.i. dhiedeva da tuitti llin s,ilenzio asgolu~o per tutte 1& 
colpe sconosciute dalla g,ente, un delitto puhhlico meritava una riparazione 
davanti a tuui. Un certo Antonio Demayo, mentre scrutava con passione 
@ensuale una immagine raffigurant:e la nu-di.ta femminile, disse delle parole 
poco degne di un cris•tiano; un testimone denunzio le parole scandalose allo 
Inqnisitore: "Havendolo io ave:rtti,to che ques,te non erano parole di dhristia­
no, per es.ser cio contro H 001l1Jlllandamenti di Dio, mi replica cihe era pPl'.• 

cato non consentire ad una hell.a donna" (38). L'Inquisitore, ii quale allora 
era Antonio Pignatelli, accert.atosi dello scandalo, infliS€e all'impntato queeta 

f3t) A.S.V., S.S.Malta. JO, f.l5v. 
(M) lb. 
(36) B:bl.Vat., Borg.Lat., 558, f.89v. 
(37) A.LM., Lettere, 1(1588-1608), f.2t5r. 
(3S) A.I.M., Proc'essi, 61, n.181, 20 g<>nnaio 16-W, f.NOo-. 
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pena di riparazione: doveva restare inginocchiato, 0011 una candel.a accesa 
in m.ano e uno strum_ento di J:egno ( co-munem-ente chia,mato f:n1,ardacchio') ap­
peso alh lin,,"'lla, per la durata di una messa, all'ingr,esso della cfuiesa dei' 
Gesuiti alla eitta Valletta ("). 

Gli lrrquisitori erano sincerameute couvinti della bonta di cu,ore della 
cente. Essi appre21Zavano il vivo attaccamento del popolo alla Religione 
Cattolica. Ma si sap•eva anche che mcilti fra i Maltesi sparlavan0 apertamente· 
e sen:za discrezione dei di£etti di quelli che comandavano. Questa loro abi­
tudine, che non era affatto lodevole, infastidiva l'lnquisitore; per questo, 
troviamo la sua ·eco anche. ne.lle. isti,uz,io,ni. dhe. si consegnavano a ciascun 
Inquisitore alla sua partenza per l'isola. In quel1e oonlsegnate a Mnrnsi!gna.r. 
Gori Pannellini neU'anno 1639, leggiamo le s·egueinti parole: "Sogliono oosti 
gli hruomini essere assai liheri nel parlare, e facili a giudicare sinistramente 
le attioni altrui, e massime di chi essercita giurisdittione. Simili dicerie, 
quando arrivino a toocar lei, o qualche d'uno de suoi, dehbono piu . tosto 
smaccar col disprezzo, cbe. dar loro reputatione con m·os.tra di premura. Nel 
oorso di virtuose operationi, prevale appresiso ad ogn'uno la potenza del 
vero" (40). Second•o queste parole, gli lniquisitori non avrebhero dovuto afflig. 
gersi troppo per le maldicen1z·e del popolo. Quando qualche decisione del 
Trihunale si interpretava sini,;tramente dall popolo, l'Inquisitore avrehbe ,lo. 
vuto proseguire indis,turbato nelle funzioni ,del proprio ufficio. Quando, poi 
Ie imputazioni oorrispol]devano alla verita, un Inquisilore che ,e,ra all'altezza 
della sua missione, non si sarehhe vergo,gnabo a fare un passo indietro per 
riprendere la via della giustizia. Naturalmente, queste parole mostrano sol­
tanto il vivo des,iderio della Suprema Congregazione de1 Sant'Uffizio. :N'nn 
ostante questo, anche g]i Inquisitori era¥o degli uomini come tutti gli altri; 
spesso ci accorgiamo dhe diverse persone, anche se conviC[]Jti del proprio 
errOTe, purtroppo, non sempre si sentivarro pronti di ammetterlo aperta­
niente. 

I ncostanza nella fede davanti al pericolo 
L'unica limpida sorgente da dove scaturisce la verita in quel cfue riguar­

da l'apostasia daJila fede cristiana s'incontra, soltanto nei procoosi d'C!I'Iniqui­
sizione. Qnanrlo si trattava di Malte,i, fin clove ci risulta da questi pro­
cessi, ogni apostasia dalla fede si connetteva ad un,o stato di scfuia vitii in 
mezzo ai musulmani. 

Da anni e anni, la fantasia popolare creo sp·esso dei oommoventi rac. 
conti hasati suHe frequenti incursioni musu1mane nell'isola di Mal'ta. Qui 
non possiamo non ricordare la piu antica ballata maltese "L-Gharrusa tal. 

Mo"a" (La Sposa rlella 1\fo,ta) che racconta in moclo molto se;ntimenta".e 
come una ragazza maltese venne rapita dai Turchi propr,io aUa vigilia delle 
nozze (41). Altri raccunti, come "Inez Fa1TI1g" e "Ix-Xcbba. tal-Wied ml. 
lsperanza" (La giovane della vaUe della Speranza) danno una chiara resti­
monianza come in quei tempi per tutta l'isola si tremava continuamente per 

(39) 
(40) 
( 4.1) 

lb., 8 febbraio 1649, f;925r. 
Bihl.Vat .• Borg.Lat., 558, f.89r. 
G. CASSAR PULLICINO, Il-bennejja tal-folklore malti, Ma.I ta, U niversit:l., I~ 
p.'5. ' 
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la paura di quelle' S•oomerie · di turdhi arunati a seop0 di rapina. In ciascuno 
di questi racconti, gli scriuori e il popolo cercavano sempre di esaltare la 
fede tradizionale dei Malte,si e la loro forte resi,,tenza cli fronte al nemico 
delfa loro Religione. Esempi di rinneganiento puhhlico della Religione Cri­
stiana per abbracciare quella musu1mana sono rarissimamente iHUJStrati in 
queste pagine. 

Uno studio approfondito di docUJlllen,ti anc,ora inediti presenta un aspe1to 
nuovo in questo probfoma. Non si tratta qui di raoconti creati dalla fantasia, 
ma ,di una crude e atroce realta. Non si descrivono semplicemente le· soffe­
renze fisiche e mo•rnli cli quei tempi orudeli, ma sentiamo le lagrime e i ~o~ 
spiri di quegli individui che soffri,rono nelle angustie, gli affan,ni e le pene 
di n,na dura e lunga schiavitit. Dei fatti concreti mostrano una cert.a resisten­
za iniziale, ma poi m-olti soc,combendo alle torture, crollarono e alm,eno in 
apparenz.a si sottomis,eI10 pienamente aUa legge di Maometto. 

II primo dovere di, -ogni Inquisitore era "ii mantenere cotesta Religio­
ne ( 42) et isola nella prurita ,della fede catholica et nell'obbedienza dovuta a 
questa Santa Sede" ( 43). Nell'isola di Malta, i pericoli imminenti di aposta­
sia dalla :Eede sempre incutevano una seria inquietudine nei nostri Inqu1ii-· 
tori. L'isola era situata in una posizione troppo vicina all' Africa maometta• 
na; di conseguenza, si temevano sempre le infiltraz.ioni di dottrine erro­
nee (44). Data ques,ta vicinanza, dei MU1Sulmani eel Ebrei spess,o si accostavano 
all'isola con lo scopo· del commercio. 11 Sant'Uffizio, prenden:do le srue pxe­
cauzioni, ce:rca"Ya di E'Can~1are qu'e~to pericolo: "~_Sn~linno in tleua iso.la habi­
tar Turchi et Hebrei per oooasrone di mercanzia; se questi ultimi non por­
tano alcun segno che gli dis,ti,ngua da christiani, procmrera con ogni ardore 
che gli sia fatto port.are, mostrando a chi bisogna quanto impo,rti al man-_ 
tenimento della purita de!l,a fede cattolica che ognuno sappia coh chi con­
versa" ( 45). 

Un pericolo ancora piit serio nasceva dal consid.erevole numero di sohiavi 
infecl-eli ritennti nel!'isola (46). Per qu,e,;ta ragione, l'.insistenza del!a Supre­
ma Congregazione in questo p._~rticolare era ancora piit incalzante: "Fa' p,erO 
di mestieri di hen invigilare per custodirla dalle procelle che per lo pii, ve.n­
gono cola eccitate ,dalla quantita degli schiavi infecle]i che si rit•engono, 111>n 
meno dal Gran Maestro e dai Cavag]ieri della Religione, che dalle perso·,w 
private" (47). 

Ne! solo periodo di Antonio Pignatelli came lnquisitore di Malta, dalle 
209 denunzie de] sruo inquis,itorato, hen piu di una cinquantina sono in qu.11' 
ehc modo connesse con l'apostasia (48). l\1.a il caso si spiega facilmente. Lo 

(42) In questo caso, ii tennine 'Religione', secondo la consuetud:ne d,i ailora, si rife-
risc,e all'Ordine di Malta. 

(43) Bihl.Vat., Borg.Lat., 558, f.8-iv. 
(44) A.S.V., S.S.Malta, 186, ff.88v-89r. 
(45) lb., 151, f.27v. 
( 46) Da una relazione de! 1630, apprendiamo il seguente : "Si .tro,·a in sui> potere (cioe, 

· ' de! Gran· Maestro dell'Ordine Geri>so,imitano) piu di 3.ooo· \Schiavi infideli, de 
quali si serve per 'i) servitio d.elle' galere' e per. altri bisogni che gl'occoron.o": 
Bihl.Vat., Barb.Lat .• 5036, f.15v. ' 

(4") A.S.V., S.S.Malta, 186, f.89r: 
(4SJ A.I.}!., Prous.,i, 61. 
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lnquisitore era <>hhligato a giudicare non solo i Maltesii. ma anche tutti quelli 
\:he per caso auraver,s-avano ii territorio s·ottomesso alla sua giurisdiz.ione. 
L "impntato poteva sfu1ggire. la corte dell'lnqui®izione locale soltanto appe!­
landos.i a Roma; ma ancihe in questo caso, l'Inquisitore non si lasciava con. 
vincere facilmente, II Pigna,telli in 1questo non faceva eccezione. Un certo 
Inglese, di nome Geo11ge Gorne, si ,lascio persua,dere di. ·pa,ssare alla Religione 
Cattolica ,ma non voleva in nessun modo fare •la sua ahiura a Malta percihe 
diceva: '\,lo ho fatto giuramento di non lasciar la mia setta se nvn antler:~ 
!n Roma" ( 49). II pover'uomo dovette a,rrendersi ma solo dopo lung.i me~i 
di pri,gionia (50). 

1 casi di apostasia che ahhi.amo trovato nei processi non sono dei pii,. 
gravi. Era molto difficile trovare un solo caso di persone che avessero rin­
negato la fede cristiana volontariamente. Le circostanze dell'apostasia d 
ricorcfano !'era dei martiri dei primi secoli della ohiesa. Qui, sfortunata­
mente. non ahhiamo nessun documento a favore di quelli che difesero- la 
fede fino ail'ultimo re,,piro. Fatti di una costante resistenza si pmson0 cono­
,,ee,re solo per caso. In ,questo periodo leggiamo soltanto d.i run certo Fran­
cesco Fazoi il quale racconta di quando era "eoh'iavo appres-so infedeli Ii 
quali 1haveano voluto -dhe io mi facessi tiuroo", ma egli aveva ,r,esistito 1·1m 

fermezza e pers-everanza sino al riscatto dalla sua schiavitu (51). 

Sarebhe troppo lungo cita,r,e tuttr 1~ parole di quelli che rinnegarono 
la fede in mezzo a dolorj ne] co•rpo e nell'anim.a, ma non possiamo tra­
lasciare alcune d,elle deposizioni piu siguificativ"<; anche se non sempre si 
riferiscono ai M.altesi. L'ahhand<>no puhbl.ico della propria religione per 
passal'e al1a confes,sione musulmana era spesso iJ risu!tato di lunghi e atroci 
patimenti. Le seguenti parole souo tratte d.alle denunzie deferite all'lnqui­
•itore di Malta: Doppo un .anno, per molti giorni, m 'ha da,ti molti hastCJ­
nati perche voI.eva cihe m'havessi fatto turco, tanto che io mi contentai, r•~r 
ii timore, di farmi turco" ( 52); "volendo 0h'io m'havessi fatto tu-rco et io 
recusando per lo spatio di doi anni, finalmen.te, dandom.i molte hastonate, 
ho proferito le parole solit-e d'abn.egazione" (53); dicen,domi che se io ha­
vessi detto per l'avven.ire d'essere eihristiano, che m'haverehheno abbruiria­
to'' ( 54

); "subito incomincio a minaccarnni e maltrattarmi coJ hastone, e 
volendo ch'io m'haves,;e fatto su:rco, e non havendo io voluto consentire, 
m'ha fatto, 20 ~iorni doppo, ligare per doi giorni in una scala con Ii piedi 
in su et ii capo in giu, con farmi dare molte hastonate: finalmente, passati 
cloi giorni, m'ha fatto tenere e taglia•re ( 55) con imponermi i] ncrme d'Hali 

(49) lb., n.14, 17 genna'o 1647, f.69r. 
(50) lb., 6 febbraio 164'~, ff.72r-73r. 
(51) lb., n.139, 10 ]uglio 1648, f.70Rr. 
(52) lb., n.20, 24 gennaio 1647, f.99r. 
(53) lb., n.21, 26 gennaio 1647, · f.105r, 
154) lb .. n.24, 28 gennaio 1647, f.117r-v. 
(55) ~elie P!f-r_ole che !orse potrebbero 1sembrare non del tutto rh:are si rifer'sco,10 a! 

r1to r_eh~1oso co~ 11 quale _una_ persona pa.ssava alla confessione musulmana; il rite 
~h~ s1gmficav~ 11. pass.agg10 d1 _.un& person& afla religione , maomettana consisteva 
~ Q1la!t.ro az:onJ; ·a) un tagho. co~ l'-effusione di isengue all a somiglianza <le~:a 
c1rc1 ~c1s1?ne ebraica, b) alz_are ii di.to, come segno di: resa alla volontii di Dio, 
c) profeTtre le parole r1tuah, e d) assumere un. nuovo nome. 
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\ 
e m 'ha iatto alzar il deto e proferire certe parole quali loro, mi somministra­
Yano, seilza 5ap~:ve ohe .fosser~" ", ( 56). 

Si potrehhero ripo,rtare ancihe ahri fatti, ma se consideriamo in mo,,lo 
&pecia]e ]'ultimo caso, ci accorgiamo <lhe non ,ci sia neanohe una vera aposta­
iia dalla fede; tutto era compiuto ,corutro la volonta dell'individuo. Non era 
questo l'unico caso di apostasia forzata parche durante lo s!Jesso periodo 
leggia,mo anche quel che disse un altro: "Tanto dissero con parole e fecero 
con danni da here finche m'ubriacavano; ne sapendo io quel che si facev,1, 
mi fecero tenere da altri infedeli e mi tagliomo con havermi fatt~ alzar ii 
rleto e proferire le parole solite d'ahnegatione, con havermi imposto ii nomo 
cli Mustafa" ( 57). 

Gome severamente esigeva il dovere del proprio ufficio, l'lnquisito·re non 
poteva non istruire un processo contro s.imili persone denunziate di apoata­
eia; ma, oome ci crisulta ,da manoscritti origin:ali, quasi nessuno degli lnqui­
eitori di allora trascurava un prudente USO del senno e della ponderazione 
prima di procedere in simili casi di apostasia. lnfatti, a quelle persone c:he 
avevano tanfo sofferto heneficava molto di piit la com1passione che la pena 
,. ii castigo. , 

Molti allora venivano forzati alla servitu e messi al ocemo su qualch" 
galeone o al servizio di un padrone, con privazione assoluta ,di ogni £acolta 
di disporo:e di se e incapacita di possedere. In quei tempi, , molti a Malta si 
procacciavano ii ,pane dedi,candosi , alie 1egittime scorriere contr0 gli infe­
deli ( 58). Queste scorriere ,da corsari, che per la gente di allor.a non avevano 
niente di :ingim,!Jo o crudele, portavano con se delle tremende conseguenzc; 
pareoohi Maltei.i perdevano la liberta e pas1Savano il resto ddla vita come 
""ihiavi dei Musulmani. In quel periodo, vi fu ri£erito all'lnquisitore ,me 
q,uakihe Maltese, preso come -schiavo ,dai Turchi, aveva }iheramente ahha•t• 
donato la propria fede per ahhtacciare quella maomettana. II caso semhrava 
ancora piit grave perche si trattava di un chierico (59). La denunzia fu defe-

(56) A.1.M., Processi, 61, n.25, 29 gennaio 1647, f.123r-v. 
La Bibliografia di studi veramente oggettiv,i concernenti la schiavitll resta 

anc-ora molto rara. Con06Ciamo hen poco dai nostri storici. }la uno scrittore 
illustre, G.A. VASSALLO, nel romanzetto Alessandro lnguanez, puhhlicato in 
Strenna per l'anno di grazia 1861 (Malta, pp. 3-28), in modo rigidamente storico, 
riporta tutte le circostanze da noi descritte. Citiamo aoltanto un hrano da questo 
racconto: ~'Quale ti pi-ese per 1suo schiavo e cominciO persuaderti .d'ab11.egar la 
Santa Fede Christiana, ma gli ne facesti resistenza; finalmente in capo di c1n­
quanta e~-orni ti fece dare da trecento bastonate sopra le piante dei pied,i per la 
detta resistenza, dicendogli che volevi stare nella Fede Christiana: E tnttavia 
si risolse cil farti ta.gliar la testa, se non. ti faeevi turoo; del che dubitando tu, per 
esser egli persona assoluta di detta citta, per tim-0re ti contentasti a rineiare 
solo con ,la bocca, rHenendoti intr:nsecamente per cristiano" (lb., p.19). 

(57) A.I.III., Processi, 61, n.16, 21 gennaio 1647, f.Slv. 
(58) R.E. CAVALIERO, Th'e decline of the Maltese Corio ir, the eighteenth century 

in Mel.Hist .. v.2, n.4(1959), p.224. , 
(59) 11 term'ne chierico non significava sacerdote;, Allora,, ne.ll'lsola c!,i Malta, in modo 

abusivo, si conferlva ancora la tonsura clericale a molte persone chc non avevano 
alcuna intenzione di proseguire negli studi fino al 1sacerdozio. ll Concilio di Trento 

', aveva parlato senza; ambiguita (S:Trid.Syn.'. Se!sS. 23, deer. de reform., cap. 8), 
ma i nostri Vescovi non ne vo1evano sapere. Ess: per~masero '.a Santa Se<le che. 
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rita all'Inquisitore da un'altra persona la quale aveva sentito de! fatto ancora 
da una terza persona : ".J\Ientre si trovava con questa sqnadra di Malta in 
Levante per soccorso della Candia, intese come il ohierco Francesco Dorso, 
~faltese della Valletta, suo cognato, si era fatto turco e che serveva per bom­
hardiero .alli Turchi, dalli quali era tenuto in gran stima" (60). 

Quando si trattava di giudicare gli apostati sopra norninati, l'lnqufaitore' 
vedeva hen chiaro che dei. casi in s•e stessi gravissimi, considerati nelle loro 
circostanze particolari, non richiamavano ad alcuna vera preoccupazione. 
Quasi tutte le persone che mancavano contro la fede si presentavano s·pon­
taneamente per chiedere ii pendono. lnoltre, le medesirne Kor,me de! Santo 
Uffizio non mancavano di umane riflessioni, come qualcuno potrehbe imma­
g,inare. "Circa la causa impulsiva, cih'e il timore, par si deve haver riguardo, 
perche o quest.a sarit timor grave o ve11emente, come qnel!o ,della morte et 
dei S'l1:pp1icii atroci, ii qnale sarehbe efficace a cornmover un huomo 
c-0stante" ( 61 ). 

Molti <lei casi che abbiarno descritti sono di qnesto genere, e ii Deleg1at~ 
de! Sant'Uffizio, secondo quest.a procedura, osservava che "Ja suspitione del­
l'.apostasia ~arehbe }egger.a" (62). N-0nnstante que:sito, le colpe com1nes&P, 
anche se parzi,alm·ente involontarie, non sempre consentivano una completa 
.assoluzione, senza alcuna pena; ma, in ogni caso, la pena dovev.a esser,i 
medicinale e s,pirituale. Il ,gesuita Sebastiano Salelles, un illustre consultore 
del Sant 'Uffizio di l\folta durante qnel periodo, si riferisce moho chiaram"ente 
a questa maniera di assolvere: "In simili casi, quando la loro comparsa e 
spontanea, si poswno assolvere o con la doV'Uta punizione o con la. sol,a le15it• 
tima ahill'l"a" (63). 

(60) 
(61) 

(62) 
(68) 

a· causa di alcune circostanze particol-ari, tale conrue.tudine- non potev11- esser-e 
rimossa. Citiamro qui un solo docum·ento, come esem.p10, fra i tanti che esistono. 
Quando il Gran :l\Iaestro Lascaris n.el 1639 insisteva per finirla una volta per 
sempre con questi chierici· coniugati, la Santa Sede stava per prendere una decisione 
conforme ai decreti de! Concilio Tridentino; ma cosi, fra l'altro risponde ii Vescovo 
diocesano Miclrele Balaguer, il 6 luglio 1639: "l\li arldosserO l'odio di tutto ii mio 
clero, e dirian: 'vedete che ha fatto il Yescovo; tutti Ii suoi antecessori difessero 
la giurisditforie della sua chiesa, e que'sto la C,~strugge'; e saria dar campo ·a 
tutto il clero di -congregare. Capitolo Generale e mandare tre o quattro in Roma 
contro di me .. -. 11 vero rimedio di tutte queste case saria lasciar le cose come 
era.no, e portar i1 Signore Gran J\Iastro a.Ila lunga, che- cosi Sua E.minenza, o per 
dir meglio Ii suoi Ministri; si straccariano": Bibi.Vat., Barb.Lat., 6687, ff.55v-56r. 

Dall'altra parte, molti si 1sentivano vivamtmte interessati a ricevere la tonsura 
clericale. Da un documento inedito del 1646, rilevia.mo il seguente : "Dovria ii 
Vescovo haver cura de suoj chierici; si portassero e si vestissero da taii; ma ne1 
vescovato di Malta i C'hier"ci non servono mai a chiesa. vestono a:la moda: chi alla 
francese, chj alla lombar'ila di co:ore, con armi di ogni sorte, cap'giiatura da donna 
eon ga!ane sui capelli, fanno i so!dati su le galere e va&·ce:li di carte. il fa1egname, 
iI muratore, H tavernaro, il beccaro, et il pizz·carolo; ne si fanno ehierici se non 
per non far la guard/i:1, per .!)On portar cavallo, non pagar datii, e per ca~o di 
qualche delitto": A.S.V., S.S./llalta, 7, ff.7lv-72r. Vedi Ph. CALLUS, The rising 
of t'1P- Priest.,;, ~"lalta, Univ. Press, 1961, pp.2-7. 
A.I.1\1., Processi, 61, n.177, 24 novembre 1648, f.914r. 
A.I.:\I., T:i~orirn. di procedere, tanto in generale. quanto in particolare nei c<;i:ti 
anpartenenti alla S. Fede, f.191. 
lb. 
S. SALLELLES, S.J., De materm, Tribunalium S. lnquisitionu; Rom .. Gollim, 
1651, prol.13, n.1. 
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Quasi tutte le pers,one chiamate in tribunale forono giu:dicati come 
soltantn sospetti di apostasia, e percio assolti sempre oon qualohe pena medi­
cinale. Tuttavia, la sentenza piu dura inflitta durante il peri-0do del! Pit;DP· 
telli si riferisce ad llil'.l caso di apostasia. Si tr,attava di un turcn convertito 
che tentO di evadere dall'isola p-er r.ag,giun:gere un paes,e maom-etta.no con 
I' aiuto di alcune donne oristiane; ma la sorte non fu loro pra,pizia per~h?, 
vennero presi, incarcerati, e c!hiamati in trib1]11))ale del Saut'Uffizio. L'imµu­
tazione di aver cercato di scappare in una terra non cristiana costituiva 
contro di loro una snpposizione ohe fuggissero con it proposito di abban­
donare la propria religione ( 64). L' aecusa piu seria gravava S'llllo schiavo con. 
vertito perche fn incolpato d'aver istigato alla fuga le due donne. L'lnqui­
sitore, riconoscendo il pentimento dell'individuo, lo assolse dalla scomunica 
nella quale era ineorso, m,a doveva ugu:almente assoggetllarsi umiltmente a una 
s,enten.za molto rigida: "Aocio dhe qruesti tuoi errori non restino impuniti 
del tuuo e sii pin cauto per l'avenire et esempio a gl'altri ... ti condennie.­
mo a ,tutte le pene d1elli apo5tati contenute et espres,se nelli sudetti 5.acri 
Canoni et Corntitutioni Pontificie et a vogar il remo sopra una 1delle galere 
della Sacra Religione Gi1erosolimitana con la catena di ferro in p;edi legata, 
e senza stipendio alcuno per anni dieci .... Per penitenze salutari, t'im• 
poniamo che per quattro anni prossintl t'i debbi confessare sacramental. 
mente quattro volt,e l'anno et di con~eglio di tno ccmfe,sore corn:n.unicarti 
nelle quattro solennita di Santa Chiesa ..• et per detto tempo, debbi ogni 
sahhato recitare la corona" (65). 

Maria Rotella, una delle donne implicate in questo casio, non smise mai 
di g,ridare ohe non aveva alcuna intenzione di apostatare, ma le sue parole 
non avevano alcun credito pre,s,so l'Jnqui,itore. Anch'e,sa fu condaunata come 
"lievemente sospetta ,d'apostasia" ( 66). Se osserviamo la sentenza definitiva 
pronnnziata contro di lei, ci accorgiamo cihe rum si trovi uua s,imile oondan­
na per tntto i1 periodo ,del Pignar:elli. "Ti condenniamo a dover per doi anni 
continoi tener la citta Valletta per carcere" (67). 

Le colpe popolari di eresia 
In questa questione, come nella precedente, tutto si vedra alla Ince •lei' 

processi dell'lnquisizione. L'eresia, nel suo significato teo]o,gioo, consiste nel­
la coscient,e e lib era negazione, da p,a,rte di u111 battezza to, di una verita dP,Jla 
fede insegnata dalla Ghi,esa. L'eresia dev'esisere un errore palesamente soste: 
m1to contrario , ai d,ommi. Ma qnesto concetto di eresia non corrispon,le 
pi,enamente ,a quel che si trova nei processi del perio.Jo cle} PignHelli. Anche 
i~1 nue~to ~eri·c-rlo, i process.i c1he isi istruivano· contro l'ere£ia e,rano ahba~ 
stanza freqnenti; ma tutti riguardav~no persone della confessione protestan• 
te, i rpiali, per una ragione o per Ulll'altra, stbarcavano nell'isola di Malta (69). 

Quando tali per,,nne si couducevano innauzi al Trib:male dell'lnquisizio,ne, 
esse si oonvincevano che lino a quel momento fossero vi£&Ute nell'errore. 1:'er 

,64) A.I.111., Processi, 61, n.150, f.769r. 
(65) lb., f.77!lv. 
(66) lb., f.78lv. 
(67) lb. 
(68) Le seguenti sono le ·denunz'.e di erL's 0 a in tuttJ i~ neriodo del Pi!!nateJ1i: A.l.~f.. 

Processi, 61, nn.5, 6, 11, 18, 30, 32, 85, 36, 4.!, 87, 113, 115, 116, 130, 148,. 156, 173. 
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quest,a ragione, quasi ciaS<JUn protesta'llte, spesso con una certa violenz.a .1lla 
&ua libe1ta, arrivava al p11iI1.to di &entire che il passaggio alla fede cattoliea 
fosse per Jui Uill gravissimo dovere. E.ssendo il risiultato della paura e d'ell:a 
violenz-a, le Joro coil'versiOllli non eran!o quasi mai sincere e tanto men•o 
profonde. 

Qualclie volta, anche dei Maltesi erano implicati in quei pro,cessi, ma 
110lo indirettamente: cioe per le loro connes.g,ioni con per3one protestanti. 
Fra gli altri, un certo Thomas Gherot dis,se aper-tamente a P. Colomhano 
di San Miehe.le; Carmelitano Scal!Zo, l'interprete dell:a lingua inglese per il 
Tribunale, "d'esser heretico e d'haver pr0ill18SK) matrimonio qui in Malta a 
certa donna; pero clie vol seguitare la sua .seua, e non farsi Cattolico Ro­
mano'' (69). 

· Se l'eresia formale. poco o niente molestava la vita religio,sa nell'isola, 
i casi che in quei tempi si co11Sideravano come so,petti di eresia erano fre­
quentissimi. Secon'do la me:ntallta di allora, una persona che offendeva ester-· 
namente Dio con parole o azioni: provava di non cl."edere alla riverenza do­
vuta aUe cos,e s.acre .. e coni.;·eguentemente si so,3,p-ettava di ere:,ia, perche es.i­
tava in un artioolo importante della fede cristiana. 

Un certo Sehastia11JJ0, Seyclhel1, ingiustamente imputato di aver sparlato. 
oontro ii proprio par:roco, venne sospett-o di eresia perche si senti dire le 
1eguenti parole davanti a tutti : "Madonna SantiSiSima, ,se io ho detto ta! 
cosa, fate miracolo di ahbrugiarmi, e se non farrete questo miracolo, non 
ti tengo per Madonna" (70); ma l'Inquisitore lo asso•lse con una semplice 
ammonizione ( 71). 

Delle volte, qualcuno sporgeva spontaneamente una aUJto-denunzia op. 
pure veniva denunzia.to, da altri, ma non si poteva istruire afoun proceno 
perche l'lnquisitore e i suoi Consuitori non vedevano niente che poteva essere 
attinente all'eresia. Leggiamo che U!Il certo Pietro aveva dett-o: "Metto in 
culo le croci di denari e di tutte le c!hie:,e, e di S. Pao.Jo" ( 72). Ad un altro 
nel ragiona,re usci J.' es,prnssione "pnttana di Dio" (78). Ma queste non erano 
altro <ihe parole sooncie o voJ:gari, e come tali non cadevano sotto fa giu­
risdizione deH'Inquisitore. Altre volte, J.'In1quisitore non vedeva alcuna n­
gi-one per procedere perclhe la pensoua denunziata aveva solo e~presso qual­
clhe verita in un modo irr:iverente; tale era il caso di un individuo che aveva 
mancato di rispetto sparlando contr.o il Papa ("'). 

Le hestemmie ereticali potevano aver I·uogo non solo con le parole ma 
anche con le azioni. Davanti al Tribunale deH'Inquisizione, si portavano dei 
casi che oggi a noi apparirehibero ri,dicoli. Per esempio, Giovanni Lewi, un 
Inglese, venne condotto in trihunale perche, e,send.o ubriaco, .iveva ridotto 
a pezzi "anco una immagine ddla Pas1sione di Christo" (75). Un altro si denun­
zio spontaneamente per aver mancato involontariamente oontr,o una imma• 
gine de! Crocifisso: "Io, andando a cercare un pezzo d' armi, non ha vend'> 

(69) lb., n.35, 8 feb':,raio 1747, f.1!15r. 
(70/ lb. o. 146. 30 luglio 164&, f.727r. 
('. J\ lb. 
(72) lb., n.137. lll gmgno 1648, l.694r. 
(73) Th., n.191, 25 agosto 1618, f.787r. 
(74) II,., n.17, 22 rennaio Je47, f.87r. 
(75) Th., n.29. l frb:irnio 16l7, f.J53r. 
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trovato, afferrai lllll crocifusso cih'era ivi pendente, e lo ridussi in alcuni pezzi, 
non sapen,do io qu,,l cihe facevo" (76). Ma come e chiaro dai fatti stessi, l'In­
quisitore non poteva ragionevolmente processa,re simili individui. 

Forse per noi potrehhe ap,parire strano che anche quelli che non oss"r­
vavano l'astinenza nei giorni stahiliti daUa Ohiesa venivano sospetti di eresia. 
Tuttavia, anche in questo caso, ]a connesoione con l'eresia non manca de] 
tutto. La Chiesa con la sua autorita sMbili cihe questo precetto sia osservato 
da tutti i Gristiani. Ohi non orede che la Ghiesa ahhia la facolta di imporre 
delle leggi ai feddi si rende certamente col<pevole di eresia. Dall'altra parte, 
chi non osserva simili precetti, fa poco oonto dell' autorita ecclesiastica. Per 
questa ragione, si sos,pettava di eresia. 

Durante ii period,o de I Pignatelli, alcuni individui erano visti mangi ar 
carne in giorni di astinenza; ma a] momento della denunzia, non si poteva 
procedere contro di loro perdhe si trovavano lmitani dall'isola ( 77). Qualche 
volta, si sporgeva una denunzia anohe contro quelli ohe avevano mangiato 
solo in ea-so di nece3s·it3. La seguiente e la conf~s.3ione del capitano l\Iarc~11n 
Efnecih che si ac,cuso di questa m,ancanza al Tribunale: "Mi m.anco taliment11 
la provisione di magnare che, per non morire la mia gente, foi necessitato 
alouni giorni delfa settimania dar da magnaJre del cascio e deM'uova, ~t io 
ite!--·:::-·O l'ho magnat0 'ancor.8._" (78). 

Una dcinna prese la decisione di deniunziarsi solo quaranta anni dopo 
la sua presunta colpa : "Quaranta anni oonio in circa, i vicini diedero a mia 
madre un po' di macarrone ·oon cascio et un pezzotto di carne poreina; et 
l'irud;mane, mia madre per sua po,verta, ancoirche giorno di quadragesima, 
non potendo magnare a oomp1im·ento il pane, magno detto macarrone, et io, 
per esser s,tata inferma, ho magnato .ii pezzotto d~ came porcina, e per quin­
dici giorni in circa doprpo, restai magnare iJ cascio et ova'• (79). Ma in qu:eati 
casi, l'Inquisitore nol1 aveva niente da asso1vere percihe, essend,o in stato di 
necessita, non avevano in alcun modo trasgredito un precetto eccle,iastico. 
Infatti, tale precetto non obbHga mai con grave incommod'o·. 

Fra i casi che ri~roallJO l''astinemi:a, ii piii curioeo e quello che si rife­
risce al Padre Frances,co Schembri, il Superiore deT Conve11to dei Carme­
litani alla citta Vittoriosa. Essendo deruunciato dai s1mi confratell.i per aver 
mangiato came qiuando era vietato, egli fu incarcerato nel Convento del 
proprio Ordine di M,dina (80). Questo £rate si rifiuto di sottomette,:,si ai o,uoi 
&uperiori pemhe, secondo Jui, essi non erano, competernti in simile materia. 
Per questa ragione, ii reli&io,so Carmelitano fece un ricorso all'Inquisitore 
Pignatelli e gli Slllp·plico di esaminare il pro,prio caso. Presso ii Trsibun1le 
de] Sant'Uffizio, .ii £rate £u didhiarato innocente perche nelle sue circostanze 
particolari, ii precetto ecclesias,tico dell' astinenza non ohbligava; ma, nello 
stes;,o tempo, l'Inquisitore lo dichiaro anche deposto dal proprio ufficio ,li 
super,ioce perohe, secondo le cos,tituzioni dell'Ordine Carmelitano, chi in 
modo abituale non poteva osservare il precetto ecclesiastioo dell'astinenza, 
non godeva de] .diritto di essere eletto sll'periore di una ca.sa religio>a ("'). 

(76) lb., n.12, 9 gennaio 1647, f.57r. 
(77) lb., n..92, 13 novembre 1647, f.43lr. 
(78\ lh .. n.82. 12 settembre 1647. f.Sv:)r:' 
(79) lb., n.190, 2'.J mar7.o 164-9, f.9-«'ir. 
(80J lb .. P.1P9. 1 magg ,, lGJ!l fi.!~l2v-if.A!r. 
(81) lb .. f.1009r. 
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Altre persone, per almme mancanze contro questo precetto, incorrevano 
veramente il s,ospetto di eresia. Ogni IIJ1quisitoxe, secondo le Norme vigenti, 
si -sentiva costretto di procedere severamente coutro di loro. Infatti, nella 
Prattica per prooedere; leggiamo il s.eguente: "Quando un sano, senza ne­
cessita, s.cientemente ne mangia, e moho piu, se cio fa con scandalo, il Santo 
Officio procede, e con tanto piu, r:igore, quanto si ha mala iuformatione 
della su.a vita" (82). I seguenti casi si reg.istlrarono dall'Inquisitore Pignatelli 
con una certa preoccupazfone, non tanto per la mancanza in se stessa, quanto 
per ii disprezzo della legge e per lo scandal0 dato· alle persone circostanti, 
Quaudo una donna rimprovero uua certa Catarinuzza per la di lei aperta 
violaz.ione di questo precetto, questa :cispo,s-e p:rendendo in giro l:a stess.a legge 
eerJ.esias,tica: "Kon e cam1evale?"' (83). Un altr10 si scherni del]a legge inco­
minciand-0 "a recitare 1i commandamenti di Dio, con dire che in e~i non 
era ta! comandamento" (8•). Akri servirmio <la ,.canrlalo p-e-r la loro indi£­
ferenza : "Ho visto Dergli marinaro maltese dell 'isiola, ohe era marinaro S'l1 

detta fregata magnar deI- fegato e trippa di montone . . . . et e3sendo da 
noi· ammonif:o, nielllte di meno -.seguitO a magnare •senza necessit8. a1cuna'' ( 85). 

Le trasgressioni gravi riehie,devano qnalche volta de1le se•vere misrure da 
parte de] Trihunale. Per dar,e semplicemente u.n esernpio, riportiamo qui 
una pesante condanna ,deH'lnquisizione di l\lalta. Durante tutto il periodo 
del Pignatelli, il seguente caso· era l'•nnico ne] quale le norme proces~11ali 
furono applicate nella 1oro severita. . 

Giovanbattista Chitchigno si rese- formalmente col1pevole di aver tra­
sgredito questo precetto con grave s.candalo delle· persone ehe gli stavano 
attomo. II Sacro Tribunale 1o, assohe da ogni scDmunica e centsura perche 
egli si provo veramente pentito, ma la su.a pena m"'1icinale era relativamente 
sever a anclie per quei tempi; ii seguente e il tratto principale desuntci dalla 
sentenza definitiva: "T'imponiamo ohe per un mese, d<>hhi digiunare o-!!;ni 
venerdi e sabbato, et in un mercordi di ,detto mese, debbi visitare la Ma­
donna deUe Gratie di casal• Zahar e per doi anni prossimi debbi confossarti 
sacramentalmente qnattro volte l'anno e di consegiio di tno confes,so-re com­
municarti nelle quattro solennita di Santa C!hiesa. cioe per la Pasqua di 
Ressnrretione. per la Penteooste, per l' Assontione della Beatissima Vergine, 
e per il Natale de] Sign1ore, e per detto tempo debbi o~ni sabbato recitare 
la corona" (86). Prima di ess•ere .impost a a quesit'indivi:duo nella precedente 
forma- definitiva, questa dura sentenza aveva swbito uma piccola mo-rlifica­
zione per attenuare in quafohe rnodo la su.a rigorosita. Infatti, in nn primo 
momento si era deciso d,i indurre· la persona colpevole a fare,la visit.a peni­
tenziale alla "Madann'Q, deUe Grailie" a pi•edi scalzi; ma dopo, qualche rifles­
sione sulla molestia che gli avrehbe arrecato, l'Inqnisitore casiso queste parole 
dal testo della s-ent-enza. 

Nrgli. altri easi, quando le colpe non si p-o1evano in alcun morlo scusare, 
l'lnquisitore cercava sempre di istruire il processo secondo la prassi in vigo-

(82) A.I.M., Prattica per procedere nel,, c~U.<P ,lel Sont'O//icia. f.47. 
(83) A.I.M., Processi, 61, n.185, 5 marzo I&W, f.932r. 
(8-i) lb., n.98, 7 dicembre 1647, f.474r. 
(85) lb., n.57, J9 aprile 1647, f.28Ir. 
(86) lb., n.98, ff.488v-489r. 
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r•e. Quando non c',era alouna colpa da parte d!eH'individuo, 1'Inquisitore 
faceva tirascrivere regolarmente la denunzia ricevuta,, ma l'imputato. non 
veniva neanche ammo.nit.: 

La poligamia alla luce dei processi dell' lnquisizione 
La poligamia si ha quando un uomo ha piu mogli oontemporaneament". 

Generalmente si ohiama ppliia;ndria. quanido e la (loo.na che ha oontempora­
neamente piu maritL 

L'Inquisitore di Malta, Federico Borromeo (1653-1654), nipote dell'omo­
nimo Cardinale Arcivescovo di Milano ricordato nei "Promlessi Sposi" ili 
Alessandro Manzoni, scriv•endo da Malta nell'anno 1654, asseri che "la poli-. 
gamia (era) frequeutatissima in qurute parti" ( 8'). Con rn:olta prohabilita1, 

quec5to illustre Prelato non si riferi alla poligamia in sen:so stretto; in altre 
pa-role, egli non accennO .alla convivenz.a <la un uoimo con pill llnnne, o vica­
versa. Questo Jnquisito!I"e volle semplicemente alfermare c'he nori. si teneva 
un concetto molto alto dell'imlissolubilita de! matrimonio. Quando dei J\Ial­
tesi si trovavano ju alcune circostanze particolari ohe ,domandavano da l,iro 
una prova di fedelta coniugale con un dur.o sacrilich>, spess(}, non sapevano 
vincersi e dom.inarsi. 

Per evitare uno stU!dio superficiale, anche in questa sezione, ci limitiamo 
ai processi inquisitoriali dell'Inquisitore Pignatelli .. Da questi processi, non 
risulta, neanche per una sol.a volta, che run J\Ialtese sia vis1su10 coniugato 
con piu donne contemp·oraneamente. Il Salelies ,riferendosi alle den,un,ie 
piu frequenti che si ricevevano pr.esso il Tribunale ,dell'Inquisizione di Malta,. 
non scrive di poligamia, ma solo di Maltesi ohe oontrattavano un secondo 
matrimonio illegittimo (88). 

Uno studio molto minuzi,oso di tutti i processi di questo periodo ci eon­
dmse alle meclesime conclusioni de] Salelles. Tntte le denunzie di ·que,to 
periodo si potrebbero raggruppare in tre specie: 

1. Stranieri che, abusando degli inadeqnati me:zzi di informazione, 
nascond,evano i loro legami coniugali e facevano la code a qualclhe ragazza 
di Malta per trarla in inganno e indurla ad una ,unione illegittima, 

2. Dei J\lahes.i, i quali viag!(anrlo lontani dall'irnla, si rendevano col­
pevoli dello stesso crimine. 

3. Delle clonne J\lahesi, le quali, non, sopportando oon ooraggio i rli,agi 
di una separazione involontaria, attentavano un secondo matrimonio, sol­
tanto in apparenza legittimo. 

In qnei tempi antichi che 111'0i ricol'rliamo, non era alfatto facile ad un 
g:iovane per incominciare ad amoregg.iare nascostamente con una ragazza. 
Chi si sentiva attir-ato dal fascino· di qualche fanciuUa, non ardiva mai di 
volgcrle lo sguardo in pubhlico prima di spianare la strada con mezz~ che 
allora erano consueti. Generalmente qualche amico o una pe'.rsona anziana 
gli faceva da mediatore presso i genitori della donn<1 de3iderata. Avu.to ii 
cons·enso iniziale, i genitori delle due parti progettavano gli incontri dei due 
s,posi promessi; le conversatjoni amOTose fra i fidanzati non sfuggivano, mai 
lo sguardo attento di qualche pers'ona adulta della propria famiglia. Certa-

(87) F. BORRO:IIEO, Relazio11e di Malta e suo inquisitorat-0 in 1\falta Letteraria, s.II, 
1927. v,2. p.189 

(88) S. SALLELLES, De materii., tribunalium S. lnquisitionis, prol.13, n.l. 
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mente, nessun padre di famiglia ha mai voluto dare la propria fi.glia ad 
U!lla persona gia J,egata da un vincolo matr1moniale. Con tutto cio, qualche 
genitore, furse per non lasciar scappare nUJ won partito alla propria figlb, 
si lascio trarre in iuga11JI1,o dall'apparente siucerita di un giovane poco 
conosciuto, 

Dalle denunzie po,rtate davanti al Pi:,nu.telli, leggiamo che un Maltec<e 
aveva promesso la propria figlia ad UIIl Italiano; ma poco dopo le nozze 
ii marito sparl. Dop,o alcune rice,J'Cl:te, il hahbo, con grand,e delmione. venne 
a scoprire tutta la verita: "Ho maritato mia figlia con Lore=o Granato 
de !sea, et essendosi ahsentato da qu,"'31t'Isola di Malta, un anno fa in circa, 
con occasione di voler s.apere dove fosse, mi fu detto ... <la 'UJil marinaro ..• 
che haveva veduto detto Lorenzo• in lsca, dove haveva sua moglie" ( 89

) • ., 
Come s•pesso capita anche ai giomi nostri, i genitori, UJOn solo non per­

mettevano ,che le figlie si legas,sero con un uomo gia spo,sato, ma dav.ano 
il oons·enso solo .a m.alin1cuore per una unione con persone che gia vivevano 
in stato vedoviie. ·Fra l'altro, una mamma monto su ~utte Ie fu:rie quando 

. venne a s.a pere che llJil tale I' .aveva ingannata. Jnoltre, ai primi giorni, Jo 
&candalo della donna fu ancora molto piu gra!llde perche, secondo quel che 
le avevano riforito, pensava di aver data la mano della figlia ad U1ll uomo 
che non era ancora libero : "11 detto Signor Honofrio, haveva llllOgllie, i!n 
Tenruine dall.a quale haveva pir,ocreati duoi figli .... io i] tutto il di 18 
riferii al detto Signor Honofrio dicendogli che qwe:sto, niegocio spettava a} 
S. Offitio, e Jui mi rispose ch'era vero e che lui haveva moglie, per<> • he 
fra tne mesi era morta; del dhe mi sono scanda1izzata perc,he, nel fare :I 
ma,trimonio m'haveva detto ,dhe non -haveva 1111ai havuta moglie, e da che_ 
io l'ho avertito del s11i11arrato non e compars() piu da me" ( 90). 

L'iwla di Malta, e&Sen,do ci,rcondata tutta intorno dalle acque del mare, 
oliriva scan;e possihilita ai suoi abitanti di comunica-r,e con gli altri popoli. 
Mentre le comunicazioni gia si presentavano irte di difficolta per quelli che 
ayevano qualch,e po,izion,e e:ninente nell'hola, queste diventavano pratica­
mente impossihili per la povera gerute. Per il fatto ohe molti sostavano a 
IVfalta p·er ragioni di cnmnnercio, gli abu~j potev.ano fom,entarsi s.empre 
piu. Quelli che si soffermavano pra.ticamente sapevano con certez,za che 
pochi potess,ero riu8cire ad avere delle n:otizie sicure in riferimento alla ioro 
vita privata. Questo fatto ci spiega perche ll'on er,a molto di licile che 1li11 

uomo tenesse una do11111a ,a Ma]ta ed un'altra altrove. Naturalrnente, q11e;~i 
uomini, i quali si la8ciavano dominare dalla passione, si spo,avano sempre, 
in chiesa clavanti al sacel'dote. Delle volte, le povere donne rimanevano per 
molti auni in inganno e davanti all'autorita oontinuavano ad apparire come 
legittimamente sposate. Gli uomini, dhe genera1mente nasoondevano la !om 
<:Ioppia vita anche alla donna tenuta a Malta, spe3so venrvano scoperti da 
qnalche comp,agno di via,ggi,o. Un uomo s.iracusano venue denunziato al Tri­
hunale del1'1nquisizione perche si era sposato per hen tre volte. 11 s,eguente 
e tratto dalla denunzia portata contro dri Jui: "Un huttaro siracwano, quale 
con sua moglie sta di casa neHo mandraggio della Valletta .... tiene anche 

(89) A.I.M., ;l'rocessi. 61, 29 apr':e 1647. f.287r. 
(J:1) Ih •. n.127. 21 c,_. :o Is.I, Uae,. 
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moglie viva in Xicli, e che l'havea sposato iu Modica, e che n'haveva una 
altra moglie !in Messina" ("). 

Tale quale era la colpa di ,qualche Maltese v'ivente. all'estero. iMa, in 
divers,e occasioni, anche se all:'inizio si lasciavano trascinare dalla p,assione, 
essi, ricoi;dandosi del propri0 d,over,e e d·ella Je,g:ge divina, ripararono in tern-. 
po per il male che stavano per C>OiIDUlleUere. Flra I'altro, U([l dh.inm-go Maltese 
s'aHontano per podhi giorni daH'lso1a senza alCUllla intenzionoe di mancare 
di fed:elta a!Ia sua moglie legittima. Per caso, mentre viaggiava attraverso 
la citta di NapoH, un nativo del po,sto gli offri la mano della S<orella di 
sua moglie per prenderla com,e spo3a; il :Maltese fim,e di acconsentire, 
non tanto per pigiiar moglie quanto per pote_r assicurarsi di u,n allo,gg1o 
gratuito almeno per qruei pochi gio,rni: ma i parenti della d,onna, non sospet­
tando l'inganno, gia pr,eparavano tu,tto per le nozze. Ecco le parole del 
chirurgo, il quale, pentitosi, deferl uma didhiarallione spontanM de1 tort,o 
fatto a queHa donna: "Lui mi o!forse di d,armi per moglie Ia sorella di ~ua 
moglie, si come in •effetto £u fatto tra noi l'rinstvottione di detto matrimonio, 
il cihe io ho fatto solamente ool pemiero d'accomodavmi in quel tempo sin 
ch'havessi trovato comrmodita sopra un vassello per chirurgo, e con fermo 
proposito di non sp,osare la deua giov.ana, &i coone con effetto, havendo io visto 
che loro trattavano gia di fare Ii handimenti ecclesiastici, io senza aspettare 
che fossero incominciati, e senza pl".odurre tesnimonir che non ero aocasato, 
poi che io ho moglie viva nella Valletta, mi pa.rtii da Napoli" (92). 

Dal punto di vista della ,relllgiroue cattoiica, le dennm;ie fin qui riferite 
non su:scitano delle serie ohhiezioni contro il senso religioso della gente. 
Nella maggior p,arte dei casi, le ragazze Maltesi non erano ,dhe delle v!ittime 
di a]tri che operavano, con poco scropolo· di coseienza. Anche il fatto de] 
c'hirurgo qui sopra riportato pr,ova ohe quell'uo:no si sentiva impegn.ato di 
non tradire la propria eonsorte. 

Tnttavia, altri vinooli matrimoniali illegittimi, esaminati in se stessi sem. 
brano moho piu diffam,anti per le per,one i,,olane comprome&.se. Ma, se 
riflettiamo su i casi con tntte 1e ciroostanze mitiganti, nece;13ariameI11te cil 
,;entiamo mossi da nna pro,fonda compassione ver3o le ste,,e per~one 001-
pevoli. Trattiamo qru<i di persQ{Ile deI sesso dehole, le quali, per colmo ,Ji 
sventura., si troY:arono €o]e, a hband10,nat:e_ Eenz.a mezz.i per vivere_ e senza 
a]cun so&tegno contro i pericoli · sia fisici c'he morali. 

Non di udo, lo sposo salpav,a per guadagnarsi il p.ane quotidiano ~u 
qualche galea dell'Ordine Gemmlimitano, ma non vi fece piu ritomo. Dopo 
delle lotte cru,deli e cr1Uenti cont.to qnafohe nave mrusiuilmana, i Maltesi resta­
rono sconfitti, imprigionati, e poi privati della liberta per il resto della vita. 
Da quel giorno funeeto in poi_ si p,erdeva ogni cont.alto con la propria farni­
glia; la povera moglie e i figli, senza disp~t'ar3i, ma taillte V·olte vanamento 
aspettavano quella persona o'he per 1oro sigruificava l'unfco so,te6n,o deUa 
vita, gia in se stessa dura e f.aticosa. La donna ahbandonata sop,portava delle 
pene gravissime, sotto le quali tante volte ~emhrava che dovesse soccO!mhere. 
Ciasouna di queste donne comprendeva molto hene che, come oristiana non 
poteva in nessun modo pass.are a seconde nozze prima di accertarsi deUa 

(91) lb., n.117, 29 kbbraio 1-48, f.M8r. 
(92) lb .. n.27, 81 genuio HWI, LHOr. 
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morte del primo oonsorte legittimo. Mentre gli anni lentamente t' angoocio. 
samente sciupavano e logoravano la sua g.iovane vita, ii sacrifi~io impostole 
,lalla fedeltit coniugale pes,ava sempre pi.it, In simili comlizioni, la donna, 
wll'orlo della disperazione, vedendosi senza alcun harlume di speranza a cau. 
sa della schiavitu perpetua, avrebhe preferito che il marito fosse morto. In 
quello stato di tanto sconforto, lei non vi¥eva che di una sola speranza; lei 
cercava di prendere tutte le in:fomnazioni possibili per riuscire a constatare 
la morte del proprio maritio. Nello stess·o tempo, la donna temeva anmhe di 
andare troppo in fondo neHe sue in.dagini; in mezzo a queUa vita tanto af­
fannosa, non voleva in nessun modo sentire della sopravvivenza del mariito 
e. insieme dell'impossihilita di 'ILil suo prossimo ritorno. In questa insuffi. 
ciente ricerca vada sempre considerata l'accusa di poligamia contro queste 
donne sventurate. 

Confermiamo le nostre asserzioni con le parole di queste donne quando 
si recavano davanti all'Inquisitore p·er chiedergli il perdono e l'assoluzione. 
Innoceuza Camilleri, al1a distanza di soli due anni da un felice consorzio 
nuziale, vide col cuore straziato ,i] marito strappato aile sue cure e forzato 
a vivere in schiavitu press,o i 'Tiu1."cihi. Possiamo dire che allora lei era an,. 
cora una ragazzina perche era appena quattordicenne. A poco a poco, i hiso­
gni piu pressanti della vita Ja traS1Cinavano sempre piu in basso. Essa vivac. 
chiava dis•onorata di fronte a tutti i snoi conoscenti fin quando una mano 
amica appa,rentemente la sollevasse da quella condizione abbietta. lnfatti, 
trascorsi dodici anni da quando er,a andata a no,zze, un Maltese testifico 
davanti alla corte ecc1esiastica cihe i,l primo marito di quella d·onna fosse 
morto; ma non depose altro che ii £also perclte quell'uomo I1Jon l'aveva mai 
conosciuto. L'uomo si era so1tanto proposto di compiere una huona azione 
verso quella donna per sollevaxla dal'la corruzione e dalle ahre sozzru,re mon­
,fane. In verita, la donna ahhand1ono la ca<ttiva strada, sposandosi puhblica­
mente in chiesa "presente il Signor Hon Mattheolo Zahra, quale haveva cura 
della detta parrocdhia et multitudine di gente" (93). II nuovo vincolo matri­
moniale irregolare noUJ ristahili aUa normalita la vita della donna perche i1 
nuovo conmrte subito si srtanco ·di lei e di nuovo la lascio sola per affrontare 
i problemi della vita. Parecchi anni dopo, le arrivo la notizia del1a soprav• 
vivenza de! primo legittimo marito, e soltanto allora, dopo trent'anni, per 
evitare ii peggio, la donna sj, ,deci,se di correre 1daU'Inquisitore e esporgli 
c-on tutta ]a sincerit3. 1a ti1a s.i.tuazi·one: aPerche iio sono risol:uta di 1nutar 
yita et servire Iddio come conviene, venni hoggi dall'Isola de} Go,zzo in questa 
isola di Malta a· denuntiare ii sudetto fatto per scarrico di mia couscientia 
senza passione alcuna" ("). · 

Altri casi del!o stesso g,enere s,i potrehbero ancora citare. S1mili casi 
sembrerehhero anche accusare una certa negligenza d1 parte dell'autor:ta 
ecelesia~tiC'a. Nono••tante ciO, £ia ii ''e·~covo c!h.e l'Inquisi.tore non manca~ 
vano di aHargare le 1'oro ricerche anche in paesi lontani prima di dare ii 
loro consenso per un secondo matrimonio. Senza anrlare troppo in fondo 
nei particolari, daHe leUere ufficiali esaminate, affermiamo c'he J.a Suprema 
Congregazione del Sant'Uffiz.io in Roma spesso ordino all'lnquisitore di non 
terminare definitivamente le sue ricerche prima di chiedere infonnazioui 

(!13) lb .. n.202, 20 mllggio 1649, f.l~r. 
(94) lb. 



VITA CRISTIANA NELL'ISOLA VERSO LA METt,,' DEL SE!CENTO 327 

dalla Francia (95), ,la Ferrara (96), da F,rancavilla (97), e dalla Repuhblica 
di Venezia (98). 

Qualche volta, da parte di qiieste donne, non si rintracciava colpa 111 .. 
cuna. Da indagini accurate, il coniuge poteva risultare, anehe se erronea­
mente, come morto. Quando si provava la 1buona fede, le :legge, sia civile che 
ecclP 0 ie,tica, non poteva inlliggere alcuna p·ena. Natnralmente quando la 
verita veniva a galla, deile delmi<oni e d'ei problemi forse anoora pin gravi 
non m.ancavano. La donna, volendolo o no, poteva coabitare solo con il prirno 
leg.ittimo marito. 

Dal punto di vista religioso, il comportamento di queste donne ci lascia 
.alquanto perplessi. Quand,o si stipnlav,a il contratto matrimoni.ale per la 
~econda o terza volta consecntiva, quieste donne infedeli cercavano di non 
ricordarsi piu del primo marito quando la so,rte le aiutava a vivere tran. 
quillamente e a formare una nnova famiglia. Ma i loro sforzi per diirnenti­
care non erano altro ohe il rimorso della co,cienza, Non c'era per loro un 
pensiero tanto as,sillante quanto quello di nu improvviso ritorno del primo 
conwrte. In ta'Ie cas,o, simhli donne rfa.chiavano non solo il carcere ma anche 
la loro ripntazfone davanti a tutti. Comunque, Io stato d'animo del nuovo 
illegitt.imo consorte era arncora peggiore perahe, in caso di tale svolta degli 
avvenimenti, lui sarebhe stato necessariarnente respinto. 

L'eventuale ritOTno del marito dopo lllll,a affanno,a sd1iav,itu complicava 
ancora la situazione con altiri prohlemi. Dopo tante sofferenze, redento da11a 
sua schiavitu, l'uomo gi,usta=ente sperava di poter passare feTicenente i1 
resto dei suoi gi,orni neHa propria patria, in seuo all.a famiglia; ma ~on 
.indescrivibi]e am.arezza, egli suhi.to• si accorgeva dhe la sua presenza non 
fosse affatto gradita. 

Le stesse deposizioni di queste donne al tribunale de11'Inquisizione non 
r,i~nificaYano un vero pentim,ento. Nella ma·!!irior p.art,e dei casi~ eS-~-e si affret. 
tavano a recarsi dall'Inquisitore proprio al!'nltimo istante, quando non c'era 
pin niente da fare. Qnando non si sentiva pin niente del marrto scomparso, 
""'" non si preoccupavano tm'p,po dell'incog;nito. Poi, quando per qualchi, 
inforrnazione ricevuta, l'arrivo del marito si aspettava da un momento al. 
l'altro, e,,se pr-eferivano di d,enunzfarc,i spontaneamente per non rischiare '1 
perioolo di essere deferite all'autorita competente; in que,t'ultimo caso, la 
loro sorte sarebbe stata peggiore. 

1\Tolti de~li lnquisitnri iii 1Halta non impo•ne.van0 altro che pene medi­
cinali a queste donne percJhe pl'endevano andhe in considerazione i pericoli 
che travag;liavano una donna rubban'donata a !\e stessa. Uno d.ei gravissi:mi 
pericoli di allor.a era il fatto ohe restava indifesa in qualche irruente incur­
sione dei pirati sull'isola di Malta, · 

Superstizioni popolari come testimonianza della fede 
L'isola di Malta, nel periodo d.a noi considerato, pullulava di supersti. 

zioni popolari. Non desi,deriamo dedicare largo spazio a questo iuteressan-

(95) A.I.M., Lettere, I, f.I09r. 
(96) lb., f.273r. 
(97) lb., 3, f.25r. 
(98) lb., 2, f.67r. 
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t1ssimo argomento (99). Illustriamo soltanto come le scuperstizioni dell'isola 
in qualche mod:o esprim.,nno la religiosita della gente. 

Molte pratiche magic/he, intirodotte specialm,enlte da estranei, si traman­
davano attraverso i sec:oli da una generazione all'altra. lnoltre, in un periodo 
quando nell'isola dimoirava una grande quantita di schiavi musulmani che 
god,evano una certa liherta, la fede nel potere ociculto deUa magia cresceva 
di giorno in giomo. Nonostante qiu,ec,to, quando nn Musulmsno applicava 
a qualcuno una cu:ra magrca, generalmente, non si invocava ne il nonw Ji 
Dio ne quello del demonio (1°0). 

Le persone del sesso dehole casicavano asisai faci1m1ente nelle iusidie di 
quelli che in-0oraggiavano e propagavano la m.agia. Con l'andar del tempo, 
pareccihie donne di Malta prat'icavano la magia con iniziativa per3onale. 
Quando poi le cure magiche pa;isavano fra le mani di qualche Maltese, in­
cominciavano delle trasfo.rmazioni dello stes~o atto illecito. Un atto assolu­
tamente pagano perdeva. molto del sruo signiificat,, originale con varie ag• 
giunte di elementi religiosi. Molte donne semplici, immersi in una grave 
ignoranza religiosa, non imimaginavano mai ,di agire contro la fede; special­
mente quando l'intenzione era retta, esse non pensavano neanche lontana­
mente di poter essere accrusate per aver voluto a~sociarsi col demonio. Evo­
cazioni e stran e azioni, vietate dalla Religione Cristiana,, framlmi,chiate in- _ 
E.ieme a varie pre-gh.iere a Dio e .ai Santi, ·divenivano as~•ai £requentl nell'i~ola 
di Malta. 

Una donna, 001me leggiamo da un processo, istrui un'altra come doveM'e 
comportarsi per ottenere quel che desiderava : "La detta quondam Barb.t­
rica .... m'ac,comodo il sale, e m'ha huttato le fave all'effetti da me sopra 
detti. Di pin, la medesima Barharica, nel detto tempo m'insegno dire per 9 
volte innante la figura rli Santo Vito: "Beato Santo Vito, ohe fosti amico de! 
nostro Signore, una gratia ti dom,andasti come fedele servitore' et altre pa­
role delle quali non mi ricordo, inginocc!hione, perche il mio amico fosse 
reconciliato meco" (101). 

E' forse strano pensare clie in quei tempi si usa;,,sero dei met~di super­
£.tizin~i anrhe contro i] ,le!rr,o.nio nH:i:d,?·d-mo: dive:r.;e per~one, con la lorO 
magia, pensavano di poterlo scacciare da qualche posto. Ci muove ancora " 
pii1 g;rande merayi,glia il fatt.o c-Jie le vitti,me di sfrnili ~uperstizioni non erano 
whanto d,el!e p,er,sone sem plici. ma an,·h,e delle pers·one abhastanza istruite e 
ohe avrehbero dovuto conos,cere molto hene gli insegnamenti dlella Fede. Fra 
l'altro, alcuni frati Carm.elitani e un prete secolare £11rono dennnziati per 
aver usato dei metodi illeciti con lo scopo di purificare una grotta dalle 
infestazioni de] demonio. Queste persone avevano compiuto il rito con grande 
raccoglimento e assorti nella preg'hiera: "Entrassemo nella presupposta grot. 
ta del detto avvertimento, et acces.a la candela delJe tenebre da me po,rtata 
l!Olamente, io e li detti frati per devotione dissemo il Sim:holo di S. Atanasio 
'Quicumque', e poi, non havendo fatto altro se non acavato un poco in un 

(99) 

(100) 
(IOI) 

Per uno s,guard,o sintet:c-e m.a •ompleto de!Ie sup-erst;zioni d-1 Malta in qu-el 
perio<lo, ve<li ii nostro stu<lio: A. IlONNICI, O.F.U.C,mv., Superstitions in lllnltn 
towards the middle of the seventtenth century in the· light of the Inquisition trial, 
in _Mel.Hist., v.4, n.3(1966), pp.145-183. 
Per .. -siIDilJ, .casi, ·vedi: A.I.}L, Processi, 61, n.n.15, 44, 56, 64, 70, 71, 94,108,185,194. 
lb., n.4, 19 d,:cembre 1646, f.16r. 
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Jato della grotta, siamo usci.ti fuori" ( 10•). 

Considerato ques~o, non e da stupire se il popolo non distingueva chia­
ramente la Religion,e dalla Superstiizione. Una oerta Anna aveva l'usanza 
di dar da here e cons.igliare anclhe agli altri dei filtri d'amore; ma lei aveva 
anche la ferma convinzione che in alcuni giomi la magiia non poteva pro­
durre alCUD. effetto. Le seguenti parole sono tratte da una denunzia oontro· 
que,-ta persona: "Haveva arceco una i'andela innant-e la figura di S. Antonio 
per reconciHarsi l'amioo, dicendomi che per essere quel giorno di sabbato, 
non servevano li sortilegii, e ohe bisognava diJje l'Ave Mari/a, et il Pater No11ter 
in lionore di S. Antonio" ( 103). Un'altra di 'queste povere donne, sentendosi 
angosciata e tormentata dal duhhio se l'amante le volesse bene, fece ric-0,rso 
ai Santi e alle pratidhe magiclhe per scopriM la verita: "Beata Santa Lena, 
die fosti madre di re CostanJtino, per I.a santa. nav,e che montasti, per .la 
i.anta tavola che t•rovas-ti, per la Santa E,ccle,i,<t c~.e tu lrnvisti, per la Santa 
Croce ohe trovasti, mostrami la verita in queste fave, se !'amico mio mi 
vuol bene" (1°'). 

Nono-?.tante ciO, non tutto s:i puO ·attrihuir,e all'ignoranza. Degli incan­
tesimi e delle inrnoazioni di demoni qualche volta capitavano anc11e a Malta. 
Tuttavia, anche queste colpe dovrebbero e3;;ere attribuite alla debolezza 
Umana. Si sapeva mo]to bene che le pratidhie magiche foa,ero pro-ibite; in­
fatti, molte persone non si potevano difendere se non con queste paro1'e 
a.incere: "lo allor,a oppressa d'amore non ho ·pensato a questo ne a,d altra 
cos a; pero adesw io intend-o che l'effetto doveva sperarsi dal demonio, e che 
Iddio non vuo,l.e le r·os,e male" ( 105). 

Pos-siamo aggiungere tanti e tanti altri casj presi da docUJmenti autentid; 
ma ci hastano queste podhe testimonianze P,er vedere il sen50 reli-gio~o de] 
popolo anche in mezzo alla oolpa. 

Conclusione 
Do-po queste hrevi rifless,ioni suUa religione oome si viveva da un popolo 

1nolto ri~tretto, non ei rfanane altr-o rh~ fare una eonsirlerazionr ri,guardo 
alla fonte 'primaria di questo studio. Nel percorso della lettura, fors.e qual­
rnmo avrehbe poturto chied,ersi: 'Come mai si preterude di parlare del cristia­
nesimo da · una ser.ie di processi?' Airnmettiamo pienamente che i proceS5j 
rispecchiano diret.tamente sohanto l'aspe'lltlo negativio della vita cristiana. In 
.altre parole, noi dai processi riusciamo a conoscere quali fo1sero le ~mpu• 
tazioni per le quali si citavano per apparire nel Sant'Uffizio, esporre ii pro­
prio caso, chiedere l'assoluzione, e sottomettersi alla pena imposta. Ma 
,; 2,:id1e vero che i processi· 1dell'lnquisizione aprono la strada per poter 
,coprire tanti ao,petti positivi della vita cristiana. 

Fatta quafohe eccezione, come a,bhiamo dimostrato nei casi di poligs­
mia, resta certamente un elemen~o positivio clhe quasi tutti quelli che si 
resero colpevoli direttamente o indirettamente contro la fe,le si siano pre­
sentati spontaneamente per c,hie,dere ii p•er,lono. In molti casi, essi erano 
comp1etamente sconosciuti; nessuno Ii avrehhe eercati per farli condannare 
ma sentivano ii rimorso ddla cascienz.a die poteva e~sere tranquillizzata 

(102) lb., n.129, 22 aprile 1648, f.656r. 
(103) lb .. n.3, 19 dicembre l&«l, f.9v. 
(104) lb., n.4, 17 dicembre 1646, f.l5v. 
(105) lb., n.123, 24 mar-,,o 1648, f.624.v. 
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solo con la comparsa al Trilnmale. 
Anch:e se molti erano _spesso accU1sati di apostasia o eresia, la oolpa era 

quasi sempre da attrihuirsi all.a deboiezza umana. Nella loro imuftrciente 
istruzione, essi pensavano due hastasse conservare la religione nel proprio 
cuore. Citiamo un solo esempio: "1Mi contentai di fa11mi turco estrinseca­
mente eon p·emiero di poler un giorno :fogire e tornare iin christianita" ( 106

). 

Ahr; non si senlirono mai convinti da quelli c:he violentemente l'avevano 
costretti all'apostasia; infatti, :un aitro ,d'ie1hiaro •di essere "pronto di male. 
,lire la setta di ,:\Iahometto, quale sem,pre nel mio cuore ho tenuta 'per 
falsa'' (In7). Qualcuno, -invec,e, non s,entiva aloun odi.o ver3,o la con£e.3sione 

,. maom,ettana; infatti, un tale viv<"Ya tranquillamente secorrdo la legge mao­
mettana "havendo solamente in Algiere e non prim.a inteso da Christiani 
che i Turchi non potevano salvare l'anima Ioro nella loro setta, et io cosl 
ho creduto e sono p•ronto di ma1edirla con ahbracciar la fede ea ttolica ;,o­
mana" (108). 

A quelli ehe si denunziavano di eresia n:on passava per la mente nean­
che lontanamente c.he essi a,,evano errato contro la fede. Il sospeUo di aver 
rinnegato in qualcihe modo la fede veniva s>oltanto dopo il fatto, quando 
delle persone le faoevano constatare l'errore commeaso. Per citare un fauo 
solo, un tale cosi confesso davanti all'Inquis.itore: "Afferrai un crocifisso 
ch'era ivi pendente, e lo ridU1Ssi in pezzi, n:on sapendo ic:, quel che facevo, 
e mia socera Catharinuzza Azzoppordo, mia soce;ra ( !), mi avverti ch'io al• 
lo-ra dissi ch'il diavolo e piii hello d'Iddio" ( 109). 

Tutto questo e positivo e come tale lo giudicava anche lo stesso lnquisi­
tore. ii quale s,pe~~o, non vedeva alcuna ra-g:.ione per istruire un proce3,so. 
Nella loro semplicita, tante persone s,i pre,entavano per ce>,e da niente, 
quando•non c'era neanc!he la minima colpa. Tale era il caso di queUe per­
sone che avevano mangiato la ca,rne quando non c'era altro da pr,endere. 

Le ste,,0 e pene definitive del Trihunale sono come un1 prova a [a. 
vore ,lella religinsitit del popolo. L'lnqnisito-re corn·id,erava quasi tutti 
i casi come semplici prohlemi di oos.cienza. Abhiamo visto che quasi tutte 
la pene erano veramente salutari e med,icin:ali; esse cons.istevano soltanto in 
digiuni, preghiere, e una certa frequenza ai sacramenti. Dall'altra parte, 
ne~suno vi!,!ilaYa p·er \:e'll•ere Ee i j\la.ltesi aderrnpiE~e·ro o no 1~ p,ene i,m .. 
po,s,te. In qualche caso, essi si acC1otsavano spontaneamente per aver trasgre­
dito qualdie particolare d-ella sentenza. 

Concludiamo dicendo che il popolo di Malta iu veramente cris,iiano, ma 
molti fra di loro erano ancora i figli della paura. Co,lJJ,iderata la fra.gilita 
umana, essi generalmente c.amminavano snlla via clel hene, ma piuttosto 
tr-epidavano davanti al loro Dio. Alcuni fatti considerati potrehbero farci 
pensare che la vita cristiana fosse soltanto 'in apparenza; nonostante cio, 
taH conclnsioni non si possono 1egittimamente tirare perahe non si puo mai 
generalizzare da paricolari errori gravi che si oonstatano. Abbiamo visto 
che gli E-tessi f!iudici <l-el popolo, nelle mancanze contro la fede non avevano 
lonnato che un'ottima impressione riguard:o alla sensihiiita rel'igio3a dei 
Maltesi. 

006) lb., n.31, 4 febbraio 1647, f.163v. 
(107) lb., n.26, 31 gennaio 1647, f.136r. 
(108) lb., n.39, 12 febbraio 1647, f.2l&v. 
(109) lb., n.12, 9 g<,nnaio 1647, f.57r. 
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A.S.V., S.S. Malta-, 186, ff. 93r-95v. 

Nelle cause delle stregarie, e c1e'i maleficii, altretanto frequenti in Malta, 
quanto difficili a mettere in chiaro, non dovra Vo,stra Signoria dipartirsi 
dalla parti,rolare istruttione che se le <la qui aggionta. E quantiunque son ,j 
hahhia da negare che le streghe, per vigor del patto dh'elle fanno ool de­
mionio, non possano operare per mezo de'i •maleficii quelle co3e c,he natn­
ralmente sono impossibili, contuttocio, perche sotto i pretesi maleficii e 
stregarie si racchiudono illusioni et inganni rivo.lti a delud.ere le persone 
,semplici et incaute, et a cacciar denari dalle mani de'i pr.oclivi a gli amori, 
a gl' orlii. et all'interesse, sara pa rte dell a prud,enza di Vostra Signoria ii 
non creder-e che tutto quello dhe si puo far dal demon:io sia fatto, el non 
discredere che in qualche · parte non si sia posto in e..secntione. Dalle pruove 
dunque ha da deperrdere la vem cognitione de]' fatto, ma nel savio avvedi­
mento di lei consistera principalmente la cura :di faI'e un diligente squitinio 
di che peso elle siano, in qual verita o vcerisimilitndine restino fondate, e 
lfinalmente qual credito se gl'habhia dit dare. 

So~liono nell'lsola hahitar Turchi et Ehrei per o-ccasione di mereantia. Se 
questi ultimi non portan alcu'n segno. c:he gli dis/tingua da Christiani, pro­
curara con ogni ardore c'he Ii sia fatto porta.re, mostrando a chi hisogna 
quanto importi al mantenimento della purita della fede Cathoiica che 
ogn'uno sappia con chi conversi. 

Approdando pur'anc'o a'i lidi et a porti de1l'lso1a navi inglesL olandesi, 
del mare haltico, e d'altre parti deI' settentrione ripiene di marinari, di sol­
dati, e di mercanti heretici, i quali soglion taT'hora condJur seco predicanti 
delle lo·r sette, e, scesi in te,rra, u~ar'-i lor'em:pii riti e le cene P-alvinistiche. 
lmporta, percio, molto ohe Vostra Signoria procuri che non si dia loro liher­
ta di predicare, di far' adunanze, e molto meno di far l'empiP- cene, o di 
mangiar nell'is-ola carne e cibi vcietati ne' giorni prohihiti da Santa Chiesa. 

Molto magg.iore avvcdimento sara necessario d'usare che da essi non si 
spargan-o libri d'heretici e perni6o-i; perci·oc•he, per frtillare ne!!l'animi de' 
popoli J'heresia, hanno quei pe,rfidi costumato di andar seminando c spar­
gendo afoune picciole operette iu deriso degl'ecclesiastici, de' riti, e de' 
sacramenti di Santa Chiesa, e dell'auttorita pontificia. 

Sara p11t anro Vostra Signo-ria avcertita che i Cavaglieri France3i e 
Thedes,dhi non conducano seco servitori d'altra reli~ione che della Carlto­
]ica Romana, et havendone qualcheduno, procurara ~on destrezza di recon­
ciliarJo a Santa -Cihiesa, o di farlo uscire dall'Isola. 

Sono frecruenti le prerle che si fanno in Levante i,t in Barbaria dall<> 
galer,e rlella Religione. e da' vacelli c11" si ar,man,o nell'isola per corseggia­
re; onde, hen spes.so accade che, fra gli sdhiavi dhe si fanno, alcuno ve n'e 
che si presenta spo11taneamente nell'inqujs:itione e, narrando d'esser nato .Ja 
parenti christiani, e da es,s,i faitto hattezare in fanciul!l'ezza, o in gioventu', 
!l'atto cattivo da' •Turchi, per timor della morte, o per fragilita, gl'e con­
-venuto d'ahiurare co' fatti la fede cattolica, anrorche dentro il suo cuore 



: I 1° \r·.· _ 

33° ALESSANDRO BONNICI,. O.F.M. CONV. 

solo con la comparsa al TrihUJI1ale. 
Anche se molti erano _s,pesso accUJsati di apostasia o eresia, la oulpa era 

<1uasi sempre da attfi.hui·roi alla deholezza umana. Nella loro inmfhciEnte 
istmzione,· essi pensavano due hastasse conservare la rehgione nel proprio 
cuore. Citiamo un solo es,empio: "1Mi co.ntentai di fa!'mi turco estrinseca­
n1ente eon P'ensiero di poter un ginrno :i!ugire e tornare ::in christianita" ( 106

). 

Altr; non si sentirono mai convinti da quelli cihe violentemente I' aveYano 
costretti all'apostasia; infatti, un altro ,did1iaro •di essere "pronto di male. 
dire la setta ,di 1;\Iahometto, quale sem,pre nel mio cuore ho tenuta 'per 
falsa'' (1°i). Qualcu.no, inv-ec,e, non s,entiva alc1un O'dio ver.~D la confe33ione 

• maom,ettana; infatti, un tale viv<'va tranquillamente secoI11do la legge mao­
mettana · "havendo solamente in Algiere e non prima inteso da Christiani 
che i Turchi non potevano salvare l'anima loro nella loro setta, et io cosi 
ho creduto e sono p•ronto di maledirla con ahhracciar la feile cattolica ro­
mana" ( 108). 

A quelli ohe si denunziavano di eresi.a n:on passava per la mente nean­
che lontanamente che essi av,evano errato contro la fede. 11 sospetto di aver 
rinnegato in qnalche mo•d-0 la fede veniva soltanto dopa il fatto, quando 
delle persone le faoe"\,ano constatare l'errore comme,so. Per citare un fauo 
solo, un tale cosi confesso davantj al:l'Inquisitore: "Afferrai un crocifuso 
ch'era ivi pendente, e lo ridlllSsi in pezzi, n:on sapendo io quel che facevo, 
e n1.ia socera Catharinuzza Azzoppordo, mia socera ( !), mi av,,erti ch'io al­
lora dissi ch'il diavolo e pii':t hello d'lddi:o" ( 109). 

Tutto questo e positivo e come tale lo giudicava anche Io s.tesso Inquisi­
tore. ii quale E.-pe~Io, non ve·deva alcuna ragione per istrni-re un proces,so. 
Nella loro sempEcita, tante persone si presentavano per corn da niente, 
quando>non c'era neanc!he la minima colpa. Tale era il caso di queUe per­
sone che avevano m.angiato la ca,rne quando non c'era altro da prendere. 

Le stes 0 .e pene rlefinitiYe de! TrihunaJ.e sono come un1 pro,0 a a fa. 
vore ,lella religio,ita del popolo. L'lnquisitore comi,lerava quasi tutti 
i casi come sernplici problemi di cosicienza. Abbiamo vista che quasi tutte 
la pene erano veramente salutari e 1neclicinali; esse conEistevano soltanto in 
digiuni, preghiere, e un.a certa frequenza ai sacrameuti. Dall'altra parte, 
nr·.si~11no Yiµ-ilaYa per ved,rre ~e i }laltesi ade,mpi~:Eero o no l~ p-ene im-~ 
po·ste. In qualche caw, essi si ac=.savano spontaneamente per aver tras:gre. 
dito quakhe partirolare della sentenz.a. 

Concludiamo dicendo che il popolo di Malta J:u veramente cristiano, ma 
molti fra di loro erano ancora i figli de1la paura. Corusiderata la fragilita 
umana, essi p:eneralmente camminavano sulla via del hene, ma piutto,to 
trepidavano ,lavanti al loro Dio. Afouni fatti considerati potrebbero farci 
pens are che la vita cristiana fosse soltan1o 'in apparenza; nonostante cio, 
tali conclusioni non si poS1Sono l,egittimamente tirare pernhe non si puo mai 
generalizzare da paricolari errori gravi che si constatano. Abhiamo visto 
che gli stessi p:iudici d.el popolo, nel!e mancanze contro la fede non avevano 
iormato che un'ottima impressione riguard:o alla sensihilita rel'rgio3a dei 
Maltesi. 

(106) lb., n.31, 4 febbraio 1647, f.163v. 
(107) lb., n.26, 31 gennaio 1647, f.J36r. 
{108) lb., n.39, 12 febbraio 1647, f.21:tv. 
(109) lb., n.12, 9 gennaio 1647, f.57r. 
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A.S.V., S.S. MalDa, 186, ff. 93r-95v. 

NeHe cause deHe stregarie, e de'i maleficii, altretanto frequenti in Malta, 
quanto difficili a mettere in chiaxo, non dovra Vostra Signoria dipartirsi 
dalla particolare istruttione che s,e le da qui aggionta. E quant1un<{lle son ,j 
ihabbia da negare che le streghe, per vigor del patto ch'elle fanno ool de­
nronio, non possano o,perare per mezo de'i malefic:ii quelle ce>se ehe natu­
ralmente sono im,possibili, contuttocio, perche sotto i pretesi maleficii e 
stregarie si racchiudono illusioni ·et inganni rivo.lti a delud,ere le perrnne 
semplici et incaute, et a cacciar denari dalle mani de'i prsoclivi a gli amori, 
a gl'odii. et all'intere,sse, rnra parte ,!,ella prud,enza di Vosua Signoria ii 
non crndere che tutto qnello <!he si puo far dal demonio sia fatto, el non 
discredere che in qualche parte non si sia posto in essecutione. Dalle pruove 
dunqne ha da dependere la vera cognitione del' fatto, ma nel savio avvedi­
mento di lei consistera principalmente I a cura ,di fal"e un diligente squitinio 
di che peso elle siano, in quaI verita o v-erisirnilita:dine restino fondat-e, e 
fuia.lmente qual credito se gl'hahbia da dare. 

Sogliono nell'Iwla habitar Turchi et Ehrei per occasi.one di merc.antia. Se 
qnesti ultimi non port.an alcun segno ,c'he gli disltingna da Christiani, pro­
curara con og:ni ardore che Ii sia fatto portare, mmtrando a chi bisogna 
quanto importi al mantenimento della pnrita della fede CathoTica che 
ogn'uno sappia con chi conv,ersa-. 

Approdando pm'anco a'i Ii.di et a porti dell'lsola navi ing1esL olandesi, 
del mare baltico, e d'altre parti del settentrione ripiene di marinari, di sol­
dati, e di mercanti heretici, i quali soglion taT'hora conclnr seco predicanti 
deUe lnr s.ette~ e, scesi in terra, usar'i lor'em.pi.i riti e le cene calvinistiche. 
lmporta, percio, molto che Vostra Signori.a procuri che non si dia loro liber­
ta di predicare, di far' adunanze, e molto meno di far l'empie rene, o di 
man/!"iar ne1l'is·ola carne e cibi vcietati ne' giorni prohibiti da Santa Chiesa. 

Molto maggiore avvedimento sara necessario d'nsare che da essi non ~i 
spar/!"ano libri d'heretici e pernirio'i; perciod1e, per istillare negl'animi de' 
popoli J'heresia, hanno quei perfidi costumato di andar seminando e spar­
•gendo aloune picciole o,perette in deriso degl'ecclesiastici, de' riti, e de' 
sacramenti di Santa Chiesa, e dell'auttorita pontificia. 

Sara tnir anc-o Vostra Signnria avertita c,he i Cavaµ:li:eri Franresi e 
Thedes:ch.i non condncano seco servitori d'altra religion., che della Carlto• 
lica Romana, et havendone qualcheduno, procurara ~on destrezza di recon, 
ciliarlo a Santa Chiesa, o di farlo 111Scire dall'Isola. 

Sona frecruenti Ie pre,le c,he si fanno in Levante i,t in Barbaria clall" 
galeri, ilella Religione. e ,la' vacelli eh., si armano nell'isola per corseggia­
re; onde, hen spesso accade du,, fra gli sdhiavi ehe si fanno, alcnno ve n'e 
che si presenta sp-011taneamente nell'inqu,is:itione e, narran:dio d'esser nato ,]a 
parenti chrisliani, r< da es,sd faitto hauez.are in fanciull:ezza, o in gioventui, 
lfatto cattivo da' -Turchi, per timor della morte, o per fragilita, gl'e con­
-vennto d'abiurare co' fatti la fede cattolica, .ancorche dentro il suo ouore 
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l'hahbia sempre ritenuta. Per mezo cl:i questa spontanea oomparsa et a,sser­
tione, alle volte mno ,:,tati Eherati alcuni di Joro ,dalla schiavitu. J\I.a, essen­
dosi di cio richiamata la Religione pochi anni fa dalla Sacra Congregatione, 
£u risoluto dhe s-orniglianti apostati, anioorche sponte comparenti e reconci­
liati a Santa Chiesa, non pote&Sero C.OillSeguire la liberta, havendola eSBi, p•er 
1a sola _apostasia, perduta. 

Pero e che se alcnno .di ,essi esporra d'esser rapito da Turchi, o ven. 
duto loro in tenera eta, et allevato ,nella setta mahomettana, senz'esser ea­
pace di conoscere la verita o ,lla fede cattolica, in cui e nato, e con pruove 
riputate ,;mfficienti ver:ificara la sua ass,ertione, dovra Vostra Signori.a dame 
pai·te qua_ per attell'de1re gli o,rdin:i opp,nrtiuni. 

·Alla schiavitudine, pero, non dovranno esser sottoposti i Greci Christia­
ni, ancorche predati sopra, n ,celli turchesc:hi, purche eglino non habbiano 
cornhattuto contro i Christiani predatori, o apostatato della fede. 

Molto meno dovranno ritcnersi per for.i:a alla catena al rerno quei reuti­
granti, ohe d.i huona voglia sono andati a servire nelle ga1ere Ja Religione, 
percioche cotesto sareibhe lilil atto di m,anifesta ingiu,titia ed e.npieta, e 
l:iastevole a provocare l'ira di Dia sl>pra l'hola e la Religio•ne medes.1ma, 
onde non si puo ne toHerare, ne 'dissimulare da Nostro Signore. Dovra dun­
que Vostra Signoria inforunarsi prima se ve ne sono, e trovandone, anc,orche 
fossem Christiani ,d'i Levante, Greci, Cofti, Armeni, Soriani, Cah;lei, o altri 
sorniglianti, interporra caJ:di ufficii per la 1oro Jiheratione, e con quelle vive 
rag:ioni rJhe J.e saranno d,ettate, dalla propria prudema, far.'t in mocl.o che ei 
levi del tutto 1111 cosi grave abuso; e non bastanc½o i suoi u'Jicii, ne dia 
qua aviso. 

ll 

La ,magia alla ricerca dell'amore, Ila una dennnzia 
presso ii Tribnnale dell'lnqnisizione di Malta 

A.I.M., Processi, 61, f. 219r. 
Die XI mensis martii 1647. 

Coram Illustriss,imo et Reverem}isis1rno Domino Antonio Pignatello, 
Inquisito1re, et as£.istente D0imino A~is,e1s,~-ore. · 

Comparuit sponte personaliter Reverendus Don Philip·pus Bonnicius-, 
.,ac•erclos ,le civitate Victoriosa, etatjs ann,orurn 32, filius quondam 
V.alerii, cui delato iuramento de veriute dicenda tacto pectore more 
sacenlotali pro exoneratione suae conscientiae denurntiavit infras,cripta: 

Sedici anni mno in circa, a tempo oh'io dovevo havere a]tri 16 ano.i, 
ho trovato in terra un libretto scritto a mano, nel quale ho letto alc:une 
ricette oontro gl'armi e per e.sser ama,to, fra le quali ho ]etto che si prende­
vano le proprie ugna, e poi si rnettevano a hullire nell' oglio, e ehe questo 
poi serveva per ee.s.er amrato, e simiLme111te si prendevano aloune foglie di 
noce, et in esse si scrivevano certe parole, del1e q1Iali non. mi riol>rsdo, col 
proprio sangue anche al sudetito effetto; si come, per esperimentare le dette 
ricette, io e Don Vincenzo Man\;ion, aUora mio OOiIDpagno nella scola, 'mesi­
mo a hullire le nostre 1.11,,=a nell'oglio et scrissemo col proprio sangue le 
parole nelle fogiie di noce; pero, e-ndo3i ab1Jri1giato l'ogli() m il foco, e 
non havendo visto effetto alcuno delle foglie scritte, a.bbr!lgiammo ii' libre 
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~ non er Biamo serviti, ne dell'unia, ne dell' altra ricctta. 
lnterro~ an credat vel credi,derit liherain hominis voluntatem 110r­

tilegiis cogi posse: 
Respondit: in aucl tellllpo io non sapevo niente di questo; pero ade,so, 

come Ohristiano, credo di no•. 
ln::errogatus an in praescripti. st rtilegii.s fuerit in:te;mixta aliqua invo­

catio Demonis: 
Respondit: Signori, no. 
Quihus hahitis, fuit ei iniunctwn iu.ramentum silentii et ut se sub,crihat. 

FIIJPPUS BONNJICIUS 

III 

Problemi pratici di poligamia dai processi dell'lnquisizione 
cli Malta -

A.I.M., Proaes,i, 61, f. 1027:r. 

Die XX mensis maii 1649. 
Coram Reverendissimo Domino Don Pietro Francesco Pontremoli Vice­
Inquisitore, assis,tente D. Ba,rtiholomeo Te~taferrata, V. J. D. paupernm 
Advocato. 
Comparuit sponte personaliter, Innocentia, filia_ quondam l\Iariani Ca­
milleri, Gauli.tana, etatis annorrn:n 4i circit~r. eui de1ato iuramento .le 
veritate dicenda proll't tactis Saerosanotis Scripturis iuravit, denuntia vit 
infrascripta : 
Havendo io, 32 anni s·ono in circa, preso per marito Michaele Sant ila 

Casal Lia, et sposatolo nella Matrice Chiesa del Gozzo, pre,ente il Cappel­
lano et moltitudine di gente, detto mio marito, doppo doi anni incirca, 
ando in corso et fu preso sdhiavo, e io, trovandomi sola et abhandon1ta, 
ho preso la cattiva strada. Et., Mranno dieeiotto anni incirca, venue nel 
Gozzo un Maltese qual'e si rudam,a·n Centola,' gi•a m>:>l"to, e quello, o solo o 
in compagnia di altri, testifico neila corte ecclesia-stica, pero non so in qnale, 
che deu.o mio marito era morto, et di la poelhi gior11i, detto Centuola mi 
disse che lui non haveva nsai cono3ciuto d~to mio n&arito, ma llhe haveva 
fatta quella depositione peT"ehe io havessi potuto prender mari-to, et viver 
nel honor del mondo poi,che egli era .amico del quondam Antonio Vella, 
mio avo, si come con effetto· di la a quatttro anni incirca, io presj per m.ari1o 
Tomaso Cassar, et l'ho sposato nella ohiesa parroehiale del, Rabato del Gozzo, 
presente iJ Signor Don M.attheolo Zahra, quale haveva cura della detta par­
rochia, et mnltitudine di gente, con i,J quale rimasi doi anni in circa e poi, 
essendos.i disgus'lati ci siamo separati; et, fra sei mesi, vennero da sohiavitn 
Geronimo Maltese, detto di •Ohimeischa, et Gioanne Chetiout, Ii quali dissero 
c'he detto Michele, mio primo marito, ancora sopraviveva in Scio, sopra 1., 
depositioni de' quali, io 'ho havnto precetto di non cohahitare ne praticare 
il detto Tomaso; pero non so per o-rdine di qual trihunale, dttl Ve~ovo o 
ddJa lnqnisitione, s.i come fu eseguito: et d.al'ho,ra non l'ho mai praticato. 
Et perche io son risoh1ta di mutar vita et servir Iddio come conviene, venni 
hoggi dal Isola de1 Go=<> in questa Isola dii• Mal.ta a. demmtiare il sudetto 
fatto per scarrico di mia conacientia seniza paMione almma. 
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IV 

_L'abiura di un Maltese, pentitosi della sua apostasia 

A.I.:M., Pnooessi, 61, ff. 4llv-412r. 

lo, Andrea Musicat, frglio d'Angelo dell'Isola de! Gozzo, dell'eta mia 
d'.anni 25 in -circa, constituito personalmente in ginditio, et inzinocchiato 
av.anti di Vostra Signoria lllust:ri~1:=ima et Re·verendis.si,ma 1\1nns.ignor Antonio 
Pignatello, lnqnisitore Gener.ale di Malta et Apo3tolico De1egato, havendo 
avanti a gl 'occhi miei i Saerrn~:anti Ev;anf!eli, quali to-coo con le proprie mani, 
giuro che sempre ho crednto, ade,so credo, e con l'aiuto di Dio cl'edero 
sempre per l'avvenire tutto quello tiene, CI'ede, predica, et insegua la Santa 
Cattolica et Apostolica Romana Ohiesa; m.a, perclhe da quesito Santo Officio, 
per le cose confes,sate da me, nella mia s•pontanea comparitione e confessione 
fatta sotto Ii 17 cli e,etterm,br•e ( ... s;_,cizio vuoto ... ) sono _stato dichiarato 

· lievemente sospetto d'.apos,tasia dalla Santa Fede Christiana all'empia setta 
Mahomettana, d'essermeli col cuore adherito tenendola p&r huona e vera 
legge, credendo, se fossi m-orto in es.a, di poter salvare 1' anima mia: per 
tanto, volendo io levare dalla mente de' fedeli di Christo questa Ii<eve so~pi• 
tione contro di me concetta, abim,o, maledico, e deresto la detta setta Maho. 
mettana con tutti i suoi riti e superstitioni, e generalmente ogni e qualun. 
que altra setta, heresia, et errore cihe contradi,ca alla Santa Cattolica et 
Apos1olica Rorn.ana Gh.iesa. 

Prometto e giuro di non incorrere mai piu in questo o simili errori e 
di non havere familiarita o pratica con apostati, o heretici, o che siano 
sospetti d'apostasia o heresia, e se conoscero a1cun tale di rlenontiarlo a 
questo Santo Officio, o vern all'lnquisitore o Ve,;covo del Juogo• dove mi 
trovarO. 

Giuro anco e prometto d'adempire inti-eramente tutte le penitenze ian­
paste d.a questo Santo Officio, e se per l'avenire io contraveneStSi alle dette 
mie pro·m·e,s,se e giuram,enti (del che NoEitro Signore mi guardi) n1'0-bligo e 
sottometto a tutte le pene da Sacri Canoni, Constitutioni generali e parti­
eolari contro simili delinquenti imposte e promolgate. 

Cosi lddio m'aiuti e qnesti suoi Sacrosanti Evangeli, quaH tocco con le 
proprie mani. 

lo Andrea l\1uscat sudetto ho abiurato, giurato, promesso, e mi sono 
ohligato come di sopra; et in fede del vero p·er non saper io scrivere, ho 
fatto un segno della Santa Croce u,eU. pre3ente cedol'a di mia abi,uratione 
di propria mano fo Malta. ·-

V 
Una sentenza defin'tiva emanata dall'lnquisitore contro la violazione 

c!alla (.agge eccles:astica di astinenza 

A.I.M., Processi, 61, ff. 488v-489r. 

lnvocato dovunque ii nome d-i No,itro Signol'e Gi-esu Christo. della sua 
Gloriasissima Madre sempre Vergine Maria, e di S. Pierto Martire nostro 
Protettore nella causa· e .cause vertenti tra il dottor Giovanni Batt~ta Far. ' . ' . ' . 

l 
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rugia, Promotore Fiscale di questo .'5. Officio cl.a IUlla parte, et Giovanni Bat. 
tista Ohidh¼;no, sudetto reo denontiato, inquisito, et confesso, per l'altra, 
per questa nM'tra diffinitiva sentenza, quale, sedend0 pro trihunali, profe. 
riam-0 in questi scritti, diciamo, pronontiamo, sententiam-0, e dichiariamo 
che tu Giovanni Battista Chitchigno sudetto, per le cose Sllldette da te con­
fesse, ti sei res-0 a questo S. Oflid-0 lievemente sospetto d'heresia, d'havi,r 
creduto che la Santa Chiesa non possa: prohibire il magnar della came in 
giorni a }ei hen visti, e conse,guentemente puoi esser incorso in tutte Je 
censure e pene da Sacri C1moni, Consti<tutioni generali e particolari contro 
simili delinquenti imposte e prOIIIlo1gate, e per tanto sei ohligato ad ahiurare 
la detta herasia, e generalmente ogni e qualnnque altra heresia et errore 
che contraili4a alla Santa Cattolica et Apostolica Romana Ohiesa nel modo e 
forma cbe da noi ti sa•ra data, doppo la qual abiura siamo contenti assoI­
verti ad cautihelam dalia scommunica nefila quale per le cose sudette puoi 
esser incorso. 

Et accio che questo tuo delitto non resti totalmente inrpunito, e per l'av. 
venire sii canto e per llEl6empio a gl'altri acdo s'asrenghino da simili delitti. 
e daI Signor Iddio ottenghi piu facilmente misericordia e perdono, t'impo­
niamo che per un mese dehhi digiunare ogni v•enerdi e sabhato, et in UDJ 

merc:oa-di di detto mese dehhi (a piedi sca]zi - JJ!l,TOle poi <l(ln(lelliate) visitare · 
la Madonna delle Gratie di Casal Zahar, e per doi anni prossimi debhi con­
fes.sa:rti eacramentalmente qualltro volte l'anno, e di conseglio di tuo confes. 
rore colllllllJUilicarti nelle quattro solennita di Santa Chiesa, cioe per la Pasqua 
di Ressurretione, per la Pentecoste, per 1' Assontione deila Beatissima Ver­
gine, e per i1 Natale del Signore, e per detto tempo dehhi ogni sahb.ito 
recitare la corona. 

Cosi diciamo, pronontiamo, sententiamo, dichiariamo e penitentiamo 
in questo et in ogni meglior modo e fonna dhe di ragione potiamo e do. 
viamo. lta pronUilltiari. 

A.J.M. 
A.0.M. 
A.S.I. 
AS.V, 
Bihl. Casan. 
Berh. Lat. 
Borg. Lat. 
Bibi. Naz 
Bibi. Vat: 
Chigi Lat. 
Mel. Hist. 
H.M.L. 
S.S. 
Urbiu. Lat. 
Vitt. Eman. 
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]n.qukiu,, et Ddegpitus A postolicW!. 
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MALTESE FAIRY TALES 
by FELIX KARLINGER 

(Translated by BIOGEN TAUSSIG) 

[The following is a translation of Prof. Felix Karlinger's comments on the 
Maltese tales included in the volume Inse/miirchen Des Mittelmeeres edited by him and 
published in 1960 by Eugen Diederichs Verlag in the series "Die Marchen Der 
Weltliteratur He.rausgegeben von Frirorich von der L<,yen". The transkl•..icm, whi"ch 
is taken from the "Concluding Remarks" on pp. 305-309 of the volume, has been 
kindly provided by Frau Imogen Taussig, of the Maltese-German Circle. Thanks are 
due to Dr. F. Damato, D.O. (Oxcin), D.O.M.S. (Lond.), for dra,ving our attention 
to Prof.· Karlinger's · authoritative contribution to the comparative study of Maltese 
folk-tales - The Editor.] 

Greek fairy tales form a strong link between Malta and the Turkish and 
Arabian areas. This is revealed in the Maltese dialect which cannot deny its 
Semitic origin. But also many Italian words have slipped into the vocabulary 
and fairy tales often bear a striking resemblance to those of Southern Italy and 
Sicily. In this context the fact that Malta is orientated towards the West with 

· regard to religion - i.e. Rome is more important than Byzantium - may be 
of certain significance. This becomes particularly apparent in Maltese legends. 
Thus Malta forms a link between Roman culture of both the East and the West 
and has become the pivot of the entire Mediterranean area. 

The main reason why "The Seven-headed Dragon" was included in this 
volume is its graphic and vivid description. The attractive narrative makes it 
easy to forget that the linking of both plots - the exchange of a sheep for a 
dog and the fight against the dragon assisted by animals - is probably not of 
local origin because two of the dogs are no longer mentioned in the second half . 
of the fairy tale. Probably, originally all three had to perform a particular task 
for their master. The fact that the dragon and the dog conduct their fight in such 
a chivalrous manner .,.... even of doing so in rounds - is a particularly clever 
move on the part of. the narrator. 

The next story "Leila and Keila" is a farce, popular in Asia Minor, in 
which the cheating of an unjust Governor is justified. Both the nomenclature, 
the compulsion to wear a veil, and the entire action are typically oriental. 

In "The Son of the Fisherman" the princess atones for insulting her non­
aristocratic husband during the wedding night. Her d(;parture, dressed as a man 
in order to win back her spouse who is living abroad, is a characteristic approach 
which is particularly well known and popular in Romance literature of the West. 
In romances and ballads this theme appeared in Spanish lyrics and is also found 
in many folk songs. 

The next fairy tale "The Prince, The Girl, The Basil And The Stars" is 
also akin to Italian and Spanish song poems. A clever maiden first conquers the 
prince by solving a riddle, then by her wise prudence, and finally gains his love. 
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The language of flowers may be considered as characteristic of Latin countries·. 
The maiden places basil on her balcony and tends it with care. This signifies 
that she is not betrothed and would like to get married. Basil and carnation are 
synonymous in flower language, both being symbols of a young man, while the 
rose takes the place of a young girl. It is only possible to understand typical 
Latin love lyrics if one knows these symbols: aIJ one has to do is to substitute 
"Jover" for carnation and "beloved" for the rose. So, if a maiden carefully tends 
a flower that is the symbol of a young man she proclaims that she does not have 
a sweetheart. As soon as she is engaged carnations and basil disappear from her 
balcony. When the son of the king asks the young girl about the basil it is not 
actually a riddle but a question asked in jest, which the girl parries with a real 
puzzle. 

In "The Princess Who Only Wanted to Marry the Most Handsome Prince" 
the clever maidens in the two previous fairy tales are succeeded by a represen­
ative of the same social class who is not only stupid but conceited into the 
bargain. The devil himself punishes her for her arrogance and, like the princess 
in "King Thrush Beard", she is drasticaIJy reformed by the ordeal and is event­
ually rescued by the three sons of her chambermaid. The youngest and bravest 
finally takes her home as his bride. 

Not. a demon but a good fairy cures "The Proud King" of his defects. Half 
fairy tale, half farce, the narrative derives its charm from its gay yet con­
templative mood. It conveys a true precept without raising the pedagogic index 
finger in a pedantic manner as in the case of other fairy tales devoted to morality. 
Once again the initial phase is the betting motive, and as in fairy tale No. 15 
a little sorcery helps the cause of good to triumph. In the following fairy tale 
a king is also cured - actually in a double sense: a stupid woman not only 
saves his life but also cures his bad habit of making a fool of simpletons. Here 
the formula is to cure by laughter. This remedy is immediately tried out twice 
and benefits both beast and man. But probably the farcical attitude conceals the 
magic spell of nudity, still greatly cherished in the beliefs of the common people 
of the South. The end is rather surprising, probably to establish the predominance 
of the farce. 

In "The King Who Broke His Word" we find a fairy tale which, as far as 
I know, only bears resemblance to Abyssinian and West Indian tales (see Enno 
Littmann, Publications of the Princeton Expedition to Abyssinia, Leyden, Vol. 2, 
1910, and The Fire on the Mountain and Other Ethiooian Stories by Harold 
Courlander and Wolf Leslau, New York, 1956). In the first narrative of this 
collection the king is also enlightened in a similar manner with regard to his 
shortcomings. The affinity of both fairy tales, down to the smallest detail, is so 
striking that it must be assumed that our Maltese version is akin to African 
tales which found their way to the Mediterranean Islands via Egypt. 

In "Queen Flower of the World", the original title of which does not appear 
in Maltese but in Italian as Fior de/ Mondo, the queen with .such a poetical name 
is not as would be expected, good, and the magician bad; it is just the contrary. 
However, the manner in which the wizard evades the snares of his enemy does 
not appear convincing, so that one gains the impression that the fairy tale has 
been passed on in a mutilated form. It is no ,longer possible to reconstruct the 
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exact original meaning. Nevertheless, the wizard is probably supported by a wise 
white magician, while the queen. is a witch in disguise. The powers of light and 
darkness wage their battle in a magic land. We have purposely added this frag­
ment of a fairy tale in order to demonstrate that even in the South, so steeped 
in tradition, story-tellers may suffer from lapses of memory whereby a changeling 
materializes. 

On the other hand the next fairy tale "The Wicked Magician and the Apple" 
runs true to forni an.d . enlarges upon the theme. The young hero rescues his 
fellow prisoners who had been turned into animals and escapes on a magic 
horse, in reality a bewitched prince. 

"The Ogress" is our witch from "Hansel and Gretel", however without a 
witch's powers, who merely uses the oven to roast her victims without turning 
them into gingerbread. Her husband shares her taste and has n.o magical powers 
either. The clever maiden outwits her adversary in the well-known manner and 
gives the ogress' husband her roasted enemy to eat. The farcical tone is intensified 
by exaggerations terminating with the witty rhyme which is difficult to translate. 
"Appa" is more or less the equivalent of our "hopsa", but it is impossible to 
render the last rhyme in German. Hardly another Maltese fairy tale exists in 
which food is discussed to such length. The menu alone proves that this is a 
Mediterranean story. Broad beans always appear in island fairy tales. This also 
includes a type of vetch that can be eaten unripe and raw. In Malta capers are 
just as common as olives and they are eaten with bread. 

"The Ugly Giant" is not a monster but an enchanted prince. The theme of 
the maiden in the snake pit and the lion's den is typical of the East as well as 
of Northern Europe. On the other hand the shark episode is new to me. Possibly 
this is the expression of the insular mentality. As there are no wild beasts on 
the small island fishermen often have nightmares about man-eating sharks. 

The name for "Little Pepper" in fairy tale No. 32 is "Bzara" in Maltese. 
It really refers to green pepper which is a popular dish on the island either 
roasted or fried in oil. This fairy tale was chosen. as an example of narratives 
that form a sequence such as we find in Germany. The same type of fairy tale 
also exists in Sardinia, except that the dog bites the man's behind which is more 
in keeping with its farcical aspect. 

We know the "Messengers of Death" from Grimm's fairy tales. 
"The Penitent and the Devil" gives a completely unorthodox example of a 

sermon and the ethics are expounded in such a gay and reflective manner in 
order to obtain a pleasant effect. Wouldn't it be nice to induce political zealots 
to adopt a similar doctrine ! 

This narrative is immediately followed by "Blanket of Fire", a fairy tale 
steeped in morals. This is not a purely Christian example of a sermon because 
Buddhist influences are apparent. The comparison of the two fairy tales Nos. 34 
and 35 was made to demonstrate how much the subject matter and structure of 
fairy tales and legends may vary. 

With a papal legend of occidental approach we bid farewell to Malta, the 
island situated at the crossroads of the Eastern and Western Mediterranean region. 
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Transliated by VERA VENOUR 

SIBYLLA< 1> 

[This study, origfoaiJy published by Be'l-tha Ilg in 1914, woo unknown on l\falta 
until 1959, when I read the title Maltesische Legenden von der Sibylla on the fly 
!leaf of her book Indianermarchen which was on display at the Book Exh'bition 
held in Kiel during the International Congress for Folk-Narrative Research 
1!1.8.59-24.8.59. On the 23rd Seprtember, 1959 I wrote to Frau Koess,ler-Ilg, 
who was living at San ;\iartin de los Andes, Arg1ent'na, and asked her whether she 
could let me have a copy as it was not available at any Ebrary in Malta. On the 
15th December, 1959 she replied: "I have no time just now to go ovel' the chaos of 
old papers, but as you seem to be interested I send. you the one copy left. Can you 
copy it and give it back to me? If I can find in the meantime another copy you may 
keep it. It is not a big work, only a few leaves, but I have the feeling that nobody 
gathered these fabl'es, 01· whwt they are ... I wonder if you find something interest­
ing in the Sibylla tales! ... "On !\lay 6, 1960 I wrote saying:" ... As for your 
Maltesische Legenden ven der Sibylla I have had it copied and I am returning it to 
you ·with 1nany, many thanks. . .. I am sure it i-s an in1portant contr.ibu~ion. Exc1ept 
for Fr. Magri, who mentions the Sittaibrilja mot:f in one of his tales, I think 
nobo<ly has ever collected these fables." 

Dr F. J. Damato, M.D., D.O. (Oxon.) D.O.l\LS., was good enough to prepare a 
tentative translation from the German orig:nal and on the 23rd September, 1963 
I informed Frau Koessler-Ilg that I intended to publish a translation of her l\Ialtese 
Legends of the Sibylla in the "Maltese Folklore Review." She agreed to this and 
by 1968 a fresh translation with a view to publication had been made out by 
l\lrs Vera Venour, of the Maltese-German Circ~e, through the good offices of Her 
Excellency Frau Wollenweber, wife of the then German Ambassador to l\Ialta, and 
wcth the co-operation of Mr J. Pisani, at that time Chairman of the Circle, and of 
the Rev. J. i\L Milne, !\I.A., B.D. 

Grateful thanks are due to all who have in any way helped towards· the 
pub !'cation of this important study. - The Ed'.tor] 

1. - 1s-settisibella or Settusibilla, The Wise Ruler 

This beautiful woman of great wisdom lived from the time of Ada.rm's 
Ein to the birth of Mary, that is for exactly 4000 years and some days. She 
was full of confidence and had the most ambitious plans, and this was the 
reason: All young girls frorm Adam's and Eve's first daughter to the birth 
of Mary were ensnared and brought to fall by the Tempter so that they 
ended in the eternal fire. The clever Is-settisibella thought that only in her, 
the most beautiful of women, the wisest of the wise and the proudest of 
the proud, could the Son of the Master, who was to become man, take flesh. 
She could divine all things and from the beginning gave advice to the 
Master and prophesied ;w-hat would become of this one or that one were 
he to be created. She was held in high estee,n and her courage was so great 

(l) Originally published in Ze,tschrift des Vereins fiir Volkskunde in Berlin, Heft I, 
1914. For Legends of the Sibyl'a con.fused with the Queen of Sheba, see Bousset 
in 'Herzog's Realenci,clopaedie fiir Prote.stant;sche Theologie 18, 265 (1906). 
R. Koehler, Klein.ere Schriften 2, 87, 1900. W. Hertz, Gesammelte Abhandlungen 
1905, S. 436. Kuehnau, Schlesische Sagen 1, 555, 617 (1910). 
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. that she knew neither :Eear nor re,traint. Nothing was new to her. She 
8Illiled at inventions and only said that a thousand years ago even the 
stupidest had known about it. "To you it is new to-dav because of tl:e 
effort it took to rediscover it. You remain 1small people". But she never 
thought about the birth of a girl destined to be the mother of the Son of 
God, because the Master had never withheld anything from her. She had 
always been privileged and claimed all honours for herself alone. In return 
S'he concerned herself with the great and small events and ruled with a firm 
and wise hand •. She knew haw to make nature bow to her wishes and also 
the hearts and spirits of man. 

No human soul knows wihen the Master had created this assiSll:ant. Some 
of the wise hold that she has existed from the beginning of the world, others 
that she is one of the angels who fell with Lucifer, and yet others see in 
her the creature whom the Master had destined to he Adam's wife, who 
found her too clever and wise. to he his equal when she was meant to be 
subject to him. The beauty of Js-settisihella never faded because she remain­
ed chaste and pure, although the times were corrupt. She had a super­
natural air about her which enchanted and her wis,d,om was, not of an earthly 
kind. 

She was the sister of the strong Samson, the wise Solomon and the 
patient Joh, hnt she was by far superior to all three in strength, wis,dom 
and patience. She was older than they and her wisdom and other virtue, 
were of the ages. She had been ruling for some thousands of years when 
the Master gave those three to her as brothers. They had a great respect 
for her, hut feared her because she knew everything and she rather liked 
to start not only quarrels hut aiso lengthy wars. For she was also a fighter 
and led her people under various disguises. 

She was also particularly capable and learned as a doctor. One day, 
during the years of peace between wars, she started to write a hook on 
Medicine, for she knew a cure for every disease. The first book. dealt with 
the mo,t ,•erious inner diseases whioh docto,rs torlav call incurable. :ilte 
described the treatment and named the imno•rtant J{erhs At that time no­
body hut her had any knowledge of these. The second b~ok also dealt with 
inner diseases, but those that could be . more easily recognised by outward 
symptoms. So she wrote hooks about all the ills that can afflict man until 
she had filled nine boo,ks T},e tenth and last now was not meant for thos" 
who had some knowledg

0

e of medicine hu.t for .the ordinary people who 
wanted tn cure their Slll1all ailments themselves. It dealt with headaches, 
indigestion, treatment of eyes that could not hear the light, and earache. 
It mentioned sprained limbs and women's complaints. For all these there 
was a simple treatment - hot poultices, warm drinks, scalding for fingers 
a Ila eked hy worm whi.tlow or scabies; for other ailments she advised blood let. 
ting and leeches, for stiff limbs bathing in seawater until they become supple 
a•~ain, for warts on the skin ther" was the wolf's 'bane (~en,'.!"nuda). 
She gave the recipe for the "s•piced wine", a mixture of many odd things 
including the blood of various animals and a number of herbs - a drink 
to treat shock. From her also comes the recipe of the potion o•f the seven 
rr:lxtures, which many have found a blessing although the doctors speak 
ar11inst it. It consisted of aeawater, &0up of boiled coxcomb (common celo-
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sia, amarante), cloves, yellow safran, seeds of maidenhair (capelvenerae), 
orange peel and ,red pepper (2). 

Compared with the other books, ithongh, this, tenth was almost worthless; 
it did not deal with anything difficult. In short, the ten hooks contained the 
essence of all wis,dom. The thoughtful reader could even .work out from 
them how long a Life would last or whether the life of a patient or a newly 
born child was worth preserving or destroying. There was :written in them 
of love, of the power of wi,:edom and riches and ho,v to ohiain and to keep 
them. It was a learned worrk of such excell,ence that no ordinary man could 
ever have :written it. 

Now she Jo eked the ten hooiks in a glass case and wrote on it: "Anry. 
one who wants to learn to he a doctor, come to me!" She placed the 
glas,9 case so that pas,sers-by coul'd not miss it. Naturally it was seen and 
talked about by many. It also became widely known that this wisest of 
women had used in her recipes everything nature provides from worms and 
poisonous animals to plants and diverse waters. Everything had been ex• 
plained hut the knowledge was later lost and that is why we now have eo 
many incurable and infectious diseases. But on with the story: 

One day a young man came to her and wanted to know .the price for 
the ten books. She said: "One hundred gold pieces, the large ones with 
my brother's .seal on them." The young man laughed scornfully as it seemed 
too much to him. Now he was one of the richest and 'noblest in the 
country. Is-Settisihella, or as other called her, Settusibilla, replied: 
"Without these my hooks you will never attain knowled;re. But a doctor 
without this knowledge is worth less than a donkey, for the latter can do 
no harm. You would do well to buy the books." But he began to haggle and 
to baqrnin. After mucih haggling, at last he went away and she burnt one 
of the ·hooks as she ha'd threatened, the first and best one she :burnt. The 
next day the young man came again and was surprised to see only nine 
books. He had taken her threat for empty words. Now he tried to bargain even 
more and said: "A hundred gold pieces with the Sultan's seal for ten 
hooks - for nine surely much less.'' But she demanded a hundred as be­
fore. Again they did not agree and angrily the young man left. So she burnt 
a second hook, and to make a long story short, she destroyed nine hooks, 
but she never lowered the price. The young man at last bought the tenth 
hook for this high price and behold, the important things were not in it. 
She ridiculed him and said: "You were a fool to hesitate to give a hundred 
gold pieces for the ten hooks. You are a fool because knowledge will never 
enter your hear!. You remain a fool because die hook cannot help yo'1r 
foo H~·hnes1s. 1\"ow go an1l (lo not let the grave,diggers wait too Ion~." Anrl 
she was proved right. The young man became an incapable doctor and had 
to pay heavily for his failures. Now the story continues: 

Once it so happened that Solomon, while they were having one of their 
quarrels, suffered from an eye disease to such an extent that he could not 

(2) The n.arrator, a street labourer, has au exact knowledge of most plants to be 
found on the i1s1and. He enjoys a cer_tain reputation among the people as an 
expert of the 'old mixtures'. As he indulges a lot in quack healing and is 
afraid of the. police, he revealed the above 'me<l,ical book" of the ls-Settisibel,a 
only ve,ry reluctantly. 
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bear even subdued daylight or the light from his oil lamps. An evil sup. 
puration formed and he tore at his lashes in pain. He suffered greatly and 
despaired like a beggar beset by dogs. But he did not want to ask his sister, 
the clever Settusibella, for help, beeause he knew she would give it only 
with mockery and scorn or not at all. So he tried all kinds of remedies. 
He had herbs brought to him from far and near, he bathed the affected 
parts continuously and even tried sorcerers with their magic, he, the king 
and judge. But the evil got worse with every day and he lived in the con­
stant fear and terror of growing blind, helpless like a leper. So he suffered 
for four whole years and almost daily he tried a new cure. Quack,s and 
charlatans now had free access and made fat profits. At last he saw that ,1l] 
his efforts :were in vain and he said to himself: "I must try to get the 
remedy out of imy sister by a ruse. She will not freely help me and to asik 
her humhly is beneath my dignity." . 

So he called a large crowd of children in his city to him and told them : 
"Gather together and run and skip along the streets rejoicing and shouting. 
I shall reward you handsomely.· Run, as if by chance, towards the palace 
of my sister and there make an even louder noise. If she comes out to ask 
the cause of your shouting, tell her: 'We are shouting and rejoicing be­
cause Solomon, our Sultan, is at last healed from his eye disease and can 
enjoy again the light of day and of his thousand oil lamps.' Then listen 
carefully what she says and tell me •word for word. Your reward will lbe 
great.'' 

So the children, who could think of no merrier task, went along and 
made an indescribable noise. When they came to the palace of Settusibella 
ghe came out as expected wondering what it was all about (for she was of 
a very inquisitive nature and had to get to the bottom of everything) and 
enquired the reason for the children's merrymaking and the children an­
swered: "Our Sultan's eyes have been healed and he can see the light again. 
That is why we are happy and merry." She answered: "I can well believe 
it. As a clever man he will have touched his eyes only with his elbows." 
The children went baok and reported everythbg word for word. Then 
Solomon strucik his forehead and exclaimed: "As I thought! To touch with 
the elbows means not to touch at · all, so now I will give up all my cures." 
From then on he only bathed his eyes by holding them open in a basin · 
with clean water. Soon they were clean and free from the poisonous and 
suppurating tissue that had formed. 

The pitiless Settisibella who herself rules over grea,t kingdoms, lived 
for a long time together with Solomon. This she did to test him and to 
discover the secret powers he possessed within him. So it also came about 
that Settusibella was the first cause of his downfall. He betrayed himseli 
to her during his hours of Jeisure and pleasure. For Settusibella never gave 
without return and was- alw,.ys intent on her own advantage. She often 
quarrelled and disputed with Solomon. He often got very angry because she 
could always excel and outwi,t him, If they happened to talk about the first 
parents she would ask him: "What di,l Eve think when she knew she 
was to become a mother?'• And Solomon ansiwered: "She felt a consolation 
to he so blessed." But she laughed at him and said: "Wrong. She wa8 
in fear of herself, a fear growing to madne,s, so t~t Adam had to e.cape 
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and hide from her until her time had come.'' Or she asked Solomon: 
"Was it according to the Master's :will that Eve became a mother a second 
time?" Solomon answered: "Certainly, he :wanted to populate the earth." 
But Settusibella mocked him. "Wrong, Yon can tell by the consequence: 
Cai11. the child of sin, conceived a!\"aim,t the commandment of the Master, 
carried a curse and lived only to kill the fruit of the second sin committed 
on Eve. The Master would have had other ways and means to populate the 
earth had he so wanted." For Settusibella well knew history of old, for 
she had lived from the beginning and was in communication with all the 
spirits. She knew in whose body one of the wonderful pearls was carried 
and she could tell its way exactly. She herself believed that she carried a 
pearl within herself which probably explains her indescribable pride. for 
she always hoped to become the mother of her Master's Son. We will tell 
of this and then break off _the story. 

First we must say that she solved in a short time the most difficult 
problems which Solomon and other wise men had taken weeks and months 
to think up in order to confuse and shame her. And as she surpassed Solo­
mon in wis,dom she set him problems in her turn, . which he was never 
able to solve. So there was always_ quarrel and strife between the two. Each 
wanted to play the master, and whenever Settusibella seemed to be sub. 
missive for an hour, Solomon could be certain that she planned mischief 
against him. But they ruled over the whole world and had great power 
over hearts and spirits. Solomon also believed he felt the wonderful pearl 
within himself and that this was the source of his inner powers. 

And now we will tell where her belief that her body was blessed even. 
tually got her. 

She liker! to live together with young gid:s. It wa'S her pieasure to 
watch them grow in body and soul. She founded a kind of school, It had a 
different name in those days, hut we will call it a school. In this school 
no girl could he admitted unless, she was physically ,developed. She explained 
to parents who wanted their daughters admitte,d before their time, that 
spiritual !!"rowith is in relation to physical growth and that therefore she 
could ~ccept for education only fully developed girls. She kept these girls, 
who all came from the best families, until their eighteenth year, no longer. 
After this age their education was completed, Mostly she had 15, some­
times 17 girls. Now there was something mysterious about this school and 
the pupils were sworn to silence. Further it was the custom that good 
families selllt their daughters to the school of SettusibeHa before they were 
married, and so it happened that Mary(•), the future Mother of God, also 
came to this school and had to reimain there, despite her tears, which would 
have moved anyone, even those who "have a stone in the place where the 
heart shoul,1 he. But not Settusibella. 

The mistress had introrluceil a particular custom. Each morning sbe 
as!ked ~he girl,s, who harl to appear singly before her, "fuat they had •rlreamerl. 
Sometimes she would explain the 'lkeams. Bnt she ,rlid no,t <lo this merely 
to satisfy her curiosity. One girl for instance would ti,ll her sihe 'had dreamt 
of a beautiful dress, another of half eaten boiled broad beans (a favourite 

(3) See De N.ino, Usie costumi abruzzesi 4., 16; Diihnhardt, Natursagen 2, 263 nr. {4..c) 
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dt,h o.f the l\laltese), the .~hird of a handsom•e yonng man, and so on. She 
dealt briefly with all these girls and was only .intent ro learn what the quiet 
Mary had dreamed, She seemed mo,st concerne,d about this and she had a 
feeling as if this maid carried the pearl., that sanctifies the body, and not 
@he, Settu:sibella, herself, But strangely, :Mary never dr,eamed, which pleased 
the mistress so much, that· she marked her out from all the others. She 
toid herself again and again : "The concept.ion of the Son nf God will he, 
preceded by a dream, that comes from the pearl. I myself must he the 
Chosen One and shall be the Beloved of the Master." 

One day she again asked the quiet Mary and .ihe told her joyfully: 
"I dreamt that a seed germinated in my womb, ibecame a plant and tihrew 
out shoots, until it was a tree whose leafy hranches s,pread out over the 
world, giving shade and rest." So the quiet Mary told her in all simplicity, 
but the mistress was beside hersdf with ra,ge and fonstration, .an.cl. she tore 
out her hair which was twice the length of her hody. She beat her head 
against the wall, bit her tornghe until it bled, rolling herself on the flo,;,r 
like. an unclean animal, uttering wild sounds as of madness. 

Heaven was watching tihis wild fury, and because sihe was the great;,st 
teacher, had lived from the beginning, and ha·d been marke,d by so many 
favours by the Master, which made her believe she was blessed by the 
divine pearl, they had pity on her, and pediap,s also wanted to turn her 
wrath away from the quiet girl Mary. 

, So an angel flew down to earth and said to her: "Be quie,t, Ladv. 
Whatever you de-mand will be granted to you, hut the one desire you must 
reno,unce, to become the )\Iother of ~he Son of God. This favour cannot he 
~ranted to yon, it is reserved for a pure virgin. So ask another favour." 

But the great, wise lady now began a mad raging, worse than before 
and the angel was horrified when he saw her behaviour. Thrashing like a 
wild animal, and with the mnst degrading gestures that left nothing of her 
greatness, .she scream•ed li,ke one possessed: "I want to live in Hell forever!" 
At that moment a chasm opened, a yawning pit, and she plunged down 
into the unden1'orld. 

Since then she goes on living tjhere as ,he had lived on earth. She 
lives and cannot die, she is doomed to remain there for eternity, because 
for her, who has known about the pearl and its meaning, there can be no 
eternal death. But she does not feel the fire ang the torment that allows the 
,lamn·ed no peace. She lives relatively happily, still reigning, if only .wer 
the King,lom of Shadow, but still a wvereign. 
' But the serenr aml quiet Mary unknmvingly prepared to become the 
Mother of th,. Saviour. Now one of those <lays it came to pass that Lucifer, 
who until then had r;u]ed over the ,lominion of ,hell, was charged with an 
errand by hi, new rni,stress, the SettUBihella, whicih he was to carry out 
immediately. Now hear: 

Until that timP no maiden had resisted him, in fart there was no virgin 
except the quiet Mary. All of them were fallen igirl,s and all of them ,doomed 

· to live in hell. So Lucifer resolved to tempt the quiet Mary and then to 
present the proud Settns1h;]Ja with tihe proof of her fall. He took the shape 
of a handsome arnl winning youn,:: man and appeared before the serene 
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and beautiful M arv. With subtle flatterv in his voice he saLd : "~on fairest 
of the fair, there · can never be a sin in submission that is £reelv granted, 
but only when forced nrpon you, or given frivolously and withoui thought. 
r on can freely grant me a favo,ur, a kiss. Let me kiss you. Your purity­
,rnrl all that is radiant and good in you will he awakened and will raise 
vou above your companions. Nothing you do could ever overshadow your 
destiny, everything can only make it -shine more brightly. You will un. 
derstand, and this will make you receptive and prepare you. Let ,m-e he 
your teacher.'' And the quiet Mary, the only girl of her tim-e who was not 
destined for HPJI, said: "Do a,s yon think right," inviting him with a 
movement of her hand to come dmer. Ent hardly had he bent over her fac" 
when she, with the flat o.f her child"s han,l, hit him s-o liard on the baek 
of the neck, that he gnas·hed his teeth loudly. ~he whole world heard this 
gnashing, it was a terrible earthquake, even the sea left its bed. Ever since 
the devil carries the mark of he,r blow on his neck, which is bruised and 
swollen. And s-o the quiet Mary fulfi!IPd the words that were written from 
the day the Lord expelled Adam and Eve from the gan;len: 'A virgin will 
come who will smite your neck and crush it.' 

Tuns enm the stmy of the clever Settusibella. The like of her will 
ne,ier exist again acc.ording to God's will. She had wisused the Master's 
gifts, brought Solomon, the wise king, to a wicked end, and had incited 
the nations against one another. Power had not lain well in her self-wilfod 
hand, therefore the Lord and Master took it from her (•). 

2. - The Wise Solomon And His Clever Sister 1s-settisibilla 

The wise Solomon had a sister Is-Settisihilla or Sitta:i:hrilja ('). It often 
ha1,pened that fhe two of them teased eacih other with riddles. And as the 
clever sister always, or almost always, had the right solution, Solomon was 
often annoyed, and he quarrelled with her over trifles. 

Once they talked about the story of Joseph. who was king in Egyp,t, 
and got to the rpoint, :when Pntiphar's wife tried to seduce Joseph. So 
Is-Settisiheila asked her brother: "What would you have done in Putiphar's 
place, :what would have been your judgement?" Solomon said: "The ap­
pearance was against him. And he had never heard his wife utter a lie or 
fals,e wo,rds. So it was right that the coat <the woman held in her 11and 
was used as evidence." Is-Setti,sibella laughed at J1er brother and said: "You 
men will never see the obvious. You base your judgement on irresolute and 
obscure words and yet you have the temerity to continue appearing as 
ruler and judge. Putirphar should have judged easily and shnply by the 
coat which his wife held in front of him. If the ·coat was torn in from, 
Joeph must have been the attacker and guilty; if the hack was torn, as 

(4) The narrator, a simple, sincere man, is somewhat inclined to mysticism and 
rkes to talk in obscure allusions. He takes h_is explanations very seriously. 
Often he comes after dayts to correct ,some point 'in order that nothing is 
altered or mi•mnderstood of the old word•s cJ' the forbears, wh'ch tradition 
has passed, from son to son'. 

(5) In Sicil'an legend•s Solomon's sister is called Sapienza or Stella. (Pitre, Fiabe 
e leggende sic. 1888 p. 127, 129). 
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was in fact the case (I saw it myself), then she was t~e attacker and guilty. 
But the judgement of men is like an earthenware pot, that has a sound u 
long as it is whole aud not in fragments." 

And Solomon wondered at her wisdom hut would not admit it, because 
it had again annoyed him and he only said: "Your talk is all very well, 
but it reminds me of an image made of soft clay, which takes shape under 
.-ru,'s hands by chance, and one attaches no value to it. Such a likeness 
may turn out to be good or had, hut it does not last and is therefore worth­
less. Conclusions can easily he drawn in this way." 

But Is-Settisihella saw through him and answered disdainfully: ''If 1 
draw you a picture of the physical appearance of Putiphar, would you he 
able to draw conclusions from it as to his character and habits? This is 
more than a clay image." Solomon did not want to appear unsure of him. 

· self and asked her for the description. Is-Settisibella only said : · "It is 
enough for you to know that his beard and moustache were whitei though 
the hair on his head was dark without a streak of white. What, my clever 
brother, do you infer froni that?'' 

Solomon had no sure answer to this and just answered in general phrases. 
And he passed as a wise and really clever man. She answered him: "'f4.ose 
who think a lot and work with their head, will soon have white hair and 
become tired. Those who eat and chew a lot and use their mouth and jaw, 
will soon have a white heard. So you can easily judge his character. 

Another time brother and sister again discussed many important things, 
such as other people accept without question, right or wrong. Bnt Is-Setti­
sihella thought nothing unnoteworthy and aooepted nothing easily as truth. 
She had a great ability not to allow anything to become commonplace. 
And they talked about Eve and her rela•.ionship with the serpent. Solomon 
talked about what he had heard, Is•Settis1bella about what she had seen. 
And t11en they quarrelled. But at ]a'st she half convinced him against bis 
will. She explained: "Eve was a friend of the snakes. She played with 
these reptiles and it was they who made her want to taste sin with Adam 
against the will of the Master, :who had given them an appointed time. 
And as tlie wicked angel knew how close she was to the serpents and how 
she loved them, he took their shape and tempted her again, and she learnt 
corruption. But Adam knew nothing about it. The Lord and Master was 
angry with the unclean woman and the frivolous, blind man. He ordained 
that both would feel unwell at fixed times according to the phases of the 
moon. So it remained for_a long time, until the :Master changed this so that 

. only the woman suffered this affliction, because man did not know how 
tc> cover himself decently. But this happened much, much later and only 
after the men also had borne children, who were without exception weak 
and crippled, since man had to attend to his heavy work and coul-d not 
take much can, o,f himself". So Is-Setti,ihella talke,rl with Solomon and spoke 
many a true word. 

They also talked about Cain once and Solomon had his own ideas. But 
Is-Settisihella knew moTe and told him the fo1l,lowing, in order to show 
who•e chilrl he was , 

Eve bore twins, first a girl whose father was Adam, then a son whoBe 
father was the serpent, or the other way round, but probably it was as I 
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have said. And Adam had no love for Cain, he was drawn to the girl, who 
was very beautiful. And the Master said : "These two children are meant 
for each other, they shall be man and wife and they shall found a new 
generation." But now it happened, that Eve again gave birth to twins, this 
time a son they called Abel, and a daughter. Now this son was Adam's 
child and the girl had the same father as Cain. Eve then had many more 
children, but here we will mention only these four. 

The children grew up and one day Abel said to his father: "I do not 
like my wife. I am devoted to the one who is promised to mY brother. 
Give her to me. Cain shall be content with my wife.'' Adam was very 
sm-prised at this, not krtc,wing who the father of the other two was. He 
was particularly fond of Abel and Cain's sister. He went to Cain and tried 
to take his lo'l;ely :wife away from him by force, since words and threats 
were in vain. Now ,Cain became very upset and could not c.ontain his grief 
and hatred At last he said: "We will build altars and offer sacrifice. The 
one whose "smoke rises upward shall have the beaUJtiful wife. If the smoke 
from both fires rises upward, it shall remain as it was at birth - each shall 
have his twin sister for a wife." 

Now it happened that Eve had heard this exchange and wanted to 
help her favourite Cain, for she loved him dearly. She hurriedly went and 
poured water around Abel's sacrifice so that no flame could start. The 
brothers knew nothing of this. They lit their pyre, but the water which 
had wetted everything on the outside did not allow the fire to spread. It 
only burnt in the centre of the pyre and behold, the smoke rose straight 
to the sky, while Cain's sacrifice only blazed without smoke, or only very 
little from the sides. Abel rejoiced and turne·d homewardl5 to possess his 
beautiful sister, Cain's :wife. But Cain ran after him and slew him. He had 
seen the water around Abel's pyre. 

And so great grief came over Adam and Eve. 
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MALTA FOLKLORE SOCIETY 

In 1964 a group of folklore enthusiasts formed a Malta Folklore Society and 
at a general meeting held on· December 21, 1964 at the Anglo-Maltese League Head­
quarters in Valletta, the following Committee for 1965 was elected: 

Hon. Presidents: Ant. Cremona, D.Lit. 

President: 
Secretary: 
Treasurer: 
Members: 

J. Cassar Pullicino, A.L.A. 
Charles G. Cassar, M.D. 
C.A. Micallef 
J. Sammut 
Mro. J. Magri 
Chev. J_ Galea, K.M., F.S.A. 
M. Abela 
L. Azzopardi 
G. Cardona. 

The Society's Statute spells out the objects for which the Society is estab-
lished, i.e. 

(a) to preserve Maltese Folklore, to make it known and to encourage the 
practice of it in its traditional forms; 

(b) to promote Maltese folklore by means of lectures, broadcasts, demon­
strations, publications, festivals and other like methods; 

( c) to promote and encourage research into and study of customs and 
traditions, and other manifestat:ons of Maltese folk-life, the origins, 
development and practice of Maltese folk dances, songs, music and 
costume and their relationship with those of other countries. 

Membership of the Society is open to all who are interested in the above, 
subject to approval by the Committee consisting of a Chairman, a Treasurer, 
a Secretary and five other members. 

The Statute contains a provision whereby, in the event of the Society ceasing 
to function, all its effects, including money, shall be deposited with the Director of 
Museum to be utilized as he deems fit for the promotion of Maltese Folklore Studies. 

The following were elected to form the Committee for 1971: 
Hon. Presidents: A. Cremona, D.Lit. 

President: 
Hon. Secretary: 
Hon. Treasurer: 
Organiser of Activities: 
Members: 

Folk-Music Aclhities 

J_ Cassar Pullicino, A.L.A. 
Charles G. Cassar, M.D. 
Joe Dalli 
Publius Borg, Dip. Educ. 
Paul Asciak 
Carmel Bonavia 
M. Rose Gatt, B.A. (Hons.), 
Chev. Raffaele Bonnici Cali 
Charles A. Micallef 
Joseph Sammut. 

B.A. (Gen.) 

S:nce 1965 the Society has been respons'ble for the organisation of the Imnarja 
Folk-song Competition held at Buskett on the night of the 28th June. At the 
request of the Society the well-known Maltese composer Charles Camilleri composed 
Three Popular Maltese Dances (1 - Dance of Youth, II - Carnival Dance, 
III - The Dance and the Kiss) which were published by J. Curwen & Sons Ltd, 
London, in 1967 and since then recorded on Maltadisk by AudioV]Sion Productions, 
43/15 Zachary Street, Valletta. These dances, which were composed in order to 
foster folk-dancing in the Maltese Islands, have been performed on various occasions. 
Their musical style is derived from the Maltese National dance tune known as 
11-Maltija. The Soe:ety has also encouraged local dance groups to include the Maltiia 
in their repertoire and to wear the national costume when participating in dancing 
competitions abroad. 

·--~~-l 
j 
J 
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Lectures 
Publ:c lectures were also held under the auspices of the Society, viz.:-

16th June, 1965 Mr Charles Camilleri Folk-music motifs in mo• 
dern composition 

14th December, 1967 

1st February, 1967 

15th March, 1967 

28th March, 1968 

15th February, 1971 

Exhibitions 

Mr Thomas Foster 

Mr J. Cassar Pullicino 

Mr John Bezzina 

Mr J. Cassar Pullicino 

Mr I. Zeto 

Aspects of Maltese Folk­
Art 

Four Centuries of Maltese 
Carnival 

Good 
with 
Malta, 

Friday Traditions, 
illustrations from 

Sicily, and Spain 

Ninu Cremona Folklorist, 
followed by the first public 
showing of a film, in co~our, 
on Ninu Cremona produced 
by the film unit of the De­
partment of Information. 

Folk-Art in America 

In 1971 the Society staged an exhibition of Maltese Customs at the National 
Museum, Valletta. OriginaJ:Jy bi,lled only for the period April 15-30, 1971, the 
exhibition proved to be so popular with Maltese and foreign visitors alike that it 
was extended up to and including Sunday, May 9, 1971. A report on this exhib:tion 
appears elsewhere in this issue. , 

An exhibition of Maltese Ex-Voto was also planned during the year. Arrange­
ments are being made for -this exhibition to be staged at the National Museum 
during 1974. 

The Society was also invi:ted to cooperate in organ:sing an Ethnographic 
Exh:bition in the U nivers;ty Library on the occasion of the First Congress on 
Mediterranean Studies of Arnbo-Be,rber Influence which was held on April 4-7, 1972. 

Other Society News 
(i) In February, 1968 the Society was autholized by the !'.I:nistry of Education 

to hold its meetings at the National Museum and to show the same Museum as its 
address on letterheads. 

(ii) The Malta Folklore Society is entitled to appoint a member to the Council 
of Din I-Art Helwa, an Assocfatiolll e:stab:tished for the purpose of preserving the 
historic, artistic and natural heritage of the nation. 

- (iii) The Society is making arrangements fo1· the printing of a booklet con­
taining various Maltese Legends broadcast over ,a number of years in the monthly 
folklore programme edited by Mr J. Cassar Pullicino. J.C.P. 

MALTESE FOLKLORE MOVEMENT 

The years 1968-70 marked an active but short-lived interest in folklore among 
Maltese students. This enthusiasm took concrete shape late in 1968, with the 
formation of the Moviment Folkloristiku Malti. The circumstances leading to the 
founding of the Movement were clearly explained by its founder, Mr Henry Frendo 
- at that time a Law student and until recently Editor of the influential Maltese 
daily II-Hajja - in a Press Release handed out to the Press on the 4th December, 
1968: "The idea of setting up a folklore movement originated on Wednesday, 
13th November, following a lecture by Mr Guie Cassar Pullicino at the Catholic 
Institute in the series organised by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Tourism 
as part of the Festival of the Arts. This lecture was illustrated with slides and 
films showing characteristic Maltese crafts and customs which are--slowly dying out. 

, Recordings of Maltese folk-musk had also been played - 'folk-tunes that were 
realiy beautiful but which most of the Maltese present at the lecture had not even 



350 FOLKLORE NEWS 

heard of. S:nce that time I have brought together a number of students and others 
interested in folklore with a view to setting up this Movement. The aim of the 
Movement, according to its statute, is to kindle the Maltese national spirit and 
not to let anything destroy the traditions, the customs and other elements of our 
characteristic way of life." 

Mr Frendo went on to explain the act:vities proposed to be carried out by the 
Movement. "To this end the Movement will . . .. arouse public interest, especially 
among young students and awaken the national conscience so that the traditional 
customs of the Mal:ese pe.ople will not only b'e retained but also enhanced." 

"The act:vities of the Movement, including the collection of folkloristic material, 
will range over rull aspects of Maltese tradit'on, especially in the following fields: 

(a) Popular feasts and seasonal customs 
(b) Maltese Folk-Song and Dance 
(c) Traditional Costume, local food and folk-crafts 
(d) Folk-Tales and Popular Legends 
(e) Children's Games, Festivals and popular sayings 
(f) Beliefs and . other customs of the Malt.1,se people." 

The sudden awareness of a national identity which has come to the fore since 
Independence in 1964 animated these youths in their activities. Mr Philip Bianchi, 
Secretary of the Movement, explained in a letter to the Times of Malta on 
December 19, 1968: "It has been realized that in international meetings abroad 
the Maltese group is usually the only one that is incapable of saying or doing 
anything to characterize its nationality. The Movement does not plan to l'mit itself 
to research work. Its main aim is to be dynamic, as far as possible, and to attempt 
to preserve and, in certain cases, promote or rev:ve Maltese characteristics which 
could give the Maltese a national identity to be proud of." 

Following the formation of the Movement, the writer of these notes gave a 
series of lectures to members of the Society and helped the Committee in 
formulating its programme of activities. Mr Bianchi reported in the Times of Malta 
of December 29, 1969: "With the full cooperation of its members . . . . the Move­
ment wishes to undertake field research - sending people into the villages to dig 
up material, take pho:.ographs, tape-record quo,tes and songs and look up everything 
m connection with our folklore . . . . We intend to have permanently organized 
folk-singing and folk-dancing groups. Various outings were organized by the Move­
ment last year, one of which was a conducted tour to Il-Mithna tax-Xarolla, the 
only restored Maltese w'nd-mil! in existence, at Zurrieq, but which has hardly ever 
been visited by anyone . . . . , 

Very successful was the Movement's Christmas Carol group, dressed up in 
traditional Maltese costume, which for two years in succession, with the help and 
encouragement of the Government Tourist Board, toured hotels, restaurants and 
night clubs in Sliema and St Julian's singing typical Christmas Maltese carols. 
The Movement's secretary records that "it was not only the tourists who joined in 
humming and clapping to the beat but also the Maltese audiencies themselves, 
people who at that moment undoubtedly remembered what their ancestors may have 
taught them as children, and realized that some use could be made of such intrinsic 
folk material." 

The significance of this performance by the students is well expressed in the 
following letter addressed to the President of the Movement on the 26th 
December, 1969: 

"Dear Mr Fren.do, 
I am delighted to have the opportunity of expressing to you, as represen­

tative of the Maltese Folklore Society, the tremendous pleasure wh:ch my hus­
band (the Chlef Justice of Bermuda) and I had from your most pleasant enter­
tainment last evening (25 Dec.I. It was particularly refreshing to us, as parents 
of both "ex' and current university students, that your society had taken the 
trouble and effort on Christmas n;,ght to entertain guests staying at the Malta 
Hi.Jton - gave us a perfectly superb and well studied programme. My husband 
and I warmly congratulate you and your colleagues upon your sincerity and 
ded:cation. The performance which your soc:iety gave last evening must indeed 
be most exemplary to students throughout the world who, in many cases, are 
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far too concerned with demonstrations of various kinds, to apprec:ate the ad­
vantages of university education , ... 

Yours faf.thfully, 
(Lady) Anne Abbott." 

Most of the student llllembe!rs of the Movement have since left the University, 
and with them the enthusiasm marking the activities seems to have fizzled out. 
We hope that future generations of students will take up where they have left off 
and fulfil the noble ideals of the founding members of the Moviment Folkloristiku 
Malti. 

J.C.P. 

FOLK-LIFE EXHIBITS IN GOZO MUSEUM 
The Gozo Museum housed .. t the Casa Bondi w,;thin the Citadel cc,,ntains var'ious 

exhibits reflecting ancient folk-life. The annual reports on the work of the Gozo 
Civic Council, under whose immediate jurisdiction the Gozo Museum falls, do not 
record the work that has gone into the formation of this modest collection of tools 
and household objects between 1962 and 1966, which is in large measure due to the 
good will shown by the Gozo Civic Council and its then President Dr A. Tabone, 
a:nd to the drive and enthusiasm of the late Henry J. Fiteni, at that time 
Commissioner for Gozo. 

Shortly before his death in May, 1969, Mr Fiteni gave me details of various 
items acquired by or donated to the Museum that are of interest to the student 
of local folk-life. On the 15th July, 1963 the following exhibits were passed to the 
Custodian: 1 large jar, 1 distaff (reed), 1 distaff (metal), 1 brewing bowl, 5 cotton 
gins, 1 old flint gun, 1 old terracotta pan (tigan), 1 cotton separator (cikk ta' 
1-imdaqq), 1 old brass mortar and pestle (mehriez u Iida). To these, on the .18th 
July, 1963 were added a set of 6 red copper measures from Gurdan Lighthouse, 
1 red copper funnel, 1 antique wine press, 1 mule saddle, 1 hardstone base of an 
old wine press and 2 tapestry combs of an antique cloth loom. 

On the 23rd July, 1963 the following articles collected from a Mr Portelli, of 
10 Trux Street, Gharb, were placed in store in the Citadel pending transfer else­
where; 1 loom (with accessories), 1 cotton gin, 1 plough, 1 pottery beeh:ve, 
1 antique sofa known as kanape, 1 !act, roller (mkebba), bobbins charged with 
thread, 2 sacks full of cotton, and 1 cotton spinning roller. 

On August 19, 1963 other items followed, including 3 ant:que hay forks and 
an old wine or olive press. 

Two baked clay water storage pitchers (zir tal-fuhhar) were added on April 2, 
1964 while on the 5th March, 1965 Mr Fiteni passed on the follow'ng articles which 
had been collected from sundry persons for exhibition in the Gozo Museum: 1 antique 
stone cooker (kenur), 1 large bicycle wheel (penny farthing), 1 lace pillow (trajbu) 
complete w:th lace and bobbins, 1 lace pin cushion, 1 large lace pillow (trajbu kbir) 
complete with collapsible stand, 1 lace mattress, 1 wooden bobbin winder, and 
1 wooden linen winder (incomplete). 

Other donations to the Gozo Museum, Mr Fiteni added, included a mithna tat­
tgham, and a mithna tal-miexi 

It is well to place on record ·also that one of the pioneers in this f'.eld was 
Mr L. Zammit Haber, of Xewkija, who, encouraged by the folklorist Fathei- Manuel 
Magri, collected considerable material linked w:th local crafts and implements. A 
small part of his private collection was passed to the Museum Authorities, including 
two g:ant wooden cai-t wheels which he had bought from Kemmuna, 1 double 
J)1ough, 1 sheep's shear (ge:i:ziez), vei-y large and made of iron (not exh'.b'ted), a 
"Y"-shaped wooden instrument very rarely used for trussing straw, as well as 
a cotton balance (miiien) with pebb'e weights and scales made of rush work 
(gummar), and a wooden sieve for grain (delu) with leather chute. 

Other exh'.bits at the Gazo Museum include firing petards (maskli), some of 
them dating from the days of the Order, and a set of 19th Century costumes 
donated by the late A. Cremona, D.L't. 

It is hoped that more items illustrating ancient folk life and tradition will 
cont'nue to be added to the Museum exhibits, especially if lai-ger premises are 
provided to house the collection. 

J.C.P. 

I 
' 

l_ 
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MALTESE FOLKLORE EXHIBITION 

An exhibition of old Maltese Customs was organised by th1e Malta Folklore Society 
at the National Museum between Thursday, 15th April and Sunday May 9, 1971. 

The atmosphere of the exhibition was both elegant and relaxed; it was 
deliberately intended to- make Maltese Folklore accessible to as many people as 
possible. The fact that it was clearly much liked by the public meant that Folklore, 
so utterly neglected in the past, has been popularised as a result of sustained 
publicity by scholars and others in the Press and on the air since the post-war 
period and recently through the wider mass appeal of T.V. in such locally originated 
programmes as Wirt Artna. 

In his opening speech the President of the Society, Dr C. G. Cassar, stressed 
that "we should present to and teach our children the customs, the usages and 
tradit:ons of our forefathers, especially now that we are an independent nation. 
For this to be achieved there must be co-operation and union between the Govern­
ment, the Folklore Society, the Civic Committees and the Schools." 

"It is important also that studious people like Mr Cassar Pullicino and others 
who have our Folklore at heart will keep up the study of the traditions of our 
country. It has to be these people who, through their studies, will continue the work 
begun by Father Emmanuel Magri, Vassallo, Busuttil, Cremona, Preca and Badger. 
In our schools our children are taught who our Masters were and what was done 
during that time. Unfortunately few are those who learn what our forefathers did, 
how they lived, their daily work, their pastimes, their customs, their traditions, 
their crafts, their festivities, all of which is our inheritance." 

The exhibition was given full coverage by the Press and generally elicited 
favourable comments. Our own reactions, which appeared in the Sunday Times 
of Malta of April 25, 1971, are here reproduced to show this Review's appreciation 
of the Society's initiative in holding. this exhibition. 

"The organisers have brought together an interesting select'on of works and 
objects. R. Bonnici Cali's colourful paintings depicting scenes from ancient Maltese 
life is a veritable tour de force_ The 95 pictures - about 50 more could not be 
ghown for lack of space - range over a vast field of human activity broadly 
classified under five headings: Old Crafts and Occupations, Dress and Costume, 
Street Vendors, Parish Feasts and Seasonal Festivals, and Other Customs and 
Traditions. A wea:lth of d'etail has gone into the composition of the p:ctures. 

"Scenes depicting ancient costumes are perhaps well known owing to the 
persistence of the craze for antiques. Many a traditional character - be he hawker 
or worker - springs to life again in Bonnici Cali's pafntings. The weaver at his 
loom (new!), the cotton beater (daqqaq tat-tajjar), the female roof beaters 
(il-ballata), and the itinerant knife grinder (sinnien), all have their place here. 

"Under Feasts and Festivals one immediately notes the connection between the 
greasy pole (goslra), a popular seaside sport, the May Pole, which declined in the 
years between the two World Wars, and the Kukkanja, a Carnival attraction 
introduced by Grand Master Zondadari in 1721. The official bonfire ceremony on 
St. John's eve under the Knights is shown side by side with the popular version 
of the custom which has survived to this day. One gets a fleeting glimpse of the 
joyful faces on the swing slung under a tree on Ascension Day (Lapsi), the blessing 
of animals on the feast of St. Anthony Abbot (January 15) and the enthusiasm 
and rivalry which characterise the traditional horse races on Mnarja Day and the 
8th September Regatta. 

"One could go on and describe the intricate labyrinth of popular ritual and 
practice - from the grief-striken mother invoking St. Julian to restore her 'change­
ling' son to health, to the significance of the divination rite which lies at the root 
of the kuccija on baby's first birthday and on to guitar playing and folk singing, 
to love and romance, with a meaningful engagement party (ir-rabta) and a grand 
marriage ceremony - in fact, through the whole sequence of life ending with 
funeral customs that have gone out of fashion and a number of other usages which 
are still happily with us. 

"It would be a great pity 1f these exhibiffi were to be dispersed among different 
owners destroying the unity of purpose which inspired Mr. Bonnici Cali to under­
take the work as a labour of love. Could not the authorities acquire the who!e 
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collection for the Nation and place the paintings in one of the halls of the proposed 
Folk Museum at Mdina? 

"A selection of unbaked clay figures representing typical early 20th Century 
Maltese characters is another attraction. They form part of a larger collect:on and 
are the work of one Scicluna, known as Ta' Ru:iarja, whose re'ative Mgr. Giorgio 
Scicluna bequeathed them to the Museum in March, 1939. 

"Various other objects, some of them in glass cases, figure in this exhbition. 
A few pictures showing 18th century costume and Jent by the Royal Malta Library 
supplement those by R. Bonnici Cali. There are specimens of oH lamps (fjakkli) 
used on feast-days, old Maltese jewel boxes, models of Maltese dgl\ajsa and of a 
Gozo boat with lateen sails spread out, lace bobbins and others, much bigger and 
pear shaped, for making tassels, a cowrie shelJ (bal\bul\a) and other amulets against 
the evil eye, scissors formerly employed for trimming lampwicks. A few silver 
ex votos and some copper plates used for printing scapulars are of special interest 
for the study of devotional Jore in Malta. Also on view are masons' and other work 
tools belonging to the Antiquities Section of the Public Works Department, 
a saddle cover of local manufacture Jent from a private colJection, some agricultural 
implements, spinning wheels and other items associated with the old cotton weaving 
industry. 

"A set of old l\laltese 1neasures, primitive music~l instruments, such as the 
drum (tanbur) and the frictio,i drum (rabbaba), together w:th a life-sized mannequin 
dressed in genuine 18th century costume and another one showing a typical Maltese 
woman wearing the gl\onnelJa or faldetta are among the National Museum's contri­
butions to the exhibition. A miniature loom from a private collection, and previously 
used for making baby's swaddling bands, rounds· off this survey of ancient Maltese 
folk-life. 

"Those who attended the opening ceremony welcomed the statement by Mr. 
V. Castillo, Secretary. at the. Ministry of Education, Culture and Tourism, who 
deputised for his Minister, that preparations for the setting up of a Folklore 
Museum at Vilhena Palace, Mdina, are in an advanced stage. Mr. CastilJo appealed 
to those present, and through them to the pubEc a~ large, to come forward wi.th 
donations of suitable material. May we hope that at least some of the objects kindly 
Jent for this exhibit:on wilJ be transformed into gifts and donations or permanent 
loans to the Folklorn Museum ? 

"The life of our people has often been confused with that of its rulers in which 
it has been completely lost. Past dominations have left deep traces in the people's 
dress, food and play no less than in the faces and surnames of each Maltese. Hence 
the need of discovering the life of the humble folk and reconstructing their history 
through the evidence of popular literature, tradit:onal customs and beliefs." 

J.C.P. 

MALTESE FOLKLORE IN FILM DOCUMENTARIES 

Over the past 12 years or so there has been a welcome interest in amateur 
filming of Maltese documentaries with a decided folklore content or bias. 

Members of the Malta Amateur Cine Circle blazed the trail with a series of 
16 mm films covering (I) the bread-making process "From Corn to Bread" 
(II) Tunny Fishing (III) Il-l\'laltija - Malta's National Dance. 

Since 1962 the Department of Information's Film Unit has been able to produce 
some excelJent documentaries in which the spir:t and content of Maltese seasonal 
customs arc re-captured and presented with great gusto. Among these one may 
mention (i) The Blessing of Animals on the Feast of St Anthony Abbot (ii) Mal­
tese Carnival (:ii) The Good Friday Procession (iv) The Easter Sunday Procession 
(L-Irxoxt) at Cospicua and V'osa (v) L-Imnarja Festival and (vi) The 8th 
September National Festivities .. Two other valuable productions are those dealing 
with (a) Maltese Festa and (b) Crafts of an Is,Jand. 

The Malta Broadcast1ng Autho.rity produced n:1t1e programmes on _M.T.V. between 
October 1964 and July 1965 devoted to the dying crafts of Malta. Details of these 
documentaries, which included live interviews by Lawrence Mizzi with var:ous 
artisans and craftsmen, are given elsewhere in this issue (p. 277). Between December 
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1965 and May 1966 the undersigned presented six illustrated talks on M.T.V., 
produced by Mr M. Spiteri on behalf of· the Authority, under the general title 
Drawwiet ta' Dari (Customs of the Past). The subjects treated were: (i) Maltese 
Christmas (ii) Birth and Early Childhood (iii) Children's Rhymes and Games (iv) 
Funeral Customs and the Good Friday Tradition (v) Courting and Betrothal and 
(vi) Maltese Wedding. 

Since January, 1970 public interest in the subject has been maintained through 
the fortnightly presentation of an extremely popular M.T.V. programme Wirt Artna 
(Our Heritage) co-ordinated by Charles Coleiro and Tony Parnis. Although not 
exclusively devoted to local folklore, one or more contributions with a folklore 
content is included in practically every edition. The following details are given for 
record purposes:-

1'9.l. 70 The Horn (Against the Evil Eye), Ganutell (tinsel) with gold and 
s1lver thread, and Maltese f'armhause - 22.7.70 Streeit Niches and Stwtues in Rabat 
(Gozo), Maltese Cooking Utensils - 16.2.70 The Cheese Basket - 2.3.70 The 
Friars' Medicine, The Washerwom~n•s Spring, The Faldetta, The Maltese Wall­
Clock - 16.3'.70 The Windmill (Part I), Holy Week Customs, The Altar of Repose 
at the Imdina Cathedral, The Purkan, (Woollen blanket or shawl), Explanation of 
the Passiu (Passion) Game, - 30.3.70 Easter Sunday Procession - 13.4.70 The 
Sale of Farm Produce in the Past, Maltese Chests of Drawers, The Windmill 
(Part II) - 27.4.70 Fruit Baskets, Maltese Landscape (photographic study), The 
Vedette, Popular Cures of the Past, Edward Caruana Dingli (Characters and 
Sketches from Maltese Life) - 11.5.70 Songs by Mikiel Abela (il-Bambinu) -
8.6.70 Old Method of Roof Construction, The Making of Nougat, Boats with Lateen 
Sails - 22.6.70 Field Irrigation, The Game of Bowls, The Imnaria Horse-races -
'5.10.70 The Regatta, Balconies in Valletta, Angling from the Cliffs - 1'9.10.70 
Maltese Ex-Votos - 2.11.70 Old Maltese Funeral Carriage - 16.11.70 St Martin's 
Day, The Monti (Je"ish) Fair, Lampuki Fishing - 30.11.70 Bird Trapping, The 
Hunter's Bag - 14.12.70 The Midnight Sermon on Christmas Eve - 28.12.71 Mal­
tese Christmas Folklore, New Year Customs, The Crib - 11.1.71 Bell Ringing -
22.2.71 Carnival in Bygone Days, Maltese Women's Fashion, The Maltese Country­
dance, Maltese Folksongs (with- songs on villages, festas, rivalry and love) -
ll.3.71 The Maltese Cab (including interview with Censu Friggieri), People's Sunday 
- 22.3.71 Street Niches, Good Friday Statuary Groups - 5.4.71 Funeral Customs 
of the Past, Good Friday Customs - 19.4.'i:.1 Cane Work, The Blessing of Homes 
at Easter Time - 3.5.71 The Wheelwright - 17.5.71 Making Merry (on traditional 
seasonal feasts: Assumption Day leltc.) - 30.5.71 Maltese Door-Knocker - 14.6.71 
Kite Flying, Customs on St John's Day ~ 28.6.71 The Imnarja Festival, Sheet 
Vendors - 11.10.71 Courting and Marriage Customs (,Part I), The Threshing Floor 
- 25.10.71 Courting and Marriage Customs (,Part II), Songs of Love - 8.11.71 
Courting and Marriage Customs (Part III), Drying of Fruit and Vegetables on 
the Roof - 22.11.71 Courting and Marriage Customs (Part IV), Gozo Lace. 

For four years in succession M. T.V. has participated in the Golden Harp Folk­
Film Festival held annually in Dublin, Ireland. The entries dealt with (i) Maltese 
Festa (6 days of a Maltese Festa) (ii) The Windmill (iii) An Eye to Reckon With 
(The Evil eye· in Malta) (iv) Pizzi Pizzi Kanna (Maltese children's games). The 
research for (i), (iii) and (iv) was carried out by John Bezzina, that for (ii) by 
Oharle~ Abela Mizzi. In 1970 Matta succeeded in tying with Russia for Third prize, 
while in 1971 she was awarded the Third prize and the Bronze Harp. 

In 1968 Australian Television produced a 1-hour. programme on Maltese rural 
life entitled Two Trumpets for St. Andrew. The docµmentary, which was shot on 
location at Luqa, presented a cross-sect:on of village life, with its variegated under­
currents - centring on band club rivalry, social classes, festa-partiti, family events 
such as marriage, funerals, etc., and pairty political allegiance - held together by 
a unity of purpose that inspires communal effort in organising the yearly festi­
vities in honour of the patron saint of the village. Although the film has not been 
released in Malta it has been shown on Intertel in Australia, Canada, the United 
States and the United Kingdom. 

l.C.P. 
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JEREMY F. BOISSEVAIN, Hal Farrug: A Village in Malta. Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston (New York). 1969. 104 p. lllustrated. (Case Studies in _Cultural 
Anthropology). 

The author of this book, a former Chief of CARE Mission in Malta during 1957 
and 1958, is well known to a wide circle of Maltese in all walks of life. Like his 
previous monograph Saints and Fireworks: Religion and Politics in Rural Malta, 
on which he occasionally draws for material, the present work is based on research 
carried out in Malta between July, 1960 and September, 1961 under a grant from 
the Colonial Social Science Research Council. It was first presented as a course 
of lectures to first and second-year students at the University of Amsterdam during 
the 1967 spring term. 

Professor Boissevain gives us -a study of a typical Maltese village whose name, 
like the names of the persons and saints who figure in this account, has h,,en 
changed to protect the privacy of its people. 

In the author's words, the case -study "examines the way in which Maltese in 
general and the people of Farrug in particular earn their living. It moves on to 
look at the family, the wider network of relations, and the way in which nevr 
kinsmen are acquired through marriage, which -is viewed as a game of strategy. 
The social dist:nctions thait the apparently egalitarian people of Farrug use -to set 

_ themselves apart from each other are also examined. The focus _ then shifts to the 
role of religion and Church in the village. After examining the religious and secular 
groups and institutions which give a certain structural form to the village, the 
conflict between the partisans of rival saints, band clubs and political factions in 
the village is discussed. A final chapter deals with the way Farrug is connected 
with and forms part of the nation as a whole and the important part individuals 
play in the procees." 

Dr. Boissevain studies the small village community of Farrug sympathetically. 
Parish events, festivities and politics are subjected to a rigorous anthropological 
analysis in which unimpeachable academic standards are linked with an urgent 
contemporary concern. He illustrates this analysis by statistical and other material 
collected from individuals and families or after on-the-spot observation of social, 
political and religious events. The result of this investigation is a realistic picture, 
replete with detail and bubbling with activity as we watch the interplay between 
atavistic forces and survivals, traditional outlooks, an accepted body of custom and 
new arrivals or additions to the scene of popular ritual and belief in Farrug. 

The study on the social position of the Church in Malta - the role it occupies 
in the family, and in economic, social and political areas, is fascinating. Equally 
noteworthy are the chapters on the Process of Marriage and the Sources of Prestige. 
The underlying motives of patronage, both at the relig:ous and socio-political levels, 
are cleverly identified and exposed. It is difficult, however, to single out any 
particular aspect of the study without upsetting the correct balance which the 
author has wisely preserved in his treatment of the subject. 

During var:ous periods of residence in Malta, Dr. Boissevain has maae a special 
study of local feasts. In Saints and Fireworks he examined the importance of the 
cult of saints and the bitter r:valry between festa partiti, with vivid descriptions of 
village festive life. In Hal Farrug he has carried his analysis of confl:cts and 
factions further so as to include an assessment of the effect which deep-going 
divided loyalties and ideological cleavage are exerting on the structure of the 
Maltese village festa. The fa~ade of this institution's fabric is impressive enough: 
the parish feasts not only continue but they are sometimes bigger, more crowded 
and noisier than ever, for there is more money in circulation, and transportation 
is continuously improving. But the bangs and flashes of the yearly fireworks are 
apt to bl:nd the superficial spectator to the realities of the situation, and divert 
his attention away from the visible chinks in the armour. 

Dr. Boissevain is right in pointing out some aspects of the change that ls 
going on. There are fewer people actively · participating in the game of festa partili 
as a result of the intrusion of national politics into the traditional area of parish 
politics. There is also a more general trend toward secularisation: the con-



BOOK REVIEWS 

fratern:ties, which provide the corporate centres for the competing groups of 
saintly partisans, are slowly dying. Emigration and other factors have dealt a 
severe blow to the band clubs - the focal point for all village activity - and few 
clubs are now. able to muster a local contingent of bandsmen so that they have to 
rely on h'red musicians from outside the village. The Ecclesiastical Authorities, 
on their part, have been determined for many years to put an end to festa rivalry 
by reducing secondary feasts and eliminating the secondary partiti. These and 
other factors are slowly but surely gnawing at the very roots of the Maltese 
par)s'h fe.sta. 

The useful list of "Recommended Reading" for the Cultural Area shows that 
the Mediterranean has recently begun to attract the attention of anthropologists, 
one reasori being, according to the author, that "anthropologists are coming to 
realise that anthropology :s the study of all mankind, not just of primitive, peasant 
or non-\Vestern man". In a special sense, therefore, the case study under review 
is of interest to those particularly concerned with Mediterranean studies. It provides 
an example of a Mediterranean society, however small, which has adapted to its 
own use many traits and characteristics taken over from the Christian and Moslem 
traditions with wh:ch these islands have been in contact over the centuries. 

One serious omission in this otherwise scholarly publication is the lack of an 
analytccal index. Presentation is lucid but never simplistic, and it should combat 
any tendency there might be to dismiss such studies as academic exercises in which 
famil:ar things are discussed :n unfamiliar language. Although its special value 
will be for anthropologists, sociologists, folklorists and the like, it is scarcely less 
useful to the general reader interested in the development of seven-year-old 
independent Malta, wh,re "the encapsulated rural village is being absorbed onto the 
nat::on~'- . 

J.C.P. 

(;UzE GALEA, Xogltol u Snajja' ta' 1-lmglto:!di. Depar:ment of Information, 1969. 
198 p. Pr:ce 5/-. 

This is a book about dead 01· dying arts and crafts. In his Foreword the author 
explains that "the crafts and occupations mentioned in th:s book are those that 
have now died out or that are in the process of going out of existence; therefore 
1 have left out various crafts, such as weaving or pottery, because although they 
are admittedly old, they are still go'.ng strong and provid:ng employment for many 
people". There has indeed been a revival of some Maltese craft industries, but the 
inclusion of these two particu1ar crafts would not have been out of place eonsider:ng 
that (a) in the case of weav'ng, a whole chapter has been devo:ed to the related 
work of cotton spinning and beating, etc. and (b) in the case of pottery, only one 
potter (Pe!;er the Po:ter) is known to survive who works, at the potter's wheel in 
the traditional manner. 

Be that as it may, th'.s is a very useful publication which was originally issued 
serially in Ir-Review between 13th January and 17th August, 19G8. The scope and 
merits of the book were clearly brought out in my introduction to this work., from 
wh'ch l reproduce the following paragraphs to complete this review of Dr Ga!ea's 
book: 

"They are craf'.s and callings that inevitably had to die out with the economic 
and industrial changes taking place :n our island. For!;unately they are still very 
much alive in people's memory, both those that wer1:! linked with customs assccia~ed 
with part:cular feasts, traditional techniques of building, or the_ use of old vehicles 
and those other indoor occupations that have now disappeared from the scene of 
Maltese life. It is all the more fitting, therefore, !that we should have in one book, 
'nformatlon on the tools they used, the technical jargon employed within the crafts, 
together with details of the working processes, which crafts_ employed only males, 
and wh:ch others were also open to the womenfolk, and other data which will in 
time prove invaluable in filEng in the blanks in our knowledge of the social history 
of the Maltese people. 

"No one was perhaps better equipped for this work than Professor Joseph Galea, 
well-known as a prose writer and novelist, who in various writings and studies in 
Mal'.ese or ,in EngEsh had a!ready shown his interest in the old crafts and the 
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popular arts of the past and had given us v'.vid descriptions of traditional and 
typically Maltese characters both in his novels San Gwann, Ragel bil-Ghaqal and 
Meta Nharaq it-Teatru and in hi's article on The Old Flour lllills of l\lalta and Gozo 
in "Maltese Folklore Review" (Vol. 1, No. 2). ' 

"In these writings Guze Galea records and saves from oblivion the work con° 
nected with various crafts about which he has patiently collected much useful 
information, We see the unfolding picture of people inside their homes, in their 
fields or at their place of work, toiling steadily to earn their livelihood, or else 
indulging in their favourite pastime in far off days that are now well outside living 
memory, For this alone, not to mention the literary merits of the book, the author 
deserves the thanks of all who cherish the memory of what has been, as a living 
document that speaks to us and makes us appreciate the work and diligence of our 
people in the past". 

J.C.P. 

ANTON F. ATTARD, Loghob folkloristiku ta' Ghawdex, Union Press, 1969. 104 p. 

We reproduce hereunder a translation of the preface which the editor of this 
Review wrote in appreciation of Mr · Attard's positive contribution to a long-
neglected aspect of Maltese Folklore. -

"This collection of traditional games from Gozo could not have appeared at 
a more appropriate time. In the f'rst place this was the most neglected branch in 
the study of th'e folklore of childhood in thes<, islands, and in the second place, 
the practice of these traditional children's games had. not only greatly degenerated 
in Malta but had also became grossly contamirnated . in ,the course of the past 
30 years or so by foreign motifs and influences, mostly British, whilst in Gozo it 
had been better preserved as a l:ving link with the l,ife of once upon a t:me. It was 
therefore fitting that the first appreciable collection in this field should come from 
the island of Gozo. 

"With the material brought together with such loving care by Mr Attard, it 
should be easier now to compare these Gozitan games with the ones we remember 
from our childhood days or that are known to have survived in Malta. We should 
also be able to determine the extent of the s'milarities between the two islands in 
this field, establish in which areas they supplement one another, and at the same 
time assess the importance of the games that are here. presented against the wider 
framework of the social life . of our people in the past. It is common knowledge 
that, as one may see from the , ~resent material from Gozo, such games .were not 
always played exclusively by children but at one t:me belonged to grown-ups as well. 
Besides, the connection between many of these games and the critical historical 
events through which our forefathers !ivied emerges clearly from the motifs that 
one repeatedly finds in several of games - motifs like the 'prison' in the game 
known as Salva or the 'town' in the games Tal-Ghuda or Gwerra Franciza - to 
mention but two games. One can easily see how these games are derived from the 
events of the past. 

"Although the tradit:onal games have been better preserved in Gozo, Mr Attard 
expresses his concern that "unfortunately many of the Gozitan _games are no longer 
played, while various other games have only survived in parts". The wind of change 
has not spared the lore of childhood and it wot,ld be a shame were we to let it 
affect unduly the nature of our game.s, both in Malta and :n Gozo. Not all change 
is a sign of progress; and we should not run away with the idea that a game is 
played better if we use the English word 'cat' instead of Maltese 'qattus' ! 

'.'On the other hand, it is well to remember that certain Engl:sh words that 
crept in long ago into the game vocabulary have now became part and parcel of 
our tradition, e.g. the names of the games "Master", "Games", "Gakk" (Jack) or 
Gardinaw (guard in out). Whilst on this subject one might as well ment'on that 
much of the importance of Attard's work lies in the fact that he has recorded from 
Jiving tradition the words and express:ons used by children at their play. We believe 
that some game-name.s from Gozo have no counterpart in Malta; they are either 
archaic, obsolescent words or unusual grammatical forms e.g. Qriba, Bzejqa, Brilli, 
Qabbuz, Tektikija, Trajjos, Irkieni and Haliba. 
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"For about a year before publishing this book, Mr Attard. had been taking an 
intelligent interest in folklore. In the present work we see that he has also drawn 
on his experience as a school teacher in the primary schools and, as far as possible, 
he has classified the material according to the objects used for playing· - games 
with almonds, pen games, button games, etc. This should prove of great help both 
to the general reader and to those who \\ish to compare local games with those 
of other countr:es. 

"Earlier on we have said that this is the first appreciable collection of traditional 
games in these islands. Such other deltails as can be gleaned from the older Maltese 
d'ctionaries from De Soldanis to Falzon may be useful to record the names or 
words used in certain games, but would tell us nothing about the manner of playing 
the games. Vzo. Busuttil had sent a description of ten (10) games to the great 
Sicilian folklorist Giuseppe Pitre who eventually published it in his Archivio per 
le Tradizioni Popolari (Vol. XVII, 1898). As Mr Attaa-d explains, others may now add 
to and complete his collection, In this way, it may yet be possible to compile one 
vast repertory of the tradit:onal games of Malta and Gozo, and also to study the 
material in detail and compare it with that of other peoples with whom we have 
come in contact through the ages. 

"While we congratulate Mr Attard on his work and encourage him to continue 
·h:s researches, we would like to conelude by saying that enough information is 
given under each game to enable anyone to use this book in organising Maltese 
games as an activity for children both in the Government schools and in private 
or other inst'tutions instead of limiting this activity to the games of other countries. 
In this way we may yet manage to preserve this part of our heritage and bring up 
the younger generation in a truly Maltese tradition in so far as games are con­
cerned. This is as it should be in a country that has only recently achieved 
independence." 

J.C.P. 

Inselmlirchen des Mittelmeeres. Herausgegeben von Felix Karlinger. Dussel<lorf 
-Koln, Engen Diederichs, 1960. 336 P. 

This volume in the series "Die Marchen der Weltliteratur" published under the general 
editorship .of Friedrich von der l.eyen is of special interest to the study of Maltese folk­
narrative. The 74 tales included in this book make up a representative selection of stories 
from the islands of the Mediterranean region, which is here considered as a geographical 
unit wo-thy of separate attention. Malta_ is represented by 18 tales (nos 19-36) selected from 
the collections by Bertha Ilg, Maltesische Miirchen und Schuiinke (2 Bde. Leipzig, 1906/07) 
and by Hans Stumme, Maltesische Miirchen (2 Bde; Marchen im Original und in Uberset­
zung, Leipzig, 1904). An equal number is devoted to the Greek islands, made up as follows: 
Cyprus 5, Rhodes I, Lesbos 3, Karpathos 2, Crete 3. Thera 2, Syros I and Eubea 2. There 
are 16 other stories from Sicily, 6 from Sardinia. 7 from Corsica and 9 from the Balearics. 

The numerical allocation of tales in this collection shows that considerable importance 
has been given to the material from Malta. This is also borne out by the careful study, 
evaluation and comparision of the Maltese tales made by Prof. Karlinger in his Nachwort, 
which is reproduced elsewhere in this issue (pp. 336-338). A select bibliography at the end 
enohances the value of this publication. 

Of the 18 Maltese -tales, 15 were selected from llg's published collection. However, 
t'•e following extracts from letters addressed by her to the writer of this review show that 
she expected the ~election to include al~o some of her unoubli~hed material. 

On the 15th December, 1959 she wrote " .. my Editor Diederichs ... will publish in a few 
months a book called "lnselmarchen". It contains a part of my Maltese Fables ... A very 
nice collection. issued by the celebrated Prof. van der Leyen ... One day, looking for a 
certain ms. I found a small bundle of Maltese fables, unprinted, unpublished, but in German. 
So I sent them to Prof. v. d. Leyen and he took, I suppose, some of these works for the 
/nse/miirchen. Very good tales, perhaps the best ones I gathered ... " 

On the 12th July, 1960 she referred once more to this publication and said: " ... in the 
book (/nselmiirchen), which you will get if I can make it possible, there are part of my 
Maltese fables ... I am not sure if the fables contained in the lnse!marchen are taken out of 
the boolcs you have (i.e. Maltesische Miirchen und Schwanke). After having closed (sic) the 
two books f<:>r the printers, I went on to collect and I sent these remains, too, to the dear 
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old Professor. He is, so he is considered, th greatest folklorist of today; wrote beautiful 
things ... " 

On the 7th September, 1960 she expressed some concern at the delay in publication: 
" ... I am upset; the lnse/miirchen must be ready by now and he (Prof. von der Leyen) retains 
yet my works. He is 86." However, on October 20, 1960 I wrote to her saying. "Last_ week 
I received a 'recensionexemplar' of the lnse/miirchen des Mittelmeeres from the publishers. 

The unpublished stories to which Frau Koessler-11g refers in her above-quoted letters are 
now in my possession and it may yet be possible to have them published in accordance 
with her wishes. 

The annotations and indications of sources (pp. 325-329) constitute, in themselves, a 
valuable constribution to the comparative study of Maltese folklore, especially where reference 
is made to BP (Johannes Bolte und Georg Polivka: Ammerkunger zu den Kinder-und 
Hausmiirchen der Bruder Grimm. 5 Bde., -Leipzig, 1913-32) and Aarne (Antti Aarne: 
Verzeichnis der Miirchentypen, FFC 3, 1910). These annotations are here reproduced, with 
the addition in square brackets of an English translation after the title in German, for the 
benefit of such of our readers as may not have ready access to this publication: 

19. Der siebenkopfige Drache [The Seven-headed Dragon] (Stumme Nr. 34) - BP I, 
548; II, 451 und 503, - Aarne 304 - s.a. "Drache" in "Handworterbuch des dt. Aberglau-
bens", Berlin 1929. . 

20. Der Fischersohn [The Fisherman's Son] (Stumme Nr. II) - BP Ill, 94. 
21. Leila und Keila [Leila and Keila] (Stumme Nr. 8) - vgl. Gluck, "Le Cadi dupe'." 
22. Der Prinz, das Madchen, das Basilikum und die Sterne [The Prince, the Maid, the 

Basil and the Stars] (Ilg Nr. 3) - BP I, 188; II 503. - Aarne 304, 570. 851.-Llano Roza 
de Ampudias: Cuentos asturianos, Madrid 1925, Nr. 4, 132, 133, auch Espinosa. 

23. Die kluge Konigstochter [The King's Clever Daughter] (Ilg Nr. 10) - Leyen II, 
162 und 245. 

24. Die Prinzessin, die nur den allerschonsten Prinzen heiraten wollte [The Princess 
who wanted to marry the handsomest of all Princes] (Ilg Nr. 11) - BP I, 443 - Ernst 
Philippson: Der Marchentypus von Konig Drosselbart. Greifswald 1923. 

25. Der stolze Konig [The Proud King] (Ilg Nr. 5) - Aarne 1620 - Andersen: 
Des Kaisers neue Kleider, kann nur bedingt als Parallele gelten. 

26. Die Frau, die den kranken Konig heilte [The Woman who healed the sick King] 
(Ilg. Nr. 21) - s. unter "Nacktheit" in "Handworterbuch des dt. Aberglaubens". 

27. Der Konig, der sein Wort brach [The King who broke his word] (llg Nr. 20 - s. 
unser Nachwort S. 307. 

28. Koningin We!tblume und der Zauberer [Queen "World Flower" and the Magician] 
(Ilg Nr. 17). 

29. Der bose Zauberer und der Apfel [The Wicked Magician and the Apple] (Ilg Nr. 
14) - BP I, 45, 98, 544; II, 134, 274, 340,; III, 18. 

30. Die Menschenfresserin [The Female Cannibal] (Ilg Nr. 42) - BP I, 115, 126, 498, 
IV, 272. - Aarne 327. 

31. Der haBliche Riese [The Polite Giant] (Ilg Nr. 41) (bei Ilg im Tile] falschlich 
"Der hofliche Riese") - Seiten.stiick "Frau Holle" - BP I, 215. . 

32. Pfefferchen [Little Pepper] (Ilg Nr. 47) - Martti Haavio: Kettenmarchenstudien, 
FFC 89 und 92. 

33. Der Tod und seine Gesandten [Death and his Messengers] (Ilg Nr. 54}-BP II, 293. 
34. Die Beichtende und der Teufel [The Penitent and the Devil} (Ilg Nr. 57). 
35. Die Feuerdecke [Blanket of fire] (Ilg Nr. 44) - Ahnliche Moralia m: Jacob Schmid, 

"Kleine Bauernlegend oder Heiliger Hirten und Bauern Leben ... ", 3 Teile, Constantz 1734. 
36. Der Konig und sein Sohn, der Papst wurde [The King and his Son who became 

Pope] (Ilg Nr. 19) - Schicksa!march<n. BP I, 324; Ill, 305 - Aarne 930-949. 
J.C.P. 

J. BEZZINA, San Gorg Dejjem Harisna: Studju Storiku-Folkloristiku. Empire Press, 
1971. 32 p. 
'l'h:s survey of the popular cult of St George in l\Ialta originally appeared in 

the l\Ialtese daily II-Hajja between July 19-23, 1971. In the author's words, [t 
sets out "to give information about streets and localities in Malta named after 
St George and to show, from the mass of evidence thus brought together. that 
from the earliest times St George was one of the patron saints of Malta and 
that he always protected our island ... " · 
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The study under review shows how the special devotion towards St George 
which the Knights brought with them from Rhodes was grafted on to a much older 
and stronger native cult dating probably from early medieval times. The author 
puts forward the hypothesis that "aLthough we do not know when the first chapels 
in' honour of. this Saint were built, we believe that with the coming of Count Roger 
their number increased and at the same time the popular cult grew; then when the 
Crusaders return:ng from Palestine began to recount the wonderful stories about 
St George which were current in• those lands, the devotion towards the megalomartyr 
of Cappadoc:a spread throughout the whole of Europe and to l\Ialta." Although 
this sounds plausible enough, more spade-work is still necessary to bolster the 
theory. · 

Duzina's Apostolic Vis:t of 1575 has yielded much valuable information regard­
ing the extent of the Georgian cults surv:ving in 16th C. JV[alta. By a jud:cious use 
of this source mater:al Bezzina has been able to correlate the localities of the 
rural chapels and other small churches dedicated to the saint that were visited by 
Duzina with those of important natural defence posts under the charge of the 
Dejma. It is thus possible to trace the main lines of the pre-16th C. cult along three 
different lines: (i) from Marsa and Qormi, Gebel C:antar, Ghar Lapsi, Ghajn Lok 
(Fawwara), Zebbug to Rabat (ii) from Zurr:eq to Birmiftuh, :1:ejtun, Ghaxaq. and 
Biriebbuga, (iii) from Birgu and Cospicua, on to Valletta, Gzira, B'Kara, St Julian's, 
Gharghur, Naxxar, Mosta, Wardija and JV[ellieha. 

The note on the procession which originally took place on Ascension Day 
(l.apsi) from :1:urrieq to St George's church at Birzebbuga and which later was 
transferred to other dates of the calendar in different parishes makes most interest­
ing reading. This fruitful line of research was already tried out successfully in the 
author's article L-Ghar tal-Vimut u L-Ewwel Insara f'Malta (The Cave at Virtut 
and the Early Christians in Malta) which was likewise approachct! from the 
historical and folkloristic angles. (See Telestar u 11-Berqa of 7 January, 1970). 

The scope of the present study is limited to the manifestation of the Georgian 
cult in Malta. For a supplementary account of the early cult of St George in the 
island of Goza the reader has to dig up Mr Bezzina's article entitled San Gorg 
ta' Ghawdex - Qabel u Matul il-Hakma Gharbija (St George of Goza - Before 
and During the Arab Domination) published in 11-Berqa of the 13th July, 19,62. 

All in all, this pamphlet is a commendable piece of diligent work which should 
stimulate others to illustrate more hitherto unknown aspects of the popular cult 
of medieval saints in these islands. 

J.C.P. 
A. CREMONA, Folklore Maltese, estratto dalla rivista "Folklore", n. 1-2, IX Annala, 1954, 

Napoli, pp. 24. 
IDEM, Le rda;:.ioni etnografiche del folk.lure narrativo e /eggendario ddle isole di Malta, 

estratto dalla rivista "Maltese Folklore Review", Vol. 1, n. 1-3, 1962-66, pp. 46. 
Dr. A. Cremona, who is a well-known grammarian, has also for a long time been an 

established Maltese writer of prose, verse and drama. What is not so well- known is that 
he had for many years also been in the forefront of Maltese folklore studies. In his short 
stories and sketches, in some of his poems, e.g. Saiinara (Witch), and above all in his play 
Fidwa tal-Bdiewa (The Peasants' Ransom), he conjures up pictures of Maltese life replete 
with folkloristic detail. However, our aim here is to concentrate on these two studies which 
reflect the mature judgement of a veteran in this field. • 

In the 24 rages of Folklore Maltese Cremona surveys the field of Maltese folklore 
and gives information on the main motifs and principal constituent elements of the subject. 
In so doing he charts out for future students the broad lines for a comparative study of 
local customs and beliefs, emphasizing the inter-relationship between Language and Folklore 
in Malta - a subject with which he himself dealt at length in 1939 in a lecture to the 
Gliaqda tal-Malri (Universita) which was published in 1944. 

Cremona's interest in local traditions and beliefs dates back to the early twenties. 
His more important studies are: Race, Language and Myth ("Melita". Vol. l, 1921, pp. 
394-405); Maltese Funeral Customs ( .. Melita", Vol. II, 1922, pp. 249-259). Some Myths 
and Beliefs in Maltese Fo//c/ore ("Melita", Vol. Ill, 1923, pp. 111-120); Weather and Hus­
bandy Lore in the Isles of Malta ("Archivum Melitense", Vol. VI, 1222, pp. 1-32); 
Mal,ese- Death, Mourning and Funeral Customs ("Folk-Lore" (London) 1923, pp. 352-357; 
reprinted in this issue pp. 301--304); ls the Maid ot Malta a Myth? (Offprint from "Journal 
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of the Malta University Literary Society", 1934, 8p.) Folklore u Lsien Malta (Folklore and 
Language in Malta) (offprint from "Lelirn il-Malti", 1944, 20p.) and Fdal II Qwiel Qodma 
fil-f!rafa ta' Jannar, Frar u Marzu (in "11-Ma!ti" 1950), 

By and large, the conclusions reached by Cremona over a period of more than 34 
years appear in condensed form in the study under review, written_ in Italian for an in­
ternational journal that has since ceased publication with the demise of its editor. the 
late Prof. Raffaele Corso. In fact Folklore Maltese may be considered as a .synthesiS. Of 
Crcmona's views on the nature and origin of Maltese folklore. Above all, one is impressed 
by his balanced statements and mature judgement - the fruit of long and patient study 
- no less than by illuminating comparisons with the material from other countries that 
was available to him. 

The main aspects of folklore touched upon in this study are: mythology (with notes 
on i/-tldres, il-Gawgaw, 1-Gnafrid, il-Beltiegna, etc.), exorcisms (M. Kliem ir-Riqi) on which 
he contcioutcd a note in 11-Malti in 1931, superstition (e.g. evil eye), weather and husbandry 
proverbs. marriage and death customs, feasts, old fairs, folk-tales, children's games, male 
and female costume. This is by no means the whole field of Maltese folklore; such 
topics as popular legends, folk-song and dance, ancient crafts, folk-prayers, traditional 
food, old farmhouse constructions, popular art (e.g. ex-votos) could easily have been added. 
However, in a survey of this nature it is difficult to deal adequately with the subject with­
in toe limits set by the size of the periodical. Besides, the present study was originally 
written before C1e War, entitled Mita. Lingua e Razza a Malta, at a time when it was 
intended to publish in Italy a historico-literary periodical devoted to Malta - an idea which 
eventually came to naught. So many additions were made to the original study that the 
author had to give it a fresh title with a wider connotation. 

Mythology and costume are well covered. As regards agriculture one is struck by the 
way in which Cremona managed to string· together various threads of information to es­
tablish valid comparisons with Sicilian folklore. The same may be said of similarities that are 
noticeable in marriage and death customs and in popular feasts. 

Folk-narrative presents more difficulties and Cremona feels the need of a more 
detailed and comparative treatment. He writes: "'Uno _studio comvarativo fra queste favole 
e quelle continentali, /ra Cui particolarmente della Sicilia e dell'ltalia, rive/a non dubbie 
analogie non solo nel/o scheletro de[ tema ma ancora ·nei particolari, quantunque La favola 
maltese e' 1"iguardata dal Magri di una natura caratteristicamente locale e di origine fenicia 
o prefenicia." _ 

The author returns to this theme and deals with it at greater length in his other 
study Le re/azioni etnograficlze del folklore narrativo e leggendario ,Jelle isole di Malta. 
Cremona here expounds more fully his views on the relationship between Malta's folk­
narrative tradition and those of Sicily, Italy and some other Continental countries. One 
might as well point out that, although the main body and final text of this study were writ­
ten in recent years, the comparative material on which it is based had been collected at 
the time of his early linguistic activities when, under the influence of Sir Temi Zammit, he 
had managed to shake himself free from the spell and charm of Fr. Magri"s writings and 
theories. Thereafter, with scientific detachment he recognised in his studies the importance 
of the two elements, Semitic and Romance, which between -them make up the larger part 
of both Language and Folklore in Malta. In this sense the study under review has to be 
read in conjunction with Weather and Husbandry Lore (1922) and Folklore u Lsien Malt! 
(1944). 

In Le relazioni etn-ografiche ... we find other aspects of Dr. Cremona's painstaking 
method. His writing is disciplined: the material presented in a historical light assumes fresh 
dimensions against the varied background of comparisons between local tales, legends, 
riddles. sayings and popular customs and those of Sicily and Italy. In .the process. Cremona 
shows how and to what extent Fr. Magri, and others preceding him, who worked practically 
on the same material, persisted in upholding a Phoenician origin for our folktales and thus 
stultified all efforts at comparative study. 

Cremona'e study has elicited favourable comments from Professor Paolo Toschi, of 
Rome. who has. since I 932, accepted for publication in his authoritative periodical "Lares" 
studies on various aspects of Maltese traditional lore or folk_ poetry (Cf. Lares, Fasc. 
III-IV 1966). Prof. Toschi inter ilia makes one very important comment: "Per quanto 
riguarda la composizione del/e fiabe avremmo desiderata che ii Cremona avesse fatto pie/ 
frequente ricorso ai "Types of the Folk-tale" di Aarne e Thompson, e al "Motif Index of 
Folk-Literature" di Stith Thompson." 
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The words of the eminent Italian scholar underline, if anything, the need of studying 
the Maltese material against the wider background of international or Mediterranean folk­
lore. If more scholars will come forward to undertake the analysis of our folk-narrative 
material, we will be able to classify the motifs and the tale-types, as suggested by Toschi, 
in accordance with internationally recognised systems of classification. Such work, how­
ever, pre-supposes material help or encouragement from institutions or universities that 
is ~ad!;· .lacking so far. 

Cremona is now in his 92nd year. His lasting merit as a folklore scholar is that ho 
has studied and compared on a scientific basis the material collected by Fr. Magri and others. 
Very few such studies have been made in Malta. In his work Cremona leans mostly on 
similarities with Sicily and Italy, while Fr. Magri was more inclined towards the East, 
intent as he was on the Phoenician theory which has since been debunked. Other compara­
tive studies awaiting the attention of scholars should cover Calabria, Spain, North Africa 
from Egypt to Morocco (which Stumme has tentatively illustrated), as wejl as Syria and 
Lebanon. Cremona has done his part. Let others carry on the good work on the foundations 
laid by Magri, Cremona, Ilg and Stummo, 

J.C:P. 

Obituaries 
ANTHONY CREMONA, D.Lit. (1880-1972) 

The death of Dr Anthony (Ninu) Cremona on January 4, 1972 a few months before 
attaining the age of 92 removes a highly respected scholar and man of letters from the 
scene of Maltese studies. The appreciation of his contribution to Maltese folklore studies 
which appears elsewhere in this issue had already gone to the printers when we heard 
the sad news of his death which, though not unexpected, nevertheless came as a shock 
to his many friends in all walks of life. 

There is little that I can add to my review of his work. He was deeply moved when, 
on the 28th March, !968, the Malta Folklore Society, of which he was a Hon. President, 
honoured him with a commemorative talk on his folklore studies and with the first public 
showing of a documentary film on his life and activities produced by the Staff of the 
Department of Information. 

Students of Maltese folklore owe a great debt to Mr Cremona and it is hoped that 
the esteem in which he was justly held in academic circles in his lifetime will take a 
tangible form by the publication of his folklore studies in one volume - hopefully on 
the initiative of the Royal University of Malta which conferred on him the honorary 
degree of D.Lit. in 1960. 

Miss VIOLET ALFORD (1881-1972) 

Miss Alford"s death on February 16, 1972 brought to an end an exceptionally long 
and active life. Her valuable contribution to the study of the dance tradition and folk 
customs of Western Europe has been placed on record by Douglas Kennedy in the Winter 
1971 number of Folklore, to which was appended a list of more than !00 books and other 
publications. 

Her first introduction to Malta was through her brother, the Rev. Canon Leslie Alford, 
who secved as Army Chaplain with the local Garrison from 1912-1915 and who had a 
sizeable collection of lantern slides of the lsland. In 1946 she contributed a brief com­
parative note on The Maltese Parata in the Journal of the English Folk Dance and Sonp 
Society (Vol. 5, No. !). On the 3rd May, 1960, during a brief visit to Malta she delivered 
a lecture, Folk Dance and Drama, in the University Theatre, Valletta, which later appeared 
in the Journal of the Faculty of Arts (Vol. II, No. I, 1960). In her lecture she was able 
to give more elaborate comparative data on both J/-Parata and 1/-Maltiia. 

Jn August, 1960, on behalf of the Editorial Board of the Journal of the EFDSS she 
invited the undersigned to send a contribution to the Journal, which appeared in 196! 
under the title Dance and Song in Malta. Miss Alford welcomed the publication of the 
Maltese Folklore Review in 1962 and was a firm believer in the idea of a folklore centre 
in Malta. She also encouraged the present writer to follow up her own researches on 
The Cat Saint with particular reference to the cult of St Barbara and St Agatha in Malta. 

J.C.P. 
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