
FRANS CIAPPARA 

SOCIETY AND THE INQUISITION IN MALTA, 1743-1798 

Ph. D. thesis 

submitted to the University of Durham 
(1998) 

The copyright of tllls thesis rests 
with the author. No quotation 
from it should be published 
witllOut the written consent of the 
author and infoffilation derived 
from it should be acknowledged. 

The thesis falls into two main sections. It endeavours to analyse the major 
aspects of Maltese society in the second half of the eighteenth century as they 
emerge from a close scrutiny of the Archives of the Inquisition in Malta. The 
approach is mainly that of the ethnologist, a social history written 'from below'. The 
ultimate purpose was to try to arrive at as clear and accurate a picture of the Maltese 
mentalite as the archives permitted. Unfortunately, the Archives of the Inquisition in 
Malta have hardly ever been seriously studied by the social historian. Their richness 
and diversity not only cast enormous insight into the mental habits and frame of 
mind of a wide cross-section of Maltese society; they even shed sufficient light on a 
wide range of the social life of the Maltese. 

The subject is also approached from the point of view of the legal historian. 
The Inquisition was a Tribunal of Faith set up to stop the onslaught of Protestantism, 
as well as to reform the superstitious accretions to popular religion practised by the 
remaining part of the Catholic Church. The thesis examines the events leading to the 
charge and possibly arrest of the accused. Most of the reports were self-accusations 
and those arrested were taken into custody only after much deliberation. If the 
Inquisitors did make use of torture the accused was assisted by the defence counsel 
and produced his own witnesses. No instance of death sentences are encountered 
with in the second half of the eighteenth century and those found guilty were kindly 
dealt with, the Inquisitors being only after their conversion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE BACKGROUND 

By the second half of the eighteenth century Malta's population had increased 

from about 20,000 as it was in 15301 
- at the time of the arrival of the Hospitallers - to 

about 87,535 inhabitants, excluding mainly the knights and the religious orders.2 Such 

an increase was accompanied by marked changes in the distribution of population. As 

had happened in Europe3 and north Africa4 the tiny rural villages and hamlets were 

abandoned5 and were replaced by larger settlements. These, however, varied consider­

ably in size. As Table 1.1 shows eleven of these casali6 were below the 1000 mark. Ten 

1 Jean Quentin d'Autun, The Earliest Description of Malta, p. 29. 

2 AIM, Mem. 21, ff. 351r-v. 

3 For the case in italy, Aldo Landi, 'La Diocesi di Luni-Sarzana nella Seconda Metit del Cinquecento', 
Nuova Rivista Storica, Anno LlX (Sept-Dec. 1975), p. 544. 

4 R. Lawless, 'The Lost Berber Villages of Eastern Morocco and Western Algeria', Man, vii (J 972), pp. 
114-121. 

5 Godfrey Wettinger, 'The Lost Villages and Hamlets of Malta', Medieval Malta: Studies of Malta Before 
the Knights, Anthony Luttrell, ed., pp. 181-216. 

6 This is the Italian equivalent of the Maltese ha! or raha!. Originally the latter term denoted a 'station' or 
'stopping-place' which later developed into hamlets and then villages. See Gian Francesco Abela, Della 
Descrittione di Malta, pp. 76, 77. The majority of these raha! names are composed of that word followed 
by the name of a person associated with the village, possibly its founder. See 1. Aquilina, 'A Brief Survey 
of Maltese Place-Names', in his Papers in Maltese Linguistics, pp. 191-193 



Table 1.1 Population of Malta and Gozo in 1784. 

MALTA 

Citta Notabile and Rabat 3,549 

Terra Birchircara 3,252 

S. Paolo Vallettta and Floriana 8,326 

C itta Vittoriosa (Birgu) 4,077 

Terra N axxar 2,201 

C itta Pinto (Qormi) 3,019 

Terra Gudja 762 
Casal Zejtun 3,882 

C asal Zurrieq 3,463 

Casal Siggiewi 2,247 
Citta Rohan (Zebbug) 4,448 
Porto Salvo Citta Valletta 9,339 
Greeks - Valletta and Vittoriosa 71 
Casal Attard 790 
C itta Senglea 4,728 
Citta Burmula (Cospicua) 6,975 
Casal Kirkop 272 
Casal Tarxien 903 
Casta Lia 972 
Casal Safi 202 
Casal Mqabba 788 
Casal Gharghur 854 
Casal Mosta 3,458 
Casal Zabbar 2,401 
Casal Qrendi 845 
Casal Ghaxaq 1,054 
Casal Luqa 1,004 
C asal Balzan 540 
Casal Dingli 356 

TOTAL 74,779 

GOZO 
Matrice and Collegiate Chiesa 3,059 
Rabat 1,993 
Casal Xewkija 1,432 
Casal Caccia (Xaghra) 1,340 
Casal Sannat 738 
Casal Nadur 1,983 

Casal Zebbug 784 
Casal Gharb 1,490 

TOTAL 12,759 

2 



villages, of which two were described as terra, had more than 2000 inhabitants, and of 

these seven had more than 3000. Zebbug, with its 4448 dwellers, was by far the biggest 

village and together with Qormi had reached the covetous status of town or cittG.7 
At the 

same time the harbour area was surrounded by an almost continuous line of heavily 

fortified towns.8 Such a demographic pattern meant that a little over half of the 

inhabitants or eleven Maltese out of twenty lived in the villages. Put differently, as 

many Maltese lived in the countryside as in the towns. Valletta and its suburb, Floriana, 

together with the Cottonera area of Senglea, Cospicua and Vittoriosa had a population 

of 33,516 or 44.8 per cent of the population of the island. This pattern was repeated in 

Gozo where 39.1 per cent of the inhabitants were concentrated at Rabat. 

The importance of towns in the Maltese islands offers a sharp contrast, for 

instance, to pre-industrial Britain, which was 'decidedly not an urban country,.9 In Malta 

such a pattern possibly arose out of two specific contingencies. The possibility that the 

island could be attacked by the 'Turks' was very real up to the sixteenth century. Both 

the Apostolic Visitor in 1575 10 and the first Maltese historian and antiquarian in 1647 11 

as well as Prof. Wetting er in recent times12 all testifY to this fact and the consequent 

quest for security13 as the main reason for the decaying of small settlements. In the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries this fear had abated 14 but was not at all remote. It 

7 For their respective application to carry this title see NLM, Libr. 142 (iv), pp. 399-412. 

8 Brian Blouet, 'Town Planning in Malta, 1530-1798', The Town Planning Review, vo!. XXXV, no. 3 
(October 1964), pp. 183-194. Alison Hoppen, The Fortification of Malta by the Order of St John, 1530-
1798 and Sandwich, A Voyage performed by the Late Earl of Sandwich Round the Mediterranean in the 
Years 1738 and 1739, pp. 513-518. 

9 Peter Laslett, The World We Have Lost, p. 58. 

IO NLM, Libr. 643, pp. 322-323. 

11 Gio. Francesco Abela, Della Descrittione di Malta, pp. 89-90 - ' ... per sfuggire le spesse scorrerie e 
continue invasioni de ' barbari corsari ... ' 

12 Godfrey Wettinger, 'The Lost Villages and Hamlets of Malta', Medieval Malta: Studies of Malta Before 
the Knights, Anthony Luttrell, ed., passim. 

13 For the same remarks regarding Alsace, see Jean-Marie Pesez and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, 'The 
Deserted Villages of France: An Overview', Rural Society in France, Robert Forster and Orest Ranum, 
eds., p. 85. 

14 For the ballad L-Gharusa tal-Mosta (The Bride of Mosta) abducted by the Turks see Luigi Bonelli, '\I 

Dialetto Maltese', Supplementi Periodici all' Archivio Glottologico Italiano, G. 1. Ascoli, ed., pp. 85-87. 
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was a serious preoccupation in 1715,15 1722,16 1733 17 and in 1760 after the capture of 

the Turkish flagship or 'Sultana'; 18 and though rare it was not unknown that Moslem 

corsairs ventured even on land. 19 However, Brian Blouet puts forward a much more 

plausible social and economic theory for the displacement of people and the creation of 

large, compact and socially cohesive villages. The pull of these settlements, he explains, 

must have been irresistible on the smaller ones; besides greater security they offered 

such services as a physician, an apothecary, better church services and better shops and 

tavems.20 

The Maltese lived in flat-roofed houses built of limestone which is very 

abundant in the island. The rooms were situated round a courtyard and when there was a 

room upstairs (ghorJa)21 it led on to a terrace (setah).22 Generally, walls were double, 

with an infilling of rubble. Roofs were supported either on stone-arches23 or, more 

commonly, on wooden beams made of whole tree trunks across which slabs of stone 

were laid; they even had a layer of difJun composed of small pieces of broken 

earthenware pots laid over them. This was the work of women (ballata) who, while 

singing traditional Maltese songs,24 beat the material with wooden rammers 

15 AIM, Proc. 103A, f. 96r. 

16 AIM, Corr. 22, f. 164r. 

17 AIM, Corr. 95, f. 19v. 

18 AIM, Corr. 100, ff. 250r-v. 

19 NLM, Arch. 1513, f. 167r. 

2°Brian Blouet, 'Rural Settlement in Malta', Geography, vo!. lvi, part 2, April 1971, pp. 112-118. See also 
his other article 'The Impact of Armed Conflict', Institute of British Geographers. Transactions New 
Series, vo!. 3, no. 3 (1978), pp. 367-380. 

21 AIM, AC 567, f. 204r. 

22 AIM, AC 568, f. 152v. Guzepp Micallef, Hal-Luga: Nieshau Grajjietha, pp. 138-140. 

23 Joan Fuguet I Sans and Anthony Luttrell, 'Diaphragm Arches and Stone Slab Roofs', Melita Historica, 
vo\. XI, no. 4 (1995), pp. 325-335. 

24 For an example of such a song, Anthony Preca, Studju Lingwistiku Folkloristiku ta Snajja' Bikrin 
Maltin. M. A. thesis, University of Malta (1978), p. 330. 
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(marzeppa)?5 Doors were closed with large keys26 and by a wooden27 or an iron28 bar 

(stanga). Light was supplied by a candle29 but more commonly by an imnara or oil­

lamp, which was lit by a tinder rubbed against a piece of iron, but even a match could be 

used.3o Kitchen utensils, like plates,31 bowls32 and frying-pans33 were made of pottery 

but the stove (juklar) was made of stone, fuel being supplied by wood,34 thorns35 or 

coa1.36 Furniture must have been simple consisting of a few chairs,37 a table and a bed. 

Wool en mattresses were in common use,38 though when Francesco Bianco of Mdina 

visited Tomaso at Citta Pinto, where he had gone to barter his horse, he slept on straw.39 

On the wall there hang some holy picture40 with, perhaps, a lighted candle in front ofit.41 

The village was characterised by its windmills42 and by its strait, winding streets 

which radiated from the parish church at the centre.43 Here resided the elites of the 

25 Quentin Hughes, The Building of Malta during the Period of the Knights of St John of Jerusalem, 
1530-1795, pp. 195-9. 

26 AIM, AC 523, f. 126v. 

27 AIM, AC 532, f. 12v. 

28 AIM, AC 524, f. 196r. 

29 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 298r. 

30 AIM, AC 522, f. 63v. 

31 Ibid, f. 57r. 

32 AIM, AC 535, f. 58r. 

33 AIM, Proc. 131 B, f. 71Or. 

34 AIM, AC 541 (i), f. 153r. 

35 AIM, AC 567, f. 210r. 

36 AIM, AC 547, f. 85r. 

37 AIM, AC 511, f. 152v. 

38 AIM, AC 508, f. 153v. AIM, AC 522, f. 57r. 

39 AIM, AC 535, f. 165r. 

40 AIM, Proc. 136A, f. 19v. 

41 AIM, Proc. 125C, f. 1092v. 

42 f AIM, Proc. 134A, . 393r; AIM, Proc. 135A, fT. 1 49r-v; AIM, Proc. 136A, fT. 16Sr-v. Joseph M. Attard 
Tabone, 'From Wheat to Bread Through the Gozo Windmi11s', in A Focus On Gozo, Joseph Farrugia and 
Lino Briguglio, eds., pp. 152-171. 
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village while in the outskirts farmhouses dotted a countryside of small fields with their 

rubble walls.44 Another characteristic of rural settlements was their peaceful atmosphere 

broken by creaking wheels and horses' hoofs as well as by the voices of hawkers crying 

their wares - handkerchiefs,45 bran,46 poultry,47 fish,48 fruit and vegetables,49 oil, honey 

and water. 50 The chief disturbers, however, were the church bells; they rang for mass, 

tolled for funerals and even regulated the daily lives of the villagers. The Pater Noster, 51 

early at four o'clock in the morning, signalled the start of another working day; at noon 

it was a time for rest, while the Angelus and a little later the Salutazione dei difonti 

marked the return of the peasants to their home. 52 

The village imparted a distinct identity to its inhabitants. Incomers were never 

really accepted and integrated into the life of the village; they were made to feel that 

they did not belong to their place of adoption and they remained outsiders as their 

nicknames pointed out. Salvatore Azzopardi, therefore, a shoemaker at Zurrieq, was still 

iz-Zebbugi (the man from Zebbug) in the eyes of the inhabitants. 53 This was despite the 

fact that villages were situated in great proximity to each other, sometimes even a few 

paces away. Contact must have been very frequent; and if girls did not marry in their 

own village they generally took a man from a nearby locality. 54 Villagers attended each 

43 Jeremy Boissevain, Hal-Farrug : A Village in Malta, p. 7. 

44 For this concentric pattern of residence, Jeremy Boissevain, 'Residential Inversion: The Changing Use 
of Social Space in Malta', Hyphen, vol. V, no. 2 (1986), pp. 57-59. 

45 AIM, Proc. 136B, f. 629r. 

46 AIM, Proc. 133B, f. 716r. 

47 AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 644v. 

48 AIM, Proc. 136A, f. 152r. 

49 Ibid., f. 154r. 

50 AIM, Proc. 130, f. 421 r. 

51 AIM, Proc. 131A, f. lr. 

52 On the importance of bells in the life ofthe people see the Herbert Ganado, Rajt Malta Tinbidel, vol. 4 , 
pp. 278-281. 

53 AIM, AC 499, f. 220r. 

54 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, pp. 47-50. 
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others' feasts55 or even some fair like the one held at Santa Venera. 56 Liberata Calafato 

of casal Lia57 and sixty-year-old Maria of Mqabba58 both made their way to Zurrieq 

where they sold cotton yarn; others left their villages to buy fodder, to fetch a doctor59 or 

to go to work.60 On Sunday, 16 February 1783, towards the first Ave Maria, Giuseppe 

Magro of Qrendi was in the village square of Siggiewi where he had an argument with 

Giuseppe Farrugia over two rotoli of raw cotton (macalugio).61 

Despite this continuous contact there was much rivalry between villages.62 The 

title of town (cittG:) was the ultimate honour they coveted and the parish priest of Hal­

Qormi even inflated the number of its inhabitants so as to make it appear it had a large 

population deserving of that title.63 Villagers were very jealous of their independence, 

too, and the inhabitants of Xewkija and Gharb at Gozo proudly pointed out that they 

were unlike the other four villages of the island. These showed their subjection to the 

Matrice by a yearly contribution of candles to the Archpriest on Assumption Day during 

High Mass in the presence of all the people; and they even took part in the processions 

held every year on Rogation days, St Mark's and Corpus Domini.64 Such rivalry can 

also be detected in a sort of 'rebellion' organised in 1764 by the militias of Siggiewi 

and Zebbug when they both demanded preferential treatment over the other in the 

55 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 323r. 

56 AIM, AC 541 (i), f. 124r. 

57 AIM, AC 565, f. 265r. 

58 AIM, Proc. 128B, f. 802r. 

59 AIM, AC 547, f. 183v. 

60 AIM, Mem. 13, f. 659r. Andrea Gatt of citta Pinto worked in a quarry at Zejtun (Aim, Proc. 134A, f. 
43r) and Giuseppe Muscat tal-barun (the baron's son) of casal Lia was employed as a muleteer with 
Teodoro Gristi of casal Balzan - AIM, AC 563, f. 22r. 

61 AIM, AC 565, ff I I3r-114v. 

62 Mariella Attard, Haz-Zebbug u I-Festa ta' San Filep, pp. 58-59. 

63 S. Fiorini, 'Status Animarum I: A Unique Source for 17th and 18th Century Maltese Demography', 
Melita Historica, vo\. VIII, no. 4 (1983), pp. 335-336. 

64 AIM, AC 546, ff. 88r-95v. 
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military exercises that were being then made.65 The people of Zebbug had been involved 

in a similar incident of identity ten years before. When Fr Giusto Sammut died in Rome 

in 1754 he left the holy body of St Theodore to the altar of St Catherine's at the parish 

church of his native village but his cousin and heir, Anna Tanti, donated it instead to her 

own parish of Lija. When they came to know of it Fr Simone Buhagiar and Fr Giacomo 

Vassallo, at the head of five hundred villagers, on 4 February 1750, descended on casal 

Lia and, pretending that they were on their way to the sanctuary of Our Lady at Mellieha, 

they entered Anna's residence by force and brought the cor po santo back home.66 

Such solidarity to one's place of residence was shown on the personal level, too. 

One morning Giovanni ta Santa (Santa's son) of Cospicua was selling mackerel at the 

Valletta wharf. Giovanni Camilleri, a notary from Senglea, protested that he was being 

cheated and demanded to have the fish weighed. The fishmonger first claimed that he 

could do with his property whatever he liked and then, taking the fish out of the 

servant's basket, he threw them violently on the ground. But what is more relevant to 

our argument is that he told his adversary that being an isolano (a man from Senglea) 

did not entitle him at all to act smartly, meaning that a Cospicua man was no inferior to 

a Senglean - 'per esser isolano non gli dovesse fare del bravo'. 67 

Contact between villages and towns must have been frequent. Being the capital 

city the villagers had perforce to go to Valletta for their special needs. The Sacra 

Infermeria or the General Hospital,68 the Bishop's and the Government's courts were all 

situated there. Slave prisons were to be found only in the cities and here did the beduini 

or campagnoli, as the people of the campagna or the villages were called, often come to 

consult slaves about their illness or to manufacture some spell. 69 They also came to 

town to make a wilCO, to enrol on the Order's galleys, to sell water/' to buy maize for 

65 AIM, AC 538, f. 149v. 

66 N LM, Libr. 12, p. 12. See also S. Ciappara, Storia del Zebbug e Sua Parrocchia, pp. 51-4, 60-1. 

67 AIM, AC 503, ff. 33Ir-332v. 

68 In 1788 those women who were inmates here were the following - Valletta, 39; Cospicua, 9; Birkirkara, 
7; Citta Rohan, 7; Gozo, 4; Citta Pinto, 3; Gargur, 2; Gudja, 2; Ghaxaq, 2; Senglea, 2; Attard, I; Kirkop, 
I; Lija, I; Mosta, 1; Mqabba, 1; Qrendi, 1; Safi, 1; Siggiewi, 1; Tarxien, I; Vittoriosa,l; Zejtun, I; 
Zurrieq, I. CEM, SA 31, pp. 96-98. 

69 AIM, Proc. 131 B, f. 694r. 

70 AIM, AC 569 (i), f. 181r. 
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the pigs,72 or it could be an escapade to the prostitutes. 73 For some special reason, 

perhaps because they had been given some marriage legacy, a couple would marry in 

town, toO.74 Others came to Valletta to visit their kin,75 to see a doctor76 or to bring their 

produce, like melons,77 to market. Pietro Debono 78 and Giuseppe Cassar, both of casal 

Qormi transported flour from their village; and late at night, on 12 April 1769, the latter 

went to enquire whether the confectioners needed any more of the produce so as to 

supply them with the necessary quantity the next morning. 79 Work, indeed, attracted 

most villagers to the towns. Agostino of Naxxar beat cotton in the house of Pietro 

Zamrnit at Vittoriosa. On weekdays he slept in his master's house and only returned to 

his native village on Sundays and feast days, to report for work the next day, carrying 

his lunch-bag (sacchetto di pane) with him.80 Michele Psaila of Birkirkara, however, did 

not have to travel that far and could afford to go daily to Valletta where he was 

employed with Michelangelo, the carpenter.81 

The number of villagers who took up residence in towns must have been 

negligible. Village girls would rather marry men from rural areas and, anyway, they 

preferred to stay near their relatives.82 It was rather economic factors which made them 

migrate to the towns, where job opportunities were greater. Girls, for instance, sought 

domestic service and Maria travelled several times a month from casal Ghaxaq to 

71 AIM, AC 534, f. 166r. 

72 AIM, AC 567, f. 215v. 

73 AIM, Proc. 130, f. 192r. 

74 PA (Vittoriosa), Lib. Matr. 1 V, f. 15v. 

75 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 329v. 

76 AIM, AC 523, f. 126r. 

77 AIM, AC 492, f. 55v. 

78 AIM, AC 536, f. 234r. 

79 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 308r. 

80 AIM, AC 532, ff. 13r-v. 

81 AIM, Proc. 124A, f. 290r. 

82 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, pp. 47-50, 57-58). 
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Valletta where she resided for days at the house of Signora Giovanna Mannarino, whose 

servant she was. 83 The Status Animarum of Mqabba for the year 1790, scrupulously 

done by the curate, Fr Aloisio Caraffa, contained three girls aged 17, 18 and 19 

respectively who were serving in Valletta84 and Senglea.85 A young man, aged 23, was 

also in domestic service86 but men generally had other occupations, like soldato nel 

Quartiere.87 Movement in the opposite direction must not have been so frequent: a 

doctor would go to see a patient;88 the upper classes had their country-houses or casino89 

while relatives would attend a christening ceremony90 and a widow would leave town to 

go and stay with her brother in a village.91 

Rivalry between town and country was no less intense than that between the 

villages themselves. This is well illustrated by the following incident. One Carnival day 

four young men Vincenzo Catania, Giuseppe and Salvatore Buttigieg and Andrea Vella 

made their way from Valletta to citta Pinto. As they were watching a troupe of dancers 

Salvatore remarked sarcastically that it must be an impromptu dance. Tomaso Borg, a 

villager, felt himself hurt and exclaimed that the 'city donkeys' had come to amuse the 

people of the countryside. Vincenzo replied that they had come rather to entertain the 

'Arabs'. This was not the last word and when the dance ended and the four townsmen 

were st~olling through the village they were set upon by the campagnoli and were so 

beaten up and bruised that they were ashamed to enter Valletta.92 

83 AIM, AC 536, f. 241r. 

84 CEM, SA Xl, p. 4. 

85 lbid, pp. 11, 13. 

86 Ibid, p. 4. 

87 Ibid, pp. 3,4, 7. 

88 AIM, AC 535, f. 151r. 

89 AIM, AC 536, f. 241r. 

90 AIM, Proc. 124A, ff. 209r-210v. 

91 This was the case of Teresa Boffugnio who left Cospicua and went with her three children to her 
brother's at Tarxien - CEM, AO 669, f. 165r. 

92 AIM, AC 535, f. 177v. 
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As travellers93 and painters depicted them most Maltese went barefoot, and 

when they did put shoes on these consisted of pieces of cow- or pig-skin (qorq).94 In 

their dress95 the men resembled Lorenzo - a thirty-two-year-old, rather tall, well-built 

cotton-beater with moustaches from Cospicua; he wore a shirt, white trousers and a 

black cap, while in his sash he carried a knife with a black handle 'like the ones sailors 

use,.96 On feast days the shirt could be the best one the villagers had, perhaps - if they 

could afford it, like Giovanni Domenico Spiteri, one of the marshals of the Inquisition -

of Dutch linen and with silver buttons. Some would even wear a waistcoat97 or, like 

Gaetano Bugeja, a fishmonger, a golden earring.98 At night they went about with a 

mantle (capotto)99, which resembled a friar's tunic with a hood (barnuza) and reached 

down to the knees. When they went to church women wore the traditional black 

ghonella on their heads loo but at home they used the bluish dgezwira with white 

stripes. 101 

Eighteenth-century Maltese gave each other good morning l02 and good night l03 

as well as the season's greetings l04 when they met in the streets. They blushed when 

93 See, for instance, Di Riedesel, Voyage en Sicilie et dans la Grande Grece, p. 51. 

94 NLM, Libr. 142 (v), p. 218. 

95 For a general picture, Joseph Cassar-Pullicino, 'Notes for a History of Maltese Costume', in his Studies 
in Maltese Folklore, pp. 133-150. 

96 AIM, AC 507, f. 163r. 

97 AIM, Proc. 125C, f. 1027v. 

98 AIM, AC 517 (ii), f. 478r. 

99 AIM, AC 499, f. 220r. Agius de Soldanis, Damma tal Kliem Kartaginis Mscerredfel Fom tal Maltin u 
Ghaucin', NLM, Libr. 143A, ff. 286r - v. 

100 AIM, AC 502, f. 375r. 

101 NLM, Libr. 142 (v), p. 219. 

102 AIM, AC 557 (ii), f. 420r. 

103 AIM, AC 568, f. 160r. 

104 AIM, Proc. 169, no. 73. 
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death of a child, I 06 when they were beaten, I 07 lost a lover,108 saw their father on the 

ground being kicked in the belly,109 were hit by an antagonistllO or when they were on 

their way to prison. I11 An unknown woman cried when a man took off her ghonella on 

her way to church early in the morning; 112 and Teresa del Core burst into tears when she 

came to know that her first husband was still alive at Martinique and that her second 

marriage was, therefore, null. 113 

There were barbers in the villages 114 as well as in the towns, especially in the 

slave prisons 115 and at the marina of Valletta. But how often people shaved or cut their 

hair it is difficult to say. The same uncertainty is encountered when we turn to discuss 

how often they changed or washed their clothes. Like most women the slave, Giuseppa, 

washed the clothes of her master, Signor Gioacchino Said, at home. 116 In some places, 

for instance at Rabat, women like Teresa Ungaro, washed their clothes in the public 

fountains of Ghajn Hamiem and Ghajn Gheriexem.1l7 People did go to swim 118 but 

otherwise they could not have been very particular about their personal hygiene except 

perhaps in delousing themselves. I 19 Nor could cleanliness have been a characteristic of 

106 AIM, Proc. 1138, f. 384r. 

107 AIM, AC 571, f. 202r. 

108 AIM, Proc. 128A, f,34r. 

109 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 348r. 

110 AIM, AC 571, f.202r. 

III AIM, AC 565, ff. 268r-v. 

112 NLM, Libr. 142, vol. VI, p. 284. 

113 AIM, Proc. 1258, f. 91Or. 

114 AIM, AC 541 (i), f. 185r. 

liS AIM, Proc. 131 B, f. 760r. 

116 AIM, AC 548, f. 178r. 

117 Ibid., f. 226v. AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 348r. 

118 AIM, Proc. 77A, f. 108r. 

119 AIM, Proc. 122A, f. 272v. 
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traditional society, either; 120 people pissed on the public street l21 and kept animals like 

pigs inside the house 122, while the streets were strewn with animal droppings which 

gave an insistent sting. 123 

In the villages peasants lived off their own crops and kept their own animals, 

including rabbits and poultryl24 which supplied them with eggs. 125 Bread was their 

staple food and those who could afford it ate it white; the others took brown or black 

bread made from barley or mischiato. 126 Fish, which included sardines, herrings and 

lampukil27 were abundant and it does not seem that meat was a rarity, either; pork, beef, 

chicken, mutton,128 lamb, rabbit, kid, and veal are all mentioned. References to butchers 

(tal-laham)129 are not hard to come by. Battista Zarb of Birkirkara,13O Lorenzo 

Zammit 131 and Gregorio Borg 132 both of Valletta and Gio. Battista of Cospicua, 133 

120 J. Sutherland, Report on the Sanitary Condition of Malta and Gozo with reference to the Epidemic 
Cholera in the Year 1865, p. 77. 

121 AIM, AC 551 (ii), f. 86r 

122 AIM, AC 535, f. 182v. AIM, AC 567, ff. 213r, 214v. A. Ghio, The Cholera: Malta and Gozo in the 
Year 1865, p. 33. 

123 W. H. Burrell, Appendix V to the Second Report on Quarantine, p. 37. 

124 AIM, Proc. 112A, f.279r 

125 On the question of food see the highly informative paper by G. Cassar-Pullicino, 'Antichi Cibi Maltesi', 
Melita Historica, vol. 3, no. 2 (1961), pp. 31-54. 

126 AIM, AC 508, f. 117r. 

127 AIM, AC 517 (ii), ff. 47r-v. 

128 AIM, Proc. 131B, f. 710r. 

129 Ibid., f. 692r. 

1'0 
o AIM, Proc. 130, f. 12r. 

1'1 
o AIM, Proc. 131A, f. 35r. 

1'0 
0_ AIM, Proc. 135A, f. 132v. 

133 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 267r. 
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among others, were all engaged in this trade. All the same some Maltese could not 

maintain themselves 134 and were naked and dying of cold. 135 Angelo de Caros, a poor 

married man from Valletta, was out of work for six months and went without food for 

three whole days.136 Landless labourers picked up a day's work when they could but 

their plight was so miserable that according to Gaetano Pace of Rabat not even God 

could have helped them in their misery. m Beggars, like eighty-year-old Giovanni la 

Croce of Valletta 138 or Francesco Bonello of B 'Kara, \39 were a common feature of the 

social scene but it was so shameful an exercise that an unidentified woman of Valletta, 

about forty years of age, made her way to casal Qormi not to be seen begging in her own 

home town. 140 Though these must have been extreme cases various indications point to 

a state which Peter Laslett appropriately calls, 'perpetual undernourishrnent,.141 A late 

age at marriage and a high proportion of celibates all point in this direction; and that the 

possibility of starvation was a serious preoccupation for the Government and its grain 

agency, or the Universita dei Grani, can be also shown by the fact that it sent its 

accattapani round to check prices; such control was most necessary because high prices 

were a cause of revolt as happened in 1775. 142 

Households were small, 3.9 persons being the average during the period 1750-

1798. Generally, the conjugal family of husband, wife and children was the dominant 

134 AIM, Proc. 128A, f. 73r. 

135 Ibid., f. 523r. 

136 AIM, Proc. 128B, f. 792r. 

137 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1033r. 

138 AIM, Proc. 128B, f.493r. 

139 AIM, Proc. 130, f. 396r. 

140 AIM, Proc. 126B, f. 592r. 

141 Peter Laslett, The World We Have Lost, p. 115. 

142 On this revolt, J. Callus, The Rising of the Priests and F. Laferla, Una Giustizia Storica. Don Gaetano 

Mannarino neIla Luce dei Documenti. 
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type of household. 143 Extended families were the minority; and if a bachelor, as in the 

case of Lorenzo Zerafa of Rabat, Gozo, had his married nieces living with him 144 or, 

still, a widowed mother went to live with her married daughter,145 these were the 

exceptions rather than the rule. This latter example leads to a discussion of the situation 

of the old in traditional society. For instance, how many were they? Contrary to popular 

impression a good number of people in past times did reach the higher ages. Pietro 

Gauci of Rabat was ninety-two years of age but he was still strong and healthy and every 

morning he went to Valletta with his donkey to return in the evening. 146 This could well 

have been an exception but at Naxxar 15.7 per cent of those who died in the period 

1750-1790 were above sixty years of age. 147 At Siggiewi, the percentage over the same 

period stood even higher - 22.1, and it included two women who were 'over hundred 

years' 01d. 148 Even Figure 1.1 which represents the distribution of population of Luqa in 

1791 by sex and age fails to give the impression that the old formed a negligible 

percentage. 149 Table 1.2 is a comparative table of the proportion of the elderly (persons 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

places. What at once comes to notice is that the figures for Malta compare favourably 

well with those from abroad. They are also relatively high in relation to what one might 

expect in traditional societies; and Malta had with some exceptions a higher percentage 

than other countries. These figures suggest not only that the Maltese must have lived 

longer than is popularly imagined but also that once the early critical years were passed 

life expectation could be quite high. 

143 For an extensive discussion of the subject see Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta in the late Eighteenth 
Century. pp. 36-9. 

144 AIM, AC 567, f.208r. 

U5 AIM, AC 505, f. 345r. 

146 AIM, Mem. 13, ff. 677r-v. 

147 Calculated from data in PA (Naxxar), Lib. De! 11, 111. 

148 Calculated from data in PA (Siggiewi), Lib. De! 111, IV. 

149 Calculated from data in CEM, SA 12. 
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Table 1.2 Percentages of elderly and aged persons by sex. 

Aged 60 and above Aged 65 and above Aged 70 and above Aged 75 and above Aged 80 and above 
PLACE DATE POP. M F BOTH M F BOTH M F BOTH M F BOTH M F BOTH 
MALTA 

Attard 1784 791 15.3 15.0 15.2 7.3 5.9 6.6 3.8 3.3 3.5 1.0 2.0 1.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 

Dingli 1786 393 8.1 7.7 7.9 3.5 4.1 3.8 3.0 1.5 2.3 1.0 0.5 0.8 0.5 0.0 0.3 

Kirkop 1784 272 8.8 10.4 9.6 6.6 6.7 6.6 2.9 5.2 4.0 2.2 3.0 2.6 0.0 0.7 0.4 

Mqabba 1790 814 7.9 10.7 9.3 6.2 6.9 6.5 3.3 4.6 3.9 2.1 2.3 2.2 0.5 1.3 0.9 

Qrendi 1758 667 8.5 9.2 8.4 6.3 6.3 6.3 4.5 3.9 4.2 2.7 1.8 2.2 1.5 0.9 1.2 
EUROPE 

Denmark 1786 - 8.0 9.3 8.7 - - - 2.6 3.4 3.0 - - - 0.4 0.7 0.6 
r-

Estonia 1782 - 6.8 5.1 6.3 - - - - - - - - - - - -

England 

Ackworth 1767 728 8.5 11.0 9.9 - - - 2.6 3.8 3.3 - - - 0.6 1.3 1.0 

1772 678 8.5 12.7 10.6 - - - 2.6 4.4 3.5 - - - 0.6 1.4 1.0 

Sandwich 1776 609 14.2 12.2 13.1 - - - 6.0 4.6 5.5 - - - 1.4 0.6 1.0 

France 

Longuenesse 1778 332 8.5 9.7 9.1 5.9 8.0 7.0 2.0 5.1 3.7 1.8 1.8 1.8 - - -

1790 387 10.2 5.5 7.7 6.4 4.5 5.4 3.2 3.0 3.1 . - - - - - -

Iceland 1787 - 6.5 8.7 7.8 - - - 1.6 2.5 2.1 - - - - - -
• 

Sources: Malta GEM, S.A. 5,7, 11, 16, 18. 

Europe P. Laslett, Familv and Illicit Love in early generations, pp.186 - 188. 



Were these old people solitary? Did they enjoy full family membership? Were 

they appreciated and socially valued or dumped in some institution? As in Bilbaol50 and 

in eighteenth-century Denmark,151 it does not seem that they lived in residential 

isolation. For one thing a late age at marriage, together with the fact that 'a high 

proportion of our ancestors never married at all',152 ensured that they still had their 

children at home. And if, as Table 1.3 shows, widows and widowers could be 

living alone, a daughter might well be living next door or she could come up 

regularly to tidy up; besides, as in the French village of Chanzeaux,153 a grandchild 

could be asked to move in with them. Some did enter an institution and seventy­

year-old Antonio Vella, who enjoyed a government's pension, stayed at the Sacra 

Infermeria at the Religion's expense. Others went to the Casa di Carita 

Table 1.3 Households inhabited by the elderly 

Widow/er Husband Nuclear Widow/er 
Others 

alone & Wife Family & offspring 

Qrendi (1758) 9 5 13 9 10 

Tarxien (1790) 11 7 11 8 15 

Balzan (1793) 18 18 14 16 10 

Sources: CEM, SA 16 (Qrendi), 23 (Tarxien), 26 (Balzan) 

set up III 1732 at Floriana by Grand Master Manoel di Vilhenal54 whereas 

those who were infirm were welcomed at 
1-­

Saura Hospital at Rabat," 

150 Pilar Perez-Fuentes Hemandez and Arantza Pareja Alonso, 'Ageing alone or in a family: the case of 

Bilbao,1825-1935', Continuity and Change, vol. 12, no. 1 (1997), pp. 79-\02. 

151 Hans Chr. Johansen, 'The Position of the Old in the Rural Household in a Traditional Society', The 
Scandinavian Economic History Review, vol. XXIV, no. 2 (1976), pp. 129-142. 

152 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malt!!, p. 61. 

153 Laurence Wylie, ed., Chanzeaux : A Village in Anjou, p. 322. 

154 AIM, Proc. 125C, f. II09r. NLM, Libr. 142 (ii), f. 90r. 
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at St Joseph's Hospital at Zebbug or else at the Hospital for Women in Valletta, where 

in 1788 there were thirteen piazzanti. 156 The majority, however, were succoured by their 

own relatives, in accordance with the precepts of religion. 15
? In Malta kinship is greatly 

appreciated and kinfolk are expected to help each other in their needs. When, for 

instance, Giuseppe Ciappara of casal Qormi was wounded in the head while leading his 

mule into Valletta he was taken to the house of a relative of his.158 It was his son-in-law 

who brought Giovanni Mallia of casal Ghaxaq back home after he had been soundly 

beaten at a tavern in the same village. 159 Still, it was to his cousin that Paolo Tonna 

poured out his heart when he was expelled by his wife on the very day of their marriage. 

Being at loggerheads with someone meant that you had to bear the ill-will at least of his 

relatives. Thus, when Feliciano Zahra's wife beat Margherita's son it was not only the 

sharp tongue of hers that she had to endure but even of her mother, her two sisters and a 

brother. 16o The Matteis of Senglea accused Dr Gaetano Bertis of flirting with one of 

their wives, asking her to meet him in his garden and even sending her bouquets of 

flowers and doing to her other courtesies. On 17 August 1796 towards midnight, on a 

moonlit night Antonio Mattei, his three sons and his brother-in-law went in search of 

him armed with swords 'to extract his bowels,.161 

If the elderly could be a burden on their children they could also lend them help. 

While the wife was away in the fields or employed at some domestic craft old women 

tended their daughters' offspring. References to children are very sparse but this is not 

because they were few. Rather the documents on which this study is based are mainly 

legal and largely concern adults engaged in squabbles before the courts. All the same 

155 In 1788 the inmates included five priests, eighteen men and twenty-six women - CEM, SA 31, pp. 66-

67. 

156 C M E ,SA 31, pp. 98-99. 

157 Don Francesco Wzzino, Dottrina Cristiana, pp. 54-55. 

158 A/M, AC 509, f.481r. 

159 A/M, AC 547, ff. I 83r-v. 

160 A/M, AC 577, ff.27r-v. 

161 Ibid., ff. 49r-68v. 
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one encounters children having their fortune read in the church square,162 teasing 

slaves163 even disturbing them at their prayers,164 or knocking on the window of a 

neighbour with their hands and a stone. 165 Allusions to children playing are not lacking, 

either. Seven-year-old Giuseppe was having a game of marbles with six-year-old 

Giovanni Battista when there arrived an eleven-year-old who took one of the marbles. A 

fight ensued in which the latter's sister boxed Giuseppe's ears and dragged him to his 

house. The boy started to cry and was so afraid that he dirtied his trousers with 

excrement and urine. 166 Such ill-treament of children easily led to a fight between the 

respective families. On 19 April 1770 towards the first Ave Maria the two sons of 

Michele Tedesco, eleven-year-old Giovanni and thirteen-year-old Giuseppe, were near 

the parochial church of citta Rohan. Giuseppe Pantalco, who had just come out of a 

shop, got hold of Giovanni and demanded him the 15 grani he still owed to his wife for 

a scarf he had bought from her on January last. The boy protested his innocence, at 

which the man threatened to kill him but he succeeded to escape for home. His brother 

was instead seized by the breast and thrown on the ground. It was then that his father, 

Michele, armed himself and went to defend his son, whom he found crying. 167 

Michele is described as a master craftsman (maestro) though his trade is not 

mentioned. His sons must have helped him in his work since children who succeeded to 

reach boyhood were apprenticed, for instance, with a bronze-founder168 or a master 

tailor. 169. Some children were put in the service of the upper classes 'since their tender 

age' but most, like Nicola Vella of Zurrieq,170 were employed on the farm, tending the 

162 AIM, Proc. 130, ff. 266r-v. 

163 AIM, AC 518, f. 260r. One Sunday afternoon while the cleric, Angelo Dalli of casal Ghaxaq, was near 
the parochial church of the village he saw a slave wearing a jacket, a red cap and linen trousers 
surrounded by a group of boys all shouting, 'This slave has run away! Let's tie him up!'- AIM, AC 663, f. 
3r. 

164 P. Brydone, A Tour Through Sicily And Malta, p. 331. 

165 AIM, AC 577, f.249r. 

166 Ibid., ff. 29r-v. 

167 AIM, AC 541 (i), ff. 103r-v. 

168 AIM, AC 503, f. 3r. 

169 AIM, AC 517 (ii), f. 377r. 

170 AIM, AC 538, f. 214v. 
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sheep, 17I ploughing,172 fetching the water from the fountain 173 or even searching for a 

lost pig. 174 Giovarmi Borg carried manure for Michele Gambin of Ghajn il-Kbira. On 

one occasion his cart hit that of one Lorenzo which was coming in the opposite 

direction; he was thrown on the ground and blood issued out of his mouth. 175 

The presence of young people is as thinly documented as that of children but 

incidents which refer to them do occur occasionally. One of these relates how on 

Sunday, 22 June 1769 towards 11 p.m., eighteen-year-old Fra Felice Bresmes went at 

the head of some thirty followers to the house of Rev. Fr. Paolo Zerafa, when this 78-

year-old priest of Valletta was about to sleep in his one-storey house near the windmills. 

Amidst laughter and shouting of 

'Hurrah for the Pope! Here comes the Pope! Here comes the Pope!' 

the unruly crowd forced the door open. Fr Zerafa rose from his chair, took hold of a 

stick and hit the leader on his head. 176 

No such incident relating to women has been found but there must have been 

much understanding between females. They visited each other frequently though, since 

they had to combine their recreation with their work, they took their spinning wheel 

with them. They counselled each other what to do when their child was ill or, as in the 

case of Maria, wife ofVincenzo del Core ofVittoriosa, how to dower their daughters. 177 

There was much solidarity among them and when Gaetana was ill-treated by her 

husband, the Greek Antonio Latuc, she sought shelter at her neighbour's, Maria. 178 Their 

171 AIM, AC 495, f. 144r. 

172 AIM, AC 557 (ii), f. 41Or. 

173 AIM, AC 547, f. 177r. 

174 AIM, AC 567, f. 217r. 

175 AIM, AC 557 (ii), ff.416r-420r. 

176 AIM, Proc. 128B, ff. 635r-659v. 

177 AIM, Proc. 128B, f. 452r. 

178 AIM, Proc. 128A, f. 77r. 
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role even gave them opportunities to meet each other at the baker's,179 the grocer's or the 

miller's where they took their wheat to grind. 180 

Men had more opportunities than women for social intercourse since they spent 

most of their time outside the house. They met each other regularly at work,181 on some 

stone bench in the village square l82 and at the maglio during a game of bowls. They 

went singing through the streets at night time but horse-races, 'performed without either 

saddle, bridle, whip, or spur',183 were the most popular sport. These were held regularly 

during the year, on St John's, 184 St Roque's (16 August)185 and at Mnarja, 29th June, the 

feast ofSts. Peter and Paul. This was one of the principal feasts of the island, which was 

celebrated with much pomp at the Cathedral and in which a great multitude of people 

both from the cities as well as from the countryside took part. Towards 10 a.m. people 

went to amuse themselves at Boschetto gardens where they ate, drank and danced 

beneath the trees, as well as watched the gioco delle acque at the fountain. 186 Another 

occasion for popular entertainment was Ascension Day (Lapsi) when the people of 

Zurrieq, for instance, went to Binhisa to enjoy themselves by the seaside. In 1783 they 

were entertained by Liberata, a woman from casal Lia. When they returned to the 

village at night she and Giovanni Baldacchino went singing through the streets to the 

sound of a violin or a lyre. 187 Carnival was another time for revelries; principally, it was 

held at Valletta but even in some villages some festivities were organized. 188 

179 AIM, Proc. 134A, f.461r. 

180 AIM, Proc. 134B, f. 578r. 

181 AIM, Proc. 128B, f. 762r. 

182 AIM, AC 547, f. 186v. 

183 P. Brydone, A Tour Through Sicily And Malta, p. 337. 

184 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 45r. 

185 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 304r. 

186 AIM, AC 538, ff. 129v, 143v-144r. 

187 AIM, AC 565, ff. 122v-140v. 

188 See the entry under Sunday, 5 Feb. 1764 in I. S. Mifsud's diary: 'Lo scrittore ando nella citta Pinto a 
far visita al Vicario Generale e trovo che in quella citta si faceva if Carnevafe con gran concorso di 
popolo e numero gran de di maschere; concorrendosi dalle quattro citta e dai casali moftissimi calesst' -
NLM, Libr. 14, pp. 240-241. 
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It did not necessarily have to be such national festivities for people to amuse 

themselves. Musical evenings were organised, too and it was on one of these occasions 

two days before the feast of St John the Baptist that Giuseppe Zimelli with his mandolin 

and Claudio Debono with his violin played at the residence of Don Raimondo's 

chamberlain. 189 However, the most popular meeting-place was the tavern where men 

gave vent to their passions and whims. It was in one of these bettole that on 7 May 

1769 Lorenzo Fenech of casal Balzan found himself after vespers where there was even 

present Francesco Cortis of the neighbouring village of Lia. After having drunk a mezzo 

quartuccio of wine the latter started swearing and boasting that he was a wizard like his 

nephew and his dog. 190 People exchanged their ideas in shops where the gossip of the 

town or village was revealed and any subject discussed. 191 It could be a barber's,192 a 

carpenter'sl93 or a tinsmith'sl94 while the pharmacy of the Holy Infirmary was the 

meeting place of doctors, surgeons, merchants, priests and men of letters. 195 In May 

1779 Rev. canon Giuseppe Preziosi happened to be in the shop of Aloisio the 

blacksmith, appropriately called if nero (the black one). Discussion centred on the 

miseries which were then afflicting the island. The canon suggested that this was only a 

reflection of what was happening all over the world and was caused by men's sins. 

Signor Paolo Ignazio Gauci agreed that hardship was prevalent but insisted that the 

Government of Rome was the villain of the piece. Michele, the baker, who lived in main 

street, Senglea 'not much distant from the fleur-de-lys' participated in a discussion in the 

churchyard. The conversation, in which participated several other people including some 

sailors, was about an incident which had happened recently when a man violated a girl 

189 AIM, ProG. 128B, ff. 627r-v. 

190 AIM, ProG. 128B, ff. 627r-v. 

191 On this topic see John Martin, Venice's Hidden Enemies: Italian Heretics in a Renaissance City, pp. 
89-95. 

192 AIM, ProG. 131A, f. llr. 

193 AIM, AC 565, f. 166v. 

194 It was here that one morning on 15 Oct. 1672 Giuseppe, the Sicilian, told those present that in Messina 
on the feast day of St Luke merchants made the sign of the horn with their hands because they believed 
that the saint was a cuckold - AIM, ProG. 77B, f. 320r. 

195 AIM, ProG. 131 B, ff. 788v, 790r. 
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of minor age. He asserted that for their atrocity God did not, nor could he, pardon them. 

When he was warned that this proposition was heretical he replied: 

'You modern theologians! Then one can commit any sin 

with the hope of obtaining pardon from God!'. 196 

If the documents are silent about the village idiot the village bully on the 

contrary was very much in the forefront. The three brothers of tal-habsi (the prisoner's 

sons) of citta Rohan were quarrelsome and vindictive. One who experienced their cruelty 

was Felice Chetcuti from the same town; he was robbed of his money and given such a 

beating that he had to stay indoors for three days. At Zurrieq the Baldacchinos held the 

inhabitants at their mercy; 197 at Qrendi Francesco Muscat ir-Roman (the Roman) threw 

stones at people's houses but the villagers were so afraid of him that they did not dare to 

report him. 198 Physical assaults must have been frequent since they constituted 31.3 per 

cent of all cases dealt by the Tribunal of the Inquisition between 1750 and 1798. 199 An 

antagonist could be hit with two iron bars,2oo a stanga,201 or a bamboo stick.202 Others 

were pelted with stones,203 punched on the breast,204 had a knife pointed at their neck205 

and an axe thrown at them.206 When Teresa Longo, the 41-year-old widow of Tomaso of 

Rabat, Malta, cited her former fiance, Lorenzo Cutajar ta' Bejbet (Bejbet's son) to 

restore to her 29 scudi and 10 tari besides three golden rings, a white sash and a rosary 

she fared very badly. One afternoon, at about 2.30 p.m., on 28 May 1769, as she was 

196 AIM, Proc. 120C, f. 1457r. 

197 AIM, AC 557 (ii), ff. 408r-415v; AIM, AC 561, ff. 308r-323v; AIM, AC 563, ff. 179r-186v. 

198 AIM, AC 567, ff. 2IOr-21Iv. 

199 Calculated from data in AIM, AC 488-577. 

200 AIM, AC 499, f. 220r. 

201 AIM, AC 547, ff. 187r. 

202 AIM, AC 509, ff. 479r-v. 

203 AIM,AC 553 (ii), ff. 375r-386v. 

204 AIM, AC 539 (ii), ff. 302r-303v. 

205 AIM, AC 541 (i), ff. 146r-152v. 

206 AIM, AC 505, f.452r. 
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returning from Valletta she met him at Rabat near the hanging site coming on a donkey. 

He took her by the plaits and started banging her head against the wall; he hit her in the 

face and kicked her all over the body.207 

In the case of Giovanni di Lorenzo, a marshal of the Inquisition, swords were 

drawn. On 26 March 1754, a little after the second Ave Maria, he was in the shop of 

Antonio Bugeja in the square of Vittoriosa. He was summoned by Giuseppe Castagna 

who, calling him a vile coward, cautioned him not to greet his wife whenever he met 

her. Raising his voice he warned him that he was much more of a man than he; and 

following him into the shop he drew his sword from beneath his overcoat.208 Giovanni 

was not touched but in another incident Francesco Pizzuto had his jacket tom in twO. 209 

Antonio Azzupardo of Siggiewi fared even worse. He had his new linen shirt, which had 

cost him 3 scudi and 6 tari, pulled apart; and in the scuffle with Michele Gambin he 

even lost a new dark blue cap valued at 20 tari.210 Carlo Magri ofNaxxar, however, and 

Giuseppe Chetcuti tal-biccier (the butcher's son) did not come to blows. The latter 

called the other a scoundrel and an assassin when he was reproached for having thrown 

a stone at his dog.211 Such verbal quarrels amounted to 15.4 per cent of all cases in the 

Inquisition Tribunal. The commonest words used against men included gifa (coward),212 

buonavoglia (voluntary rower on the galleys),213 pig,214 briccone (knave), ruffiano 

(pimp), fool, ignorant, vile, Jew, thief,21S liar, bankrupt and donkey,216 dying of 

hunger,217 and cornuto or becco futtuto (cuckoldi I8. Women were addressed as 

207 AIM, AC 539 (ii), ff. 329r-360v. 

208 AIM, AC 502, ff. 393r-395v. 

209 AIM, AC 492, f. 71r. 

210 AIM, AC 566, ff. 245r-250v. 

211 AIM, AC 576, ff. 108r-v. 

212 AIM, AC 563, f. lr. 

213 AIM, AC 541 (i), ff. 132v-133r. 

214 AIM, AC 502, f. 371v. 

215 AIM, AC 545 (ii), f. 360r. 

216 AIM, AC 577, f. 249v. 

217 AIM, AC 541 (i), f. 133r. 

218 AIM, AC 505, f.452r. 
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vecchiana (0Id)219 mad (pazza),220 stinging (puzzalente),221 pig-sty (mandra),222 dung 

(merda),223 procuress,224 flirt (fraschetta)225 and especially as a whore (puttana).226 The 

singing of obscene songs was another form of verbal insult. So did a group of young 

men one evening behind the door of Ubaldesca, wife of Arcangelo Bugeja, who was 

away at the time. They asked her to let them in and enjoy her as they had once did. But it 

was not necessarily a woman who was abused in such a way; one Saturday night, 

towards 11 p.m., five men in a boat sang under the window of the house of Giovanni di 

Lorenzo. Sometimes these insults ended in such threats as '1 will kill yau even if 1 were 

ta be hanged. The priest, Fr Salvatore Muscat of casal Qormi, not only blasphemed at 

Pietro Debono and threatened him that some day he would eat his liver but he continued 

'If I had a pistol I would shoot at your breast!' 

Nicola Mallia of Zebbug would have liked to divide in two the cleric Nicola 

Gambim;227 others threatened to drink the blood of their opponents228 or to disfigure 

their face. 229 

Insults were not necessarily verbal. On Wednesday night, 24 May 1753, 

someone pelted with stones the door of the parish priest of Cospicua, Rev. Giovanni 

Battista Crispo, and - 'a symbolic violation of his domestic space,230 - stuck to it a libel 

with the words 

219 AIM, Proc. 577, f. 27v. 

220 AIM, AC 577, f. 241 v. 

221 Ibid, f 242r. 

222 Ibid. 577, f 242r. 

223 AIM, AC 541 (i), f. 132r. 

224 1bid, f 242r. 

225 1bid, f 27v. 

226 AIM, AC 563, f.lr. 

227 AIM, AC 536, ff. 234r-239v. 

228 AIM, AC 561, f.324v. 

229 AIM, AC 563, f. 15v. 

230 Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modem Italy, p. 99. 
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'Miserly parish priest, you either change your life or else we send you to the devils!,]3! 

Insulting gestures, which included the lifting of the skirt232, spitting in one's face,233 the 

making of horns with the fingers234 and the throwing of human excrement behind 

someone's door,235 were not less frequent forms of insults. Pietro Magro threw a vase of 

urine from his balcony right in front of the house of Francesco Bugeja. He repeated this 

action some days later but now the material was thrown at the door.236 When Fr 

Giuseppe Grech of Senglea moved house the owner gathered all the rubbish his tenant 

had left behind and sent it to him by a porter.237 

This incident was witnessed by no one and therefore it lacked one important 

element which characterized such occasions, the presence of by-standers, a crowd being 

an essential ingredient of such brawls. People went to see a fight and it is only rarely 

that there is no reference to 'a great quantity of people'. These spectators played an 

important part in what was going on. Primarily they amused themselves since the actors 

were - as the Maltese expression has it - 'idahhku n-nies bihom' (making fun of 

themselves). But the onlookers also saw to it that matters did not generate into a real 

fight. 238 Descriptions of such brawls give the impression that the antagonists were acting 

a part and were only repeating what Peter Burke calls 'a ritualized sequence of words 

and gestures,.239 The drama could start by hurling insults in front of your enemy's 

door24o or going up and down the street with the gun and ammunition bag on your 

shoulder.24I During the performance the aggressor often used expressions like 

231 NLM, Libr. 11, p. 239. 

232 AIM, AC 577, f. 28r. 

233 AIM, Proc. 125C, f. 1036v. 

234 ' ... la viddi anche in alto che alzando due dita delle mani e formandone due corna mi disse = prendete 
= ... ' - AIM, AC 541(i), f. 132v. For another example see AIM, AC 511, ff. 214r-v. 

2'5 , AIM, AC 577, f. 249r. 

2'6 , AIM, AC 505, f. 452r. 

237 AIM, AC 577, ff.239r-240v. 

238 ' ... sopravenne la gente che ci divise' - AIM, AC 505, f. 470v. 

239 Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modem Europe, p. 11. 

240 AIM, AC 563, f. Ir. 

241 AIM, AC 577, f.49v. 
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'zommuni' (hold me) and not infrequently he is called 'xeni' (scenes) for the theatricals he 

makes. The buonavoglia, Pasquale Cilia, even took off his clothes and stark naked as he 

was started making much noise.242 

In Malta political power was firmly in the hands of the HospitalIers. On their 

arrival in 1530 they replaced the self-governing Maltese commune243 by their own 

theocracy and from then onwards the inhabitants had no say at all in the government of 

their country. The new masters had only arrogance for the people in general and such 

highly placed personage as the Depositario of the Holy Office risked seeing his home 

violated by a knight and a company of soldiers if he refused to give a mattress for the 

use of some soldiers who had just arrived in Malta.244 A parish priest would be warned 

lest he reported them to the Holy Office for eating meat on prohibited days.245 Not even 

holy places were immune from their insolences. On Sunday, 11 September 1757, two 

knights entered the church of Zabbar and stayed seated even though they were asked by 

the Inquisitor's chaplain to kneel down during the elevation of the Host. 246 If such was 

their attitude towards respectable people the way they treated the lower classes must 

have been downright cynical. Daughters were prostituted to their wishes247 and a hus­

band would be exiled so that a knight would enjoy his wife with impunity.248 

For this reason it is safe to say that Maltese society was a 'one-class society'. This 

does not mean at all that it was homogeneous and that the inhabitants lived in an idyllic 

state of equality. On the contrary they were acutely divided by a system of status, which 

consisted in how much respect people could earn from their fellowmen. A title, for 

242 AIM, AC 505, ff. 470r-v. 

243 On municipal government before the knights, Charles DaIli, 'Medieval Communal Organization in an 
Insular Context: Approaching the Maltese Universitas', The Making and Unmaking of the Maltese 
Universitas, J. Manduca, ed., pp. 1-12. 

244 AIM, Proc. 170, case 12. 

245 AIM, Proc. 13 I B, ff. 696r-v. 

246 AIM, AC 510, ff. 144r-157v. 

247 F. Panzavecchia, L'Ultimo Periodo deIla Storia di Malta Sotto il Governo deIl'Ordine Gerosolimitano. 
p.43. 

248 PJ.L.O. Doublet, Memoires Historiques sur l'Invasion et I'ccupation de Malte par une Annee 
Francaise en 1798. p. 5. 

28 



instance, was earnestly sought both from the Grand Masters and from European powers. 

This was especially true in the eighteenth century when out of the thirty-six titles of 

nobility conferred by the Order in its stay in Malta twenty-nine of them - or 80.6 per cent 

- were issued during this period.249 A title conferred a mark of distinction which made 

you different from others and no expenses were to be spared to gain one. This is clearly 

seen in the case of Giovanni de Piro, who paid 572,000 maravedis to gain the title of 

Marquis from Phi lip V of Spain?50 He was not the first Maltese Marquis, however, 

which honour belonged to Mario Testaferrata who had been given that title by the same 

king in 1716. De Piro was thus not content with this one title either and obtained a 

second one from Victor Amadeus of Sardegna; he even made it a point to remark that in 

Spain, unlike in Malta, such a title was superior to that of Baron. 25\ 

The nobility stood at the top of the social hierarchy. They further enhanced their 

standing by their alliance with the ruling elites with whom they dined and went 

hunting?52 At the theatre they stayed in the same box with the knights253 and Baron 

D' Amico even had his son baptised in the Grand Master's palace.254 Their relations with 

the Inquisitor, most of whom were his patentees, were as strong. Inquisitors stood as 

godfathers to their offspring255 and marriages were celebrated in their chapel. 256 These 

privileged people married within their own circle;257 they were so exclusive that they 

could disinherit a son who ignored such a strict rule258 and not even the daughter of 

249 Calculated from data in John Montalto, The Nobles of Malta, Table 3, pp. 32-33. The percentage for 
titles issued in this same span of time by European sovereigns was only a bit less, ten out of thirteen, that 
is 76.9 per cent - ibid. Table 4, p. 41. 

250 NLM, Arch. 547, f. 167r. NLM, Arch. 627, unnumbered. 

251 John Montalto, The Nobles of Malta, p. 45. 

252 NLM, Libr. 12, pp. 224-225. 

253 This was the case of Signor Giovanni Francesco Dorell who attended Goldoni's Padre di Famiglia put 
on stage by Sicilian actors, when he was in the same box as the Hospitaller de Pennes - AIM, Proc. 124C, 
ff. 1479r-v. 

254 NLM, Libr. 14, p. 439. 

255 Ibid.. t: 317r. 

256 NLM, Libr. 367, ft: 41 v-42r. 

?57 I - John Monta to, The Nobles of Ma Ita, p. 234. 

258 Ibid .. p. 248. 
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auditor Fabrizio Grech was considered a worthy match for Count Nicola Perdicomati 

Bologna.259 

Besides their residences at Mdina and Valletta nobles had their summer 

residences throughout the island, especially at the three villages of Attard, Balzan and 

Lia. Such buildings as Casa de Piro, Villa Bologna and Villa Preziosi with their 

extensive grounds and gardens all made the simple folk conscious of their inferiority. 

They also overawed the campagnoli with their wigs260 and clothes, their Italian language 

which for them was lingua materna (maternal tongue)261 rather than the vernacular, 

their carriages262 and their servants, their wealth and extravagance. What further distin­

guished them from the lower classes was the leisure that they could enjoy. They invited 

each other to supper,263 while one of their favourite activities was the sentuta, when they 

assembled in one of their houses for a game of cards,264 sipping chocolate with some 

water.265 For them the afternoon was a time for rest; and Signor Paolo Asciach, the 

Inquisitor's Procurator, protested that it was improper for 'a civil person' like him to be 

disturbed at about 1 p.m.266 

As has been shown for some Italian dioceses267 the upper echelons of the 

Maltese clergy belonged to the nobility so that during the period under review nearly all 

the archdeacons of the Cathedral were members of noble families. 268 But even without 

259 Ibid., p. 241. 

260 AIM, AC 509, f.486y. 

261 Francesco Sayerio Farrugia, Discorsi Accademici. pp. 7-10. 

262 AIM, AC 539 (ii), f. 330r. 

263 AIM, Proc. 131A, f. 273r. 

264 NLM, Libr. 1202, p. 9. See also A. Macckenzie-Grieye, 'A Window on 18th. century Malta', Sunday 
Times of Malta 8 April 1956, p. 5. 

265 AIM, AC 547, f. 211y. 

266 AIM, AC 571, f.21Iy. 

267 Aldo Landi, 'La Diocesi di Luni-Sarzana nella Seconda Meta del Cinquecento, Nuoya Riyista Storica, 
Anno LlX (Sept-Dec. 1975),. pp. 590591. 

268 J. Montalto, The Nobles of Malta, p. 136. 
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such valuable connections the clergy as a social entity enjoyed immense prestige among 

the population. They were not only the intermediaries between the people and the 

supernatural; they were also involved in the daily lives of the people as well. The parish 

priest registered baptisms, marriages and burials. Midwives had to have a certificate 

from him regarding their morals;269 and those Maltese who received any financial relief 

from the Order had to be recommended by him.27o He distributed alms,271 acted as 

notary272 and his advice was earnestly sought.273 He conducted censuses274 and, as in 

1708, he registered men for the militia.275 He taught the village children,276 brought to 

his parishioners' notice that some piece of land was to be given on lease277 and read out 

to them any letters which they received.278 These last two cases are excellent examples 

of how the clergy fulfilled an important role in communication; being literate they were 

the only link the ordinary people had with the outside world. 

Other notables in the village could include if Signor Dottore,279 if Signor 

Giurato,28o if Signor Giudiee,281 if Signor Magnifieo (the notary).282 This is how the 

parish priest of Birkirkara took pains to describe an aromatory's household283 -

269 CEM, AO 693, f. 115v. 

270 AAM, Carr. XII, p. 175. 

271 NLM, Libr. 22, f. 129r. 

272 PA (Gargur), Lib. Bapt., De!, Matr. I, ff.94r-106r. 

21' 
o AIM, Prac. 135B, f. 607v. 

274 AAM, Edicta Labini, vo!. XII, f. 93r. 

275 S. Fiorini, 'Status Animarum : A Unique Source for 17th and 18th Century Maltese Demography', 
Melita Historica, vo!. VII, no. 4 (1983), p. 330. 

276 AAM, Suppliche 4, ff. 83v-84r. 

277 AIM, RAC C8, ff. 9Ir-v. 

278 AIM, Proc. 130, f. 391v. 

279 CEM, SA 3, no. 6 (Mqabba, 1767), f. 5v. 

280 AIM, AC 515, f. 280r. 

281 AIM, AC 527, f. 2r. 

282 CEM, SA 13, no 9 (Siggiewi, 1792), p. 24. 

283 CEM, SA 21, no. I (B'Kara, 1788), p. Il. 
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!I Signor Aromatorio Paulo Zammit. 

La Signora Anna, moglie. 

!I Signor Salvatore, jiglio. 

La Signora Graziella, jiglia. 

La Signora Vincenza, jiglia. 

The word Signor/a was the title which divided the privileged from the nobodies. It also 

brings to mind the difficulty we experience today to understand the meaning of such 

status symbols which no longer convey the meaning they once did. They are empty titles 

now, when formerly they were clearly intelligible and of actual value. To be important 

you had to have that magical prefix. It distinguished you from the other ordinary 

mortals, who took off their caps to you284 as you went with a stick in your hand285 or, as 

in the case of Dr Vincenzo Galli,286 a sword even.287 Such carriers of titles constituted 

only a tiny minority of the population. The only exception was Mdina, but this is no 

surprise at all, the old capital being the official residence of the bishop and the nobility 

had always lived there. In 1785, for instance, out of a population of 368 there were 118 

titled persons, or 32.1 per cent. This did not include the sixty inmates at the seminary 

who, with the exception of Antonio Petrozella, the cook, who had only his name and 

surname to show, were all Signori.288 On the contrary at Siggiewi in 1792 only nine 

were distinguished by this title, excluding the c1ergy.289 

These held the lower classes in contempt and referred to them as 'uomo di 

berretta'290 unworthy, as Fr Damiano Pullicino put it, referring to a servant, to put off 

their master's shoes.291 When the notary Gaetano Spiteri had a law suit with Orsola 

Attard the court ordered the confiscation of the woman's household goods. They were to 

be kept by her son iz-zizzu, a calesse-driver, but Signor Spiteri objected to the 

284 AIM, AC 496, f. 300r. 

285 AIM, AC 515, f. 263v. 

286 AIM, AC 514, f. 445v. 

287 AIM, AC 543, f. 242v. 

288 CEM, SA 19, no. 5 (Rabat and Mdina, 1785). 

289 Calculated from data in CEM, AO 13, no. 9. 

290 AIM, AO 510, f. 18r. 

291 AIM, AC 537, f. 59r. 
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Table 1.4 Titled Persons at Mdina in 1785 

Title No. 
Signora 34 
Signor 29 
Rev. Sigr. Caneo. 22 
Sigr. Don. 20 
Sigr. Dottor 3 
1110. e Rmo. Mons. Veseo. 1 
Revo. Sigr. Areiprete 1 
Sigr. Awoeato 1 
Sigra. Baronessa 1 
Sigr. Barone 1 
Sigr. Chierieo 1 
Sigra. Contessa 1 
Sigr. Conte 1 
Sig r. Dottor 1 
Sigra. Marehesa 1 
Sigr. Marehese 1 

nomination of 'un 'uomo vile,.292 This disdain did not mean that there was open conflict 

between the two groups because to preserve their own importance and maintain the 

status quo the elites had to keep their inferiors quiet, which was done particularly by 

charity and employment.293 In their turn, in the insecure world of the village community, 

the commoners had to accept a personal relation of dependence and heed the warnings 

of the Maltese proverb 'not to dilute the fountain you want to drink from' - (iddardarx /­

ghajn li trid tixrob minnha). The workings of this relationship is well illustrated by the 

case of Antonio Dimech, the servant of Signor Barone Pietro Paolo Testaferrata, who 

even let him sleep in his coach-house. As a sign of gratitude Antonio sought out a slave 

to make the mare of the Baron take first prize in the races; and when this first 

292 AIM, AC 551 (i), ff.274r-v. 

293 For such master-client relationships see Alain Morel, 'Power and Ideology in the Village Community of 
Picardy : Past and Present', Rural Society in France, Robert Forster and Orest Ranum, eds., pp. 107-125. 
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experiment which had cost 10 scudi - no mean sum for such a miserable nonentity who 

had no home of his own - failed, he even asked the services of another Turk.294 

Many of the common folk did not question such paternalistic patronage. 

Resentment, however, did flair up sometimes in moments of tension. Emanuele Maxta 

was a thirty-five-year-01d purser on board the ships of the Order. On Friday September 

1771 at 5.30 in the evening, as he entered Valletta, he was asked by a boy for the house 

of judge Lafebbre. Near the ferreria (iron foundery) he saw Raffaele Farrugia, a calesse­

driver, whom he asked-

'Suffarell, would you show this young man where the judge Lafebbre lives?' 

At these words Raffaele retorted angrily -

'Who are you to order me about and call me squib? Do you think that 

because you wear a wig and a hat you are superior to me? Imbroglione!' 

He kept repeating this proposition time and time again, and he even tried to hurl himself 

upon him.295 This is not an isolated instance of protest from below. The sailor Carlo 

Inglott reminded Signor Filippo Camilleri of Senglea that he should remember that only 

recently had he joined the rank of the respectable?96 Still, Felice Duranti could tell 

Signor Dottore Delia to his face that he was afraid neither of him nor of a hundred such 

like;297 and the servant, Rosa Bonomo, told her mistress, Domina Maria Giglio, the wife 

of the Inquisitor's Captain, that her ancestors had been sbirri (soldiers) while she herself 

had been born of a better station than she.298 

Status, however, was not invariably tied to a title and some of the nobodies did 

succeed after all to enjoy some consequence in the village community. As members of 

some lay confraternity,299 they had the right to vote for the local church's procurators,300 

294 AIM, Proc. 134A, ff. 45r-47v. 

295 AIM, AC 543, ff. 242r-v. 

296 AIM, AC 499, ff. 214r-v. 

297 AIM, AC 511, f 193v. 

298 AIM, AC, ff. 152r-v, 155v. 

299 AIM, AC 546, f. 84r. 

'00 
J AIM, RAC C3, f. 318v. 
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or hold one of the poles of the canopy (baldacchino) in a procession301 - but the 

importance they enjoyed was localized and parochial. Status among the common people 

was the result of many factors. Connection was one of them, and examples exist of 

making a doctor302 or some other grandee carrying the title of Illustrissimus Dominus303 

stand as witness to one's marriage. Wealth was another but occupation was the most 

obvious cause. The word maestro must have carried some weight because such master 

craftsmen could stand as jurats or aldermen,304 be procurators of confratemities305 and 

the parish priests made it a point to mention them all by name in the lists they made of 

the inhabitants. In 1791 they totalled eight at casal Luqa306 and nine at Siggiewi the 

following year. 307 

The gabellotto or tenant-farmer denoted the occupation of most of the Maltese. 

But there were great variations between those, for instance, who rented Ghajn il-Kbira 

for 1000 scudi a year and those who had to supplement their incomes from other jobs. 

Such land tillers were known for their indefatigable industry in cultivating the ground 

and making it fruitful. 'They break it into very little plots' - reported one Inquisitor -

'to produce any kind of crop. It is admirable how they endure the fatigue, always 

barefoot under a baking sun and sustained only by bread, barley and water'. 

Other Maltese were employed with individual knights as cab-drivers,308 sedan 

chair carriers309 and, especially, as servants310 - if they were not dismissed for 

drunkenness311 or after a silver spoon or fork was found missing. 312 Some, like 

301 AIM, AC S08, f. 143r. 

302 PA (Vittoriosa), Lib. Matr., vol. 1 V, f.26r. 

303 Ibid., ff. 26v, 34r. 

'04 , CEM, SA 11 (Mqabba, 1790), p. 4. 

305 AAM, Registrum Supplicationum, vol. XI, f. 322r. 

306 Calculated from data in CEM, SA 12, no S (Luqa, 1791). 

307 Calculated from data in CEM, SA 13, no. 9 (Siggiewi, 1792). 

308 AIM, Proc. 13S8, f. S14r. 

'09 , AIM, Proc. 130, f. 183r. 

310 See, for instance, ibid., f. 171 r.; AIM, Proc. 131A, f. 283r. and AIM, Proc. 133C, f. 942v. 

311 AIM, Proc. 1348, f. 63Sr. 
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Michel' Angelo Vella of Valletta, who was in the service of Signor Cavaliere Grifone, 

captain of the galley San Luigi/ \3 served their masters on board ships; others even 

accompanied them abroad to Syracuse,314 Calabria315 and Valenzia. 316 It was, however, 

with the Government that many found work. They were employed as shipwrights at the 

dockyard,317 guards at the powder-magazine, 318 nurses319 and pharmacists at the 

Infermeria and at the Hospital for Women in Valletta,320 clerks at the Magistral 

Palace,321 gardeners at San Anton,322 a/gozini at the slave prison, archivists at the law 

courts,323 sbirri,324 captains of the Gates of Valletta.325 All the same the Order's navy 

engaged most of the Maltese. This is clearly borne out by the statements made in the 

period 1750-1753 by those who applied for a marriage licence, two hundred and twenty­

two in all. As Table 1.5 shows more than two-thirds of them, or 82.0 per cent, were 

sailors and soldiers but there was even a sprinkling of cabin-boys, voluntary rowers, 

apprentice-boys, port wardens, pilots, mates, drummers and barber surgeons.326 

312 Ibid., ff.672r-v. 

313 CEM, Aa 179, f. 385r. 

314 CEM, Aa 784, f. 46r. 

315 CEM, Aa 783, f. 69r. 

316 Ibid.,f 86r. 

317 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 257r. For the Order's dockyard see the article by Joseph Muscat, 'The Arsenal: 
1530-1798', Birgu: A Maltese Maritime City, Lino Bugeja, Mario Buhagiar, Stanley Fiorini, eds., vo!. 1, 
pp. 257-325. 

318 Ibid., f. 281r. 

319 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 275r.; AIM, Proc. 134B, f. 623r. 

'20 
J AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 453v. 

321 AIM, Proc. 13IB, f. 171 v. 

322 AIM, Proc. 133A, ff. 110r. - 112r. 

323 AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 526v. 

324 Ibid., f. 491 r. 

'25 
J AIM, Proc. 134B, f. 899r. 

326 As it was to be expected the maritime cities supplied just half of the applicants though there was hardly 
a place which is not mentioned, those missing being only Balzan, Dingli, Gudja, Safi and Tar-den. 
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Table l.5 Maltese Employed with Order's Navy, 1750-1753 
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Mdina 1 - - - - - - - -
Mosta - 4 - - - - - - -
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Qormi 9 5 1 1 - - - - -
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By the eighteenth century a strong commercial class had come into being.327 

Cospicua, noted the eighteenth-century erudite De Soldanis, was 'popolatissima, 

particolarmente di persone che hanno negozi marittimi,.328 During the period 1750-

1760 a total of 307 literae patentes were issued to masters of sea-craft to travel to the 

'four parts of the world' .329 But what really establishes the presence of a strong 

commercial class is that out of the 3251 applications for a marriage licence filed at the 

Bishop's Curia between 1750 and 1798 by men who had been abroad five hundred and 

forty-six, or 16.8 per cent, concerned merchants.33o Two-thirds of them - or 67.3 per 

cent - came from the maritime cities but while most villages are either not represented at 

all or else very poorly so Zejtun with ninety two cases comes just after Cospicua and 

Senglea.33I These merchants were to be found all over Europe. In France they enjoyed 

double nationality332 but Spain was by far the country most of them resorted to.333 They 

settled at Barcellona,334 Valenzia335 and, on the testimony of Stefano Freri, 336 especially 

at Cadiz.337 

327 For trade in general see Carmel Vassallo, Trade in 18th century Malta', The Sunday Times (Malta), 
June 12/19, 1994. 

328 NLM, Libr. 143 (i), f. 65r. 

329 Calculated from data in NLM, Arch. 554-564. 

330 Calculated from data in CEM, AO 779-836. 

331 See Table 1.5. 

332 Alain Blondy, 'La France et Malte au XV111e Siecle: Le Probleme de la Double Nationa1ite', Malta: A 
Case Study in International Cross-Currents, Stanley Fiorini and Victor Mallia-Milanes, eds., pp. 175-186. 
Jacques Godechot, Histoire de Malte, p. 54. 

333 Carmel VassaJlo, The Maltese as Catalysts of Economic Change in Spain', The Sunday Times (Malta), 

25 June 1989, p. 20. 

334 Carmel VassaJlo, The Maltese Merchant Colony in Eighteenth-Century Barcellona', paper given at the 
Congres Historia Moderna Historia en Constipuccio, 14-16 Nov. 1996. 

335 Carmel Vassallo, The Maltese in 18th Century Valencia' ('Los Malteses en la Valencia del Siglo 
XV I11 ') - Actas Primer Coloquio Internacional Hispano Maltes de Historia, pp. 65-79. 

"6 " CEM, AO 779, f. 45r. 

337 Francisco Malia Sanchez, Tradition and History of Pablo Malia 'El Maltes", photocopy of the book 
kindly sent to me by the author. 
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We can follow these merchants on their way out to Milazzo, Stromboli, Procida, 

d' Anz0338 as well as on their return on the speronare, the rowers, as one visitor put it, 

pushing the oars 'like the Venetian gondoliers, always fronting the prow of the boat, and 

seldom or never sit down while they row; allowing the whole weight of their bodies to 

be exerted with every stroke of the oar,.339 Usually, however, no mention is made of the 

type of work they did abroad. The crew and master of the brigantine Crocefisso e Santa 

Caterina transported their 'goods and merchandise' to the customs at Civitavecchia and 

then stayed at the inn La Fa1cone.340 Other vague references allude to 'bottega che teneva 

di negozio',341 'mi portai per negozio',342 'vendere le mie merci',343 'nella bottega ove 

negoziavamo' 344, 'prese bottega'.345 However, Gio. Andrea Debono was distillor of 

acque ardenti at Almeida in Lisbon. There also lived Matteo Grech, a street-vendor,346 

while Giorgio Azzarello was a merchant draper at Marseilles. There is much more 

evidence about the wares that these merchants imported into Malta, especially from 

Sicily, which provided ricotta347, milk348 and cheese349 but it could also be oil from 

Roccella350 and Calabria, wine from the Scoglietti351 and Vittoria;352 wheat from 

338 AIM, Proc. 112B, f.452r. 

339 P. Brydone, A Tour Through Sicily And Malta, pp. 287-288. 

340 Ibid., ff. 448r-v. 

341 CEM, AO 810, f. 238r. 

342 CEM, AO 779, f. 28r. 

343 Ibid., f. 389r. 

344CEM, AO 

345 CEM, A 0 820, f. 327r. 

346 CEM, AO 782, f.68r. 

347 CEM, AO 794, f. 40r. 

348 Ibid., f. 58r. 

349 CEM, Aa 795, f 428r. 

350 CEM, Aa 782, f. 34v. 

'51 
o CEM, Aa 784, f. 131r. 

352 CEM, Aa 809, f. 104r. 
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Girgenti353 and Licata;354 tunny-fish from the fishing-grounds of Capo Passero355 and 

Marsamemi;356 animals from Modica,357 coal from Syracuse;3;8 and snow from 

Catania.359 However, the most important item was specie. Several Maltese left the island 

with considerable sums of money belonging to many individuals 'ad effetto di negoziarli 

nel viaggio ... per Marseglia, Barcellona, ed Allicanti'. 360 

Some, like Antonio Bontempo of Cospicua, stayed away from Malta for as long as 

seven years. Here they became regular residents, feeling much at home in their country 

of adoption. One of these was Gio. Battista Attard of Senglea, who resided at Barcellona. 

He frequented the house of Giuseppe Gomes and was on so an intimate relationship 

with him that he betrothed his daughter to his son Nicola Antonio. Giuseppe Mallia of 

Cospicua, who had a shop at Girgenti, divided his time between here and his country of 

origin, staying six months in each place. These Maltese helped each other start some 

business/61 visited each other when sick in hospital, gave each other shelter on their 

way to some other place362 and not infrequently they even formed a trading company 

together. 

Some of these merchants never returned to Malta., Giovanni Battista Gatt of 

Vittoriosa being murdered in his shop at Marseilles. There are references, in fact, 

'5' 
J J CEM, Aa 807, f. 28r. 

354 CEM, Aa 787, f. 307v. 

355 CEM, Aa 796, f. 18r. 

356 CEM, Aa 788, f 

357 [bid., ff. 194r-195v. 

'58 
J CEM, Aa 790, f. 254r. 

359 CEM, Aa 807, f.224r. 

360 It was to these places that on 28 April 1766 Francesco di Lorenzo of Zurrieq bound himself before 
notary Filippo Amato to go after receiving 100 scudi from Fr Saverio Said, 100 scudi from the widow 
Teresa Farrugia, 100 scudi from Signor Giuseppe Sonanno, and 50 scudi from Fr Giuseppe Scerri all of 
Zebbug - NAY, R21110 (Filippo Amato), ff. 390r-391r. See also Louis de Soisgelain, Ancient and 
Modem Malta, p. 115. 

'61 
J CEM, Aa 830, f. 309v. 

362 Fr Aloisio Magri, the Maltese Prior of the Augustinian convent at Caltagirone, let Raffaele Musci of 
citta Pinto, stay in his convent - CEM, AO 829, f 24Sr. 
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to some rowdy behaviour by these ex-patriots. They fought each other out at Lisbon363 

and Rosario Psaila of Valletta, who had exercised the craft of carpenter at Marseilles 

before taking to drink, was so beaten up by the local people that he died seven days 

later.364 The fate of Andrea Camilleri of Zurrieq was even worse. When he lost 

everything he became a beggar until he was taken up by a confectioner whom he 

murdered one night and threw him into the sea. For this he was broken on the wheel in 

the presence of several Maltese and at the age of thirty was buried in the cemetery of the 

principal church of the city.365 

By the eighteenth century Malta was no longer an inward-looking community 

with its back to the sea. It was a dynamic society with its inhabitants spread throughout 

the whole Mediterranean and even as far afield as Martinique366 and Havana.367 Some 

went to the fair at Salem0368, visited a sister at Toulon369 or a brother at Licata.37o There 

were Maltese in the Austrian armies37l and in the Russian navy372 and took part in the 

siege of Belgrade.373 In the Status Animarum of Birgu for the year 1792 the wordfuori 

(abroad) was used fifty-eight times by the parish priest who conducted the census.374 No 

363 CEM, AO 829, f.310r. 

364 CEM, AO 836, f. 157r. 

'65 
J CEM, AO 830, f. 308r. 

366 CEM, AO 779, f. 99v. CEM, AO 802, f. 427r. 

367 CEM, AO 779, ff. 50r-v. 

368 CEM, AO 788, f. 91r. 

'69 
J CEM, AO 784, f. 251r. 

370 CEM, AO 786, f. 

371 CEM, AO 782, f. 254r. 

372 CEM, AO 826, f. 325r. 

373 CEM, AO 781, ff. 176r, 182r-v. 

374 CEM, SA 35 no. 8. 
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mention is made of where they were staying and what they were doing but other sources 

do give such needed information. Young men went to study law at Rome;375 medicine at 

Aix-en-Provence376, Montpellier377 and Naples.378 It was in this latter city that Giuseppe 

Biancardi of Valletta learnt music for nine months;379 and there were Maltese 

seminarists at Prat0380 and sculptors at Rome?81 Others left their island home to learn 

optics at Palermo,382 clock-making at Recanati383 and Geneva, 384 the craft of farrier at 

Barcellona,385 hairdressing at Marseilles,386 Aix387 and Toulons,388 which last named 

city/89 like Cartagena,390 offered work to the Maltese at the shipyard. At Licata, Filippo 

Durante of Senglea worked in the marble quarries; Lorenzo Mangion of CUta Pinto was 

375 See, among various references, CEM, AD 780, ff. 147r, 148r, 370r. 

376 CEM, AD 779, f. 149r. 

377 CEM, AD 801, f. 168r. 

378 CEM, AD 780, f. 211r; CEM, AO 781, f 44r; CEM, AD 782, f. 158r. 

379 CEM, AD 787, f 291r. 

380 CEM, AD 817, f. 170r. 

381 CEM, A0781, f. 190r. 

382 CEM, AO 779, f. 214r. 

383 AIM, Proc. 13IB, f.713r. 

384 CEM, AD 825, f. 57r. 

385 CEM, AO 785, f 13r. 

386 CEM, AO 786, f 65r. 

'87 
o CEM, AO 802, f. 50r. 

'88 
o CEM, AO 784, f 249r. 

389 CEM, AO 800, ff 229r-232v. 

390 CEM, AD 814,f 55r. 

43 



a day labourer at Girgenti while Felice Attard and Giacinto Grech both of Senglea went 

to Calabria to cut wood for ship-building.391 

This exodus of Maltese was well counterbalanced by the influx of foreigners. In 

1791 twenty-three foreigners made their Easter obligations at the parish of St Paul's, 

V all etta. 392 An uncle would summon his niece to Malta393 though Michele Deragio of 

Barcellona was brought over by Ferdinando Muscat to work in his shop as razor­

grinder.394 Paolo Torrese, from Catania, was a silk weaver at Floriana and even his dyer, 

Andrea Rizzo, was a compatriot of his.395 These foreigners did all kind of work from 

soldiers and sailors to jewellers/96 diamond polishers,397 gilders,398 embroiderers,399 

cutlers,400 tinsmiths,401 blacksmiths,402 shoemakers,403 book-binders,404 hair-dressers,405 

391 CEM, AD784, ff. lr-7r. 

392 Most of them came from Genoa, eight; Naples, seven and Procida, four; but there was a representative 
from Syracuse, PanteIleria, Sicily and France. CEM, SA 31, no. 5, p. 170. 

393 CEM, AD ff.81r-86v. 

394 CEM, AD 830, ff. 355r-v. 

'95 
o CEM, AD 817, ff.290r-291r. 

396 CEM, AD 785, f.278v. 

397 AIM, Corr. 5, f. 23r. 

398 CEM, AD 779, f. 355r. 

399 CEM, AD 780, f. 160v 

400 CEM, AD 779, f. 162r. 

401 CEM, AD 780, f. 81v. 

402 CEM, AD 782, f. 166r. 

403 CEM, AD 789, f. 135r. 

404 CEM, AD 786, f. 145r 
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k 406 '1 407 408 h d 409 . 410 k h' 411 COO S, tal ors, weavers, emp-car ers, pamters , wor ers at t e mmt, 

clowns412 or musicians413 at the theatre or at St John's Conventual Church.414 Still, 

some were in the service of the Inquisitor,415 the rector of the University416 or of some 

Hospitaller,417 though Angela Cartia, of Scicli, who had come to Malta at the age of 

eight was in the service of Signor Giuseppe, the apothecary of Cospicua.418 And, above 

all, corsairs who with their spoils made Malta, as Braudel observed for Algiers,419 an 

active commercial centre. 

405 CEM, AO 779, f. 66r. CEM, AO 784, f. 238r. 

406 CEM, AO 784, f. 158r. 

407 CEM, AO 780, f. 299r. AIM, Proc. 77B, f. 239r. 

408 CEM, AO 783, f. 190r. 

409 CEM, AO 780, f. 159r. 

410 AIM, Proc. 77B, f. 320r. 

411 CEM, AO 785, f. 278r. 

412 Cem, AO 799, f. 272r. 

413 CEM, AO 821, f. 91r. CEM, AO 834, f. 113r. 

414 CEM, AO 809, f. 128r. 

415 CEM, AO 822, f. 121r. 

416 Ibid., f. 31r. 

417 Ibid., f.264r. 

418 CEM, AO 812, f. 119r. 

419 Femand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World at the Time of Philip 11, vol. 11, p. 
870. 
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By the time Napoleon forced the Hospitallers out of Malta in 1798 the island had 

changed radically since 1530.420 Then the Commissioners, sent to report on the island's 

suitability, had commented on its hopeless misery421 but now not only the populat~on 

had increased considerably but new towns and villages had grown up and the Grand 

Harbour with its fine facilities had developed into an important trade centre.422 The 

inhabitants, especially those who lived in the towns, had lost their forefathers' north 

African flavour and developed a cosmopolitan, largely European, outlook423 not only in 

their dress424 but also in their speech, preferring an 'insipid and shocking patois' to their 

nationallanguage.425 

420 For similar remarks see NLM, Libr. 1202, p. 15. 

421 Giacomo Bosio, Historia della Sacra Religione et IIlustrissima Militia di S. Giovanni Gerosolimitano, 
vol. 111, pp. 29-31. 

422 Jacques Godechot, Histoire de Malte, pp. 53-56. 

423 B. W. Blouet, The Changing Landscape of Malta During the Rule ofthe Order ofSt John of Jerusalem, 
1530-1798. Ph. D thesis, University of Hull (1963). See also Victor Mallia-Milanes, 'Introduction to 
Hospitaller Malta' Hospitaller Malta 1530-1798. Studies on Early Modem Malta and the Order of St John 
of Jerusalem, pp. 1-42. 

424 NLM, Libr. 142 (V), p. 218. 

425 M. A. Vassalli, Ktyb YI Klym Malti, pp. XVI-XVII. 

46 



11 

CHRISTIAN LIFE 

The Roman Inquisition signified that the Holy See, alarmed at the spread of the 

Reformation even in Italy,l especially at Lucca,2 had lost hope of ever reuniting with the 

Protestants. This failure had already been foreseen in 1541 when the Colloquy at 

Regensburg ended in deadlock; and a possible accord was further doomed with the 

death, the next year, of cardinal Contarini, the most prominent of the mediators between 

the two camps.3 The cryptoProtestants who had harboured great hopes for their dreams 

realised their failure and, in the anguish of their conscience, followed the lead of Ochino, 

the Vicar-General of the Capuchins, Pietro Martire Vermigli, the prior of San Frediano, 

and Pier Paolo Vergerio, the bishop of Capodistria, into enemy territory. It was in this 

year, 1542, that Paul 111, by means of the Bull Licet ab initio, set up six commissarii et 

inquisitores generales et generalissimi, the future Sacra Congregazione del Sant 'Officio, 

with power to nominate their representatives all over the Catholic world4 and watch 

over the remaining part of Christendom. This Tribunal which in 1588, as part of Sixtus 

1 For the reality of this fear see John Martin, Venice's Hidden Enemies: Italian Heretics in a Renaissance 
City; Pio Paschini, Venezia e l'Inquisizione Romana da Giulio III a Pio 1 V; L. A. Ferrai, '11 Processo di 
Pier Paolo Vergerio', Archivio Storico Italiano, vol. XVI (1885), pp. 30-32. 

2 For the spread of Protestantism at Lucca see Philip McNair, Peter Martyr in Italy: An Anatomy of 
Apostasy. pp. 206-238. At Viterbo, cardinal Reginald Pole where he was Vice-Legate, gathered round 
himself a group of believers in the new faith. See the article by Tommaso Bozza, 'Introduzione al Processo 
del Camesecchi', Annuario dell'Istituto Storico Italiano per l'Eta Modema e Contemporanea, vols. 
XXXV-XXXVI (1983-1984), pp. 81-94. 

3 On this cardinal, the soul of the spirituali, see John Martin, Venice's Hidden Enemies: Italian Heretics in 
a Renaissance City, pp. 35-42. 

4 For the setting up of the Roman Inquisition, Ludovico von Pastor, Storia dei Papi, vol. IV, pp. 673-676; 
Leopold von Ranke, The History of the Popes. their Church and State and especially of their Conflicts 
with Protestantism in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, vol. 1, pp. 156-163; Edward Burman, The 
Inquisition: The Hammer of Heresy, pp. 157-160; Owen Chadwick, The Reformation, pp. 268-270. For 
the initial difficulties faced by the Cardinal Inquisitors to nominate their delegates themselves against the 
prerogatives of the Religious Orders, Guido Dall'Olio, 'I Rapporti tra la Congregazione del Sant'Ufficio e 
gli Inquisitori Locali nei Carteggi Bolognesi (1573-1594)', Rivista Storica Italiana, vol. CV (1993), pp. 
248-250. 
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V's reorganization of the Roman Curia,s assumed the first place among the other 

congregations to be henceforth referred to as the Suprema6
, was not a brand new 

institution. However, unlike the independent Tribunals of the Medieval Inquisition7 and 

the state-dominated Spanish Holy Office,8 it was governed directly from Rome.9 

Ultimate authority rested with the Pope10 so that Julius 111 intervened energetically 

when it threatened to become a centre of uncontrollable power. The occasion arose 

when the spiritua/i were being accused of Protestant leanings so that the Pope appointed 

his own theologian, the Dominican Gerolamo Muzzarelli,ll to sidestep the Inquisitors 

and by means of pressures, menaces and intimidations make the delator, Bernardo de 

Bartoli, whom he called a 'coward' (poltrone), retract his charges against cardinal 

Morone; and even Mgr Soranzo, bishop of Bergamo, who was found to have in his 

possession correspondence with Luther and Bucer, was acquitted and reinstated in his 

diocese. 12 

5 Jean Delumeau, 'Les Progres de la Centralisation dans I'Etat Pontifical au XVle Siecle', Revue 
Historigue, no. 226 (1961), pp. 399-410. 

6 John Tedeschi, 'Inquisitorial Law and the Witch', Early Modem European Witchcraft. Centres and 
peripheries, Bengt Ankarloo and Gustav Henningsen, eds., pp. 87-88. See also Niccolo Del Re, La Curia 
Romana: Lineamenti Storico-Giuridici, pp. 89-101. 

7 Henry Charles Lea, A History of the Inquisiton of the Middle Ages and the same author's The 
Inquisition of the Middle Ages: Its Organization and Operation. For a survey of the literature on this 
Tribunal see Giovanni Gonnet, 'Bibliographical Appendix : Recent European Historiography on the 
Medieval Inquisition', The Inquisition in Early Modem Europe, Gustav Henningsen, John Tedeschi and 
Charles Amiel, eds., pp. 199-223. 

8 Despite this difference the Roman and Spanish Inquisitions followed much the same legal practice. A 
number of manuals, for instance, used in the Roman Tribunals were written by Spaniards, like Eymerich 
and Carena. For their similar procedure in the case of witchcraft see Henry Charles Lea, A History of the 
Inquisition of Spain, vol. IV, pp. 242-247. 

9 G. Bertora, '11 Tribunale Inquisitorio di Genova e l'Inquisizione Romana nel '500', La Civilta Cattolica, 
anno 104 (1953), vol. 11, p. 173. For the evolution of the Tribunal from the loosely-knit Medieval 
Inquisition to the tightly controlled Spanish and Roman Inquisitions see Richard Kieckhefer, 'The Office 
of Inquisition and Medieval Heresy: The Transition from Personal to Institutional Jurisdiction', Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, vol. 46, no. 1 (Jan. 1995), pp. 36-61. 

10 Vincenzo Ferrone and Massimo Firpo, 'From Inquisitors to Microhistorians : A Critique of Pietro 
Redondi's Galileo Eretico " The Journal of Modem History, vol. 58, no. 2 (June 1986), p.514. 

lIOn Muzzarelli's role in bringing to the attention of the Venetian government the existence of a large and 
well-organised network of Anabaptists in their territory, see Pio Paschini,'L'Inquisizione a Venezia ed il 
Nunzio Lodovico Beccadelli (1550-1554)" in his Venezia e l'Inquisizione Romana da Giulio III a Pio 
IV, p. 87. 

12 For such revealing matter see M. Firpo and Dario Marcatto, '11 Primo Processo Inquisitoriale contro il 
Cardinal Gio. Morone', Rivista Storica Italiana, vol. 93 (1981), pp. 105-117. 
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These singular episodes were not just a struggle for power but the clash between 

two opposing visions of the church; the old and corrupt Italian aristocracy of the 

Renaissance faced men of humble origins like Michele Ghislieri (Pius V) and the 

gardener's son, Felice Peretti (Sixtus V) but dedicated to reform in an epoch-making 

encounter. In spite of initial difficulties, the latter won because through the Holy Office 

they became the most important element in the Catholic Church. 13 Clerical advancement 

was firmly in their hands so that bishops were increasingly recruited from former 

Inquisitors; but what is even more significant is that they carried the decisive weight in 

conclaves and cardinal Pole, so near to snatch the papal tiara, had his chances wrecked 

by Carafa's disclosure that he was under investigation. 14 In other words, the cardinals of 

the Holy Office established themselves as a versatile instrument of power at the summit 

of the church. 15 

Their programme though was not only repressive but, as Pio Paschini has long 

ago remarked,16 contained within itself a serious attempt at internal renewal, a 

recognition even that Protestantism had been the result primarily of the immorality of 

the clergy and the venality of several officers of the Curia. The two movements were not 

mutually exclusive l7 and their leaders could be found in both camps. It was, for 

instance, that 'violent Neapolitan',18 Cardinal Carafa, one of the founding members of 

the Oratory of Divine Love,19 who recommended to Pope Farnese the setting up of the 

Roman Inquisition.2o Technically, this institution was established to hunt out heretics 

\3 The authority on this subject is Paolo Simoncelli, 'Inquisizione Romana e Riforma in Italia', Rivista 
Storica Italiana, anno C (1988), pp. 5-125. 

14 Massimo Firpo - Dario Marcatto, '11 Primo Processo Inquisitoriale contro il Cardinal Giovanni Morone 
(1552-53)" Rivista Storica italiana, vo\. 93 (1981), p. 87; Ludovico von Pastor, Storia dei Papi, vo\. VI, 
p. 619. How Ghislieri later blocked Morone see ibid., vo!. VIII, pp. 18-19. 

15 Adriano Prosperi, ' L'Inquisizione in Italia', Clero e Societa nell'Italia Moderna, Mario Rosa, ed., pp. 
300-308. 

16 Pasquale Lopez, Inquisizione, Stampa e Censura nel Regno di Napoli tra '500 e '600, pp. 6-7; Ludovico 
von Pastor, Storia dei Papi, vo!. 1 V, parte 11, pp. 548-603; R. G. Elton, Reformation Europe, 1517-1559, 
pp. 176-186. For the contribution to Catholic Reform by San Juan de Avila through his education theory 
and practice see David Coleman, 'Moral Formation and Social Control in the Catholic Reformation: The 
Case of San Juan de Avila', Sixteenth Century Journal, vo!. XXV 1, no. I (1995), pp. 17-30. 

17 For a discussion of the subject, Hubert ledin, Riforma Cattolica 0 Controriforma? 

18 Pastor, Storia dei Papi, vo\. VI, p. 308. 

19 Edward Burman, The Inquisition: The Hammer of Heresy, p. 156. 

20 Owen Chadwick, The Reformation, p. 269. 
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but one did not need to be a formal heretic to fall in its clutches; and most of those who 

appeared in the Tribunal had no idea at all of ever seceding from the Catholic church. 

The dogma of the Immaculate Conception was proclaimed only in 1854 but much long 

before that those who doubted it were arraigned before the Inquisitor. In other words 

the purpose of the Holy Office could be easily construed to fit any circumstance. For 

instance, witches were condemned for attributing to planets the power of coercing 

man's free will; 2 
I apostacising from the Faith meant the denial that one's soul 

could only be saved inside the Catholic religion;22 the action of confessors who 

solicited their penitents in the confessional implied that they held it lawful to 

abuse of the sacrament of penance for dishonest ends;23 and if the eating of eggs 

and cheese on prohibited days was not an article of faith, the Inquisitors could 

still charge the accused of repudiating the church's right to pass such a legislation.24 

As such the Roman Inquisition was particularly suited to bring the necessary 

measures of Trent into operation;25 Catholic life would be reactivated and popular 

religion purified.26 This was especially so in the period under discussion since, by 

the late eighteenth century, Protestantism had definitely established itself as the 

religion of the northern half of Europe and cases of Catholics who embraced the 

'new' faith were only sporadic. The Inquisition was concerned with the 

Christian's whole life27: whether he blasphemed or uttered heretical propositions, 

attended church and received the sacraments, which books he read, if 

21 AIM, Proc. 123A, f. 73r. 

22 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 180r. 

23 AIM, Proc. 127B, f. 1221r 

24 AIM, Carr. 8, f. 76r. 

25 Jean Delumeau, Catholicism Between Voltaire And Luther : A New View Of The Counter­
Reformation; John Bossy, 'The Counter-Reformation and the People of Catholic Europe', Past and 
Present, no. 47 (1970), pp. 51-70. 

26 On this subject, William A. Christian, Jr., Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain. 

27 Agostino Borromeo, 'The Inquisition and Inquisitorial Censorship', Catholicism in Early Modem 
History: A Guide to Research, John O'Malley, ed. ,po 257. 
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Table 2.1 Denunciations by year, 1744-1798 

Year Total Year Total 
1744 116 1772 53 
1745 96 1773 55 
1746 82 1774 41 
1747 83 1775 23 
1748 116 1776 57 
1749 98 1777 33 
1750 90 1778 84 
1751 49 1779 47 
1752 10 1780 52 
1753 83 1781 53 
1754 112 1782 63 
1755 89 1783 74 
1756 130 1784 37 
1757 141 1785 48 
1758 121 1786 39 
1759 54 1787 57 
1760 87 1788 55 
1761 49 1789 59 
1762 69 1790 50 
1763 60 1791 34 
1764 73 1792 48 
1765 53 1793 45 
1766 44 1794 102 
1767 55 1795 113 
1768 44 1796 62 
1769 53 1797 76 
1770 49 1798 18 
1771 36 
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he committed bigamy and apostacised his faith, practised illicit sex or witchcraft and 

was a member of secret societies like Freemasonry. This first part of the thesis, 

therefore, is more concerned with the strains and stresses, the tensions and the disruptive 

forces in the religious life of the people. 

Between 1744 and 1798 the total number of 'heresies' reported to the Holy Office 

in Malta amounted to 3049, an average of 55.4 denunciations each year. The data (see 

Table 2.1) however, must be regarded with caution. In the first place, it is difficult to 

arrive at an entirely accurate pattern because of the gaps that exist in the data. In the 

second place, these figures speak only of reported 'heresy', which implies that its actual 

spread was very likely to have been much wider. As the statistical data in figure 2.1 

indicate, totals differed sharply from one year to another and in no period did they 

remain stable. The graph drawn from this data is characterised by significant fluc­

tuations, and by four periods of sharply falling levels: 1744-1752, 1757-1775, 1778-

1791 and 1795-1798. The highest peak occurred in 1757, followed by 1778 and 1795. 

This last date indicates that the Tribunal, contrary to the case in Toled028 and even in 

Italy - where 'the various branches of the Roman Inquisition were sornnolent,29 - appears 

to have thrived almost up to its last years of its existence in Malta. 

28 Jean-Pierre Dedieu, L'Administration de la Foi : L'Inquisition de Tolede (XVle-XVllle Siecle), pp. 
238-243, 351. 

29 E. WilIiam Monter and John Tedeschi, 'Toward a Statistical Profile of the Italian Inquisitions, Sixteenth 
to Eighteenth Centuries', The Inquisition in Early Modem Europe. Studies on Sources and Methods, 
Gustav Henningsen, John Tedeschi, Charles Amiel, eds., p. 133. 
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Fig 2.1 Denunciations by year, 1744 -1798. 
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Blasphemy, which unlike in Venice, where it was cognizable by the court of Gli 

Esecutori contra la Bestemmia/o pertained to the Holy Office, constituted one-third of 

all denuciations. As at Chalons in the eighteenth century,31 it was so common a vice 

among the Maltese populace that it could be heard even in church;32 and people like 

Giovanni agiusa (the old woman), a fisherman from Cospicua - who fasted on 

Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays and began his day by invoking the help of the 

Blessed Virgin and the souls of Purgatory - would blaspheme when the catch was 

pOOr.33 There are instances of six-year-old swearers34 and, besides, some were habitual 

30 R. Derosas, 'Moral ita e Giustizia a Venezia nel '500 - '600: Gli Esecutori contro la Bestemmia', Stato, 
Societa e Giustizia, G. Cozzi, ed., pp.431-528. 

31 Gabriel Le Bras, Etudes de Sociologie Religieuse, vol. 1, p. 65. 

32 The case occurred on the feast of St John the Evangelist, 1794. Gio. Battista Falzon tal-barbier (the 
hairdresser's son) of Gasal Balzan quarrelled with the other members of the Sodality of St Michael on who 
was to be the standard-bearer during the procession which was to take place that same day - AIM, ProG. 
136B, ff. 749r-v. 

33 AIM, ProG. 130, f. 288v. 

'4 
o AIM, ProG. 129. f. 69r. 
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Table 2.2 'Heresies' denounced to the Holy Office, 1744-98 

Heresy Total % 
Blasphemy 1030 33.3 
Witchcraft 883 28.9 
Heretical Propositions 429 14.1 
Apostay 281 9.2 
'Heresy' 116 3.8 
Non-observation of fast days 102 3.3 
Polygamy 57 1.9 
Offences against confession 48 1.6 
Immoral life 43 1.4 
Freemasonry 22 0.7 
Prohibited books 21 0.7 
Offences against baptism 8 0.3 
Offences against Tribunal 6 0.2 
Greek Orthodoxy 3 0.1 

blasphemers.35 One of these was Gio. Maria Rapa, a curse of whom was so dirty that - so 

did the Pro- Inquisitor of Gozo inform Mgr Passionei in 1744 - 'it is improper for a 

priest to write it down!,36 On 25 September 1758, therefore, Mgr Salviati informed the 

Suprema Sacra Congregazione del Sant 'Officio that he had determined to publish an 

edict requiring parish priests and confessors to instruct the people of the enormity of 

such a misdeed. He suspended this resolution only because blasphemy, as in New 

Castille in the sixteenth century, was a linguistic custom37 which could be directed 

against animals and insensate objects. He asked the Cardinal Inquisitors to counsel 

him38 and they sent him an edict and an encyclical letter of Pope Benedict X 1 V. 39 It 

does not seem that such initiative wrought much success since in Lent 1763 Mgr Durini 

35 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1138r. 

36 AIM, Proc. 120A, f. 341r. 

37 lean-Pierre Dedieu, 'The Inquisition and Popular Culture in New Castille', in Inquisition and Society in 
Early Modem Europe, Stephen Haliczer, ed., p. 136. 

'8 
o AIM, Corr. 96, f. 127v. 

39 AIM, Corr. 30, ff. 451 r-453v. For Pius V's Bull of 1 April 1566 see Ludovico von Pastor, Storia dei 
Papi, vol. VIII, p. 157. 
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again directed parish priests to admonish their parishioners about the wickedness of this 

excess.40 Moreover, the Veneranda Congregazione di Gesu Maria, set up in the parish 

of St George at Gozo, organised sermons and spiritual exercises throughout the year for 

this end. And in 1794 it started sending two 'Correctors' to shops, inns and taverns 

charitably warning blasphemers, if need be even kneeling before them, that God was 

their Creator and Benefactor, who had given them their tongues to praise and thank Him 

and not to despise and offend Him.41 

The term blasphemia included such blasphemous acts as stabbing a crucifix with 

a knife42 or throwing a chair at it.43 The consecrated host could be put among the 

genitals 44 though Imperia Mifsud of Valletta for four consecutive times placed it in her 

white handkerchief to drop it on the church's floor or in the street. 45 A statue would be 

smashed to the ground;46 a holy picture trampled underfoot,47 pelted with a cap,48 

given a blow49 or tom to pieces.50 Spitting at heaven51 or at a cross drawn on the floor,52 

belonged to this category, as well as fixing one's eyes on heaven and exclaiming: 

'My God, you have/orsaken me! You are not the God o/righteousness and mercy!,,53 

40 AIM, Mem. 5, ff. 349r-v. 

41 AAM, Registrum SuppliGationum, vol. 12, ff.455v-458r. 

42 AIM, ProG. 134A, f. 121r. 

43 AIM, ProG. 121 C, f. 1378r. 

44 AIM, ProG. 128A, f. 79r. 

45 AIM, PrOG. 130, ff. 128r-v. 

46 AIM, ProG. 124C, f. 1505r. 

47 AIM, ProG. 134A, f. 171v. 

48 AIM, ProG. 124C, f. 1505r. 

49 AIM, ProG. 1218, f. 928r. 

50 AIM, ProG. 77 A, f. 40r. 

51 AIM, ProG. 121A, f. 439r. 

52 AIM, ProG. 131A, ff. 53r, 75r. 

53 AIM, ProG. 124C, f. 1082r. 
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It could even be, as in the case of Teresa who had a loaf stolen, beating the floor with 

the hands and threatening to maltreat a picture of the Ecce Homo if the thief were not 

found. 54 

Men constituted the greater part of the accused. An analysis of them reveals that 

these belonged to the lower strata of society - forzati, slaves, buonavoglia, soldiers and 

sailors; though solitary examples of priests, notaries or knights are not lacking. 55 As 

Table 2.3 shows blasphemy was the result of very definite conditions: fighting, ill­

treatment on the galleys or in prison, drunkenness and gambling. In the case of women, 

who appeared in only sixteen cases or 9.2 per cent of the total, they swore for totally 

different reasons: when they were angered at their children,56 imprisoned for debt,57 in 

despair for having nothing to eat,58 beaten by their husbands,59 when had their monthly 

pension stopped6o or, again, when they quarrelled with the neighbours.61 

The eating of meat was prohibited on all Fridays and Saturdays all the year 

round;62 and fasting was prescribed for the duration of Lent, Vigils and le quattro 

tempora. 63 On such days Catholics were supposed to eat bread with, for instance, 

54 AIM, Proc. 134A, f 41r. 

55 Blasphemers by occupation, 1760-1777: Forzati, 42; slaves, 9; buonavoglia, 6; soldiers,S, sailors, 4; 
artisans, 9; shopkeepers, 3; facchini (porters), 3; fishermen, 2; clerics, 2; priests, 1; knights, I; notaries, I; 
corsairs, I; caless-drivers, I; ship's captains, I; sbirro, I; alario, I; algozino's mate, I; unknown, 63. 
Calculated from data in AIM, Proc. 126A - 131 B. 

56 AIM, Proc. 126A, f. 326r. 

57 AIM, Proc. 131A, f. Sr. 

58 AIM, Proc. 126B, f. 552r. 

59 AIM, Proc. 126C, f 1266r. 

60 AIM, Proc. 128A, f. 75r. 

61 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1246r. 

62 Digiunare la Quaresima, le vigilie comandate, e le quattro tempora, e non mangiar carne if Venerdi, 
ed il Sabbato - Don Francesco Wzzino, Dottrina Cristiana, p. 60. In Oozo people refrained from having 
eggs all the year round 'ex consuetudine immemorabili' - AIM, Proc. 112A, f 279r. 

63 Synodus Dioecesana ab IIlustrissimo et Reverendissimo Domino Fratre Davide Cocco Palmerio, pp. 13-
14. See also AIM, Corr. 99, ff 116v, 123r. 
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sardines,64 herrings,65 pepper, onions, anchovies dipped in oil,66 garlic and salted fish 67 

and not meat, eggs and dairy products. Those only were exempted who were ill and 

Table 2.3 Causes for blaspheming 1760-1777 

Fighting 42 
Ill-treatment on galleys or in prison 29 
Anger 25 
Gambling 20 
Ill-habit 14 
Drunkenness 11 
Hunger 6 
Robbed 3 
Accused unjustly 2 
Received bad action 2 
Unknown 103 
Total 173 

Source AIM, Proc. 126A-131B 

could produce a doctor's certificate,68 or else bought the Bolla Crociata.69 But as at 

Montaillou around 130070 and at Boulogne in the eighteenth century71 some disregarded 

this order of the church; and M. Pedo, a ship's captain, excused himself with saying-

'That which enters the mouth is no sin. A sin is that which comes out of the mouth,.72 

Perhaps, Gio. Antonio Cavadini could be excused since he had nothing else but cat­

stew to eat in Lent. 73 Some felt no need for an apology and like sergeant Groppi of the 

64 AIM, Proc. 124B" f. 479r. 

65 AIM, Proc. 13IB, f. 648r. 

66 Baron de Riedesel, Voyage en Sicile et dans la Grande Grece, p. 65. 

67 De Boisgeiin, Ancient and Modem Malt~ pp. 77-8. 

68 AIM, Proc. 131B, f. 362v. 

69 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 186r. 

70 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou : Cathars and Catholics in a French Village, 1294-1324, p. 314. 

71 Arlette Playoust-Chaussis, La Vie Religieuse dans le Diocese de Boulogne au XV III e Siecle, 1725-
1790, pp. 227-228. 

72 AIM, Proc. 123B, f. 502r. 

73 AIM Proc. 129, f. 21r. 
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New Militia 'never ate meat with so much pleasure than todayl,.74 Comedians ate 

roasted cockerel on stage on prohibited days 75 and meat was served unashamedly at the 

taverns, inns76 and even in the village square.77 Not even the religious were free from 

this omission78 and in 1760, Fra Boyer, the Conventual Chaplain of the Langue of 

Auvergne, who was rabbit hunting in Comino, ate capons though he had fish readily 

available. 79 

Besides fasting Lent was also the time for spiritual exercises80 as a preparation 

for Easter. This was the time of the annual duty of confession and the receiving of holy 

Table 2.4 Age at First Holy Communion 

Ages 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 21 Unknown Total 

Girls 10 5 - 1 - - - - - 16 
Boys 13 16 17 6 4 2 2 1 3 64 
Total 23 21 17 7 4 2 2 1 3 80 

Source: CEM, Contumaci 

communion8l had been proclaimed by canon 21 of the fourth Lateran Council, Omnis 

Utriusque Sexus, of 1215.82 The Council of Trent renewed this dual obligation83 and 

74 He was one of a company of six soldiers who on Septemberl776, towards 3 p.m., entered the inn of 
Gaetano Camilleri at Senglea where though it was a Saturday they ate sausages all the same - AIM, Proc. 
131B, f. 676r. 

75 AIM, Proc. 124C, ff. 1476r-1479v. 

76 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff. 420r-v. 

77 AIM, Proc. 131 B, ff. 696r-v. 

78 Ibid., f. 664r. 

79 AIM, Proc. 127A, ff. 347r-v. 

80 AIM, Proc. 136B, f. 821r. 

81 Confessarsi una voIla l'anno almeno, e Comm?lnicarsi almemo la Pasqua - Don Francesco Wzzino, 
Dottrina Cristiana, p. 60. 

82 H. 1. Schroeder, Disciplinary Decrees of the General Councils, pp. 259-260. 

83 Sess. X Ill, De Eucharislia, c. 9. 
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Mgr Pietro Duzina, the first Inquisitor General for Malta, ordered Bishop Martino Royas 

in 1575 to make a list of those who did not communicate at Easter time.84 The synod of 

1703 held by bishop Cocco Palmieri for the Maltese diocese reminded the faithful of 

this responsibility, toO.85 Children started receiving the Eucharist when they reached the 

age of reason, which was fixed between the ages of twelve and thirteen.86 However, it 

could be very much later that some were admitted to the Eucharist. In 1794, for instance, 

the parish priest of Rabat, Gozo refused the sacrament to sixty-four boys and sixteen 

girls. Only one of the latter was beyond the Synodal age of thirteen; but as Table 2.4 

shows the boys could be as old as sixteen, seventeen, eighteen and there was even one 

instance of a twenty-one-year-old, Antonio Camilleri. 

To ascertain that those under their cure fulfilled these Easter duties parish priests 

distributed to them the Bollettino which was to be handed in between Palm and Low 

Sundays. Only those who knew their catechism and their prayers,87 or were not 

blasphemers or drunkards were issued with this 'ticket'. 88 Those who would not 

communicate were first warned by their parish priest and recusants were refused 

entrance in church as well as burial in consecrated ground. They could even be 

excommunicated89 and their names affixed to the main door of the church for all to 

see.90 An edict to this effect was issued by the bishop's curia and measures were put into 

effect after its third publication.91 This period of grace must have extended for a long 

time, even as late as the month of August92 or November. Some, like Felice Camilleri of 

cittd Pinto - who confessed at San Calcedonio's House for Retreats at Floriana - did 

84 NLM, Libr.643, pp. 17-18. 

85 Synodus Dioecesana ab IIlustriss. et Reverendiss. Domino Fratre Davide Cocco Palmerio Episcopo 
Melitensi, pp.26-27. 

86 Ibid., Appendix ad Synodum, Prima Pars, pp. 84-86. 

87 AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 658v. 

88 I ... esame del proprio parroco, ed if biglietto che suole darsi dal parroco' - Ibid. f. 659v. 

89 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1506r. 

90 AIM, Proc. 136B, f. 722v. 

91 CEM, Contumaci (1793), f. Ir. 

92 Ibid., f. 15r. 
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amend their ways.93 In 1793, after Fr Felice Calleja of casal Balzan had rebuked and 

menaced the ten defaulters of his parish, God 'touched the heart of three of them,.94 

Shaming must have been an effective deterrent and people who never confessed or 

communicated during the year did so at Easter time.95 Others paid a tallare for the 

'ticket,96 but the ruse tried by Giuseppe Mamo of citta Rohan proved at last ineffective. 

He kept a tavern at Senglea and every year the parish priest went round collecting the 

Bollettino he assured him he did his Easter duties in his own home-town. He fooled the 

parish priest for eleven years97 but others - like Matteo Fenech, Francesco Abela and 

Aloisio Mifsud of Mosta - spitefully assisted at mass and all the other services in the 

parochial church to the scandal of all the parishioners,98 even accompanying the 

Viaticum. 99 

Several parishioners, unlike those of sixteenth-century Rimini, lOO took their duty 

only lightly; and not only did Isabella Grech of Senglea not receive holy communion 

herself but she also refused to give water to those of her neighbours who did. lol When 

Filippo Sultana was warned that time was running out to do his Easter duties he was 

prompt to reply: 

'Do you really believe that those who fulfil their Easter duties are saved? 

Absolution is only a simple prayer with no power to forgive sins'. 102 

Others did not even care to go and collect their 'ticket' or, else, did not present 

themselves for the catechism examination. If in some parishes for some particular years 

93 Ibid., f.20v. 

94 Ibid., f. 13r. 

95 AIM, Proc. 128A, f. 15r. 

96 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 282v. 

97 AIM, Proc. 135B, ff. 652r-660v. 

98 CEM, Contumaci (1793), f. 25r. 

99 AIM, Proc. 137, ff. l13r-114v. 

100 Angelo Turrchini, Clero e Fedeli a Rimini in Eta Post-Trident in a, pp. 127-130. 

101 AIM, Proc. 133A, ff. 177v-180v. 

102 AIM, Proc.135A, ff. 141r-143v. 
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there were no recusants103 in others, as Table 2.5 shows, some did not receive the 

sacrament for several years. 

Table 2.5 No. of habitues (repeat offenders) at 8'Kara, 1794 

Period 
2 yrs 3 yrs. 4 yrs. 

molti moltissimi 
Total 

of years anni anni 

Number 8 6 2 12 3 31 

Table 2.6 demonstrates that the number of recusants, contrary to the situation at 

Nantes,104 could be surprisingly high; in 1794 they numbered two hundred and ninety­

one. At Birkirkara they amounted to 34, while at Naxxar they were only one less; at 

Zabbar, 25 and at Siggiewi, 20. Unlike the case at Auxerre105 there was not much 

difference between town and country since at Cospicua the contumaci for that year 

numbered 26, while at Vittoriosa for the previous year they were just 25. Men, as it is to 

be expected, were more numerous than women - 204 as against 87. Unfortunately, no 

comparison could be made regarding the social class of the defaulters since the 

incumbent rarely put down these distinctions. A very important observation, however, 

can be made; most of these recusants could be habitues. At B'Kara, for instance, out of 

34 they numbered 31. 

Though there are examples when not even the parish priest could fathom why 

people stayed away from church in 73.5 per cent of the cases the curate did mention the 

reason in the report he sent to the Bishop. Some are described as mad106 and 

imbeciles; 1 07 though Gio. Battista Xiberras did not lack judgement to the extent of not 

103 This is what Fr Salvatore Zarb, parish priest at Gargur, declared inn 1758 - 'Omnes supradictos meos 
parochianos ademplixisse Sacramentis Ecclesiae de annua Confessione et Comunione in Paschale'. 
CEM, SA 16 (Gargur), f. 5.v. 

104 E. Biraud and Y. Poutet, 'Le Clerge Seculier a Nantes a la fin du XVI le Siecle', Revue d'Histoire de 
I'Eglise de France, vol. Ll, no. 148 (1965), pp. 107-110. 

105 Gabriel Le Bras, Etudes De Sociologie Religieuse, vol. I, p. 45. 

106 Maria said publicly that she wanted to kill her husband, the notary Michel'Angelo Farrugia, to take on 
another husband - CEM, Contumaci (1794), unnumbered. 

107 CEM, Contumaci (1793, ciua Pinto), f. 20r. 
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Males I Females 

MALTA 
Balzan 1 
Birkirkara 31 3 
Cospicua 13 13 
Gharghur 8 2 
Ghaxaq 5 2 
Gudja 1 1 
Lija 3 

Luqa 5 1 
Mosta 2 1 
Mqabba 5 2 
Naxxar 21 12 
Qormi 4 3 
Qrendi 1 1 
Siggiewi 13 7 
Tarxien 3 2 
Zabbar 20 5 
Zebbug 8 2 

GOZO 
Gharb 11 4 

Nadur 6 3 

Rabat 6 5 
Sannat 15 6 

Xaghra 11 5 
Xewkija 5 2 
Zebbug 6 5 

TOTAL 204 87 
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differentiating the good from the bad. 108 The most common cause regarded illicit 

relations, with negligence as a second best - 23.7 per cent. Some are described as 

'incorrigible' or 'hard-headed'. As in France, social hostility was one of the reasons why 

people did not make their Easter communion. 109 Anna Borg of Siggiewi was refused the 

bollettino because she would not befriend her sister, even though she had been warned 

several times by the parish priest, who organized a meeting for them at his own house. 

Hatred was also the reason why Michele Busuttil of Zebbug, Gozo llO and Giovanni 

Zammit of Zejtun, who bore his brother so much ill-will, III refused to present 

themselves for the bollettino. Pietro Camilleri of casal Balzan could not provide for his 

very numerous family; on this account he led a desperate life and could not hear of 

confession. I 12 Parish priests were particularly attentive that the 'souls' in their cure knew 

their catechism. Felice Calleja, a 40-year-old man from Gharb, was described by his 

archpriest as 'di buonissimi costumi' but he did not know his prayers. The curate went to 

look for him several times and appointed a priest to teach him but in eight days he was 

unable to learn even two articles of the creed. I I3 Giuseppe Mallia of casal Luqa went to 

the parish priest himself in the evenings to learn 'what every Christian should know'; 114 

whereas the Provost of Birkirkara made Carlo Gauci be instructed by his mother. I 15 

Oral teaching was the only possible way to bring the Christian message to the 

people. The realization of the Protestant revolution had been made possible only with 

the invention of printing, without which both Wycliff and Huss had failed. Pro­

testantism, as Elizabeth L. Eisenstein claims, was the first religious movement to utilize 

to the full the possibilities of the new presses. I 16 Gutenberg's invention emancipated the 

108 Ibid., f. 13v. 

109 Jeanne Ferte, La Vie Religieuse dans les Campagnes Parisinennes (1622-1695), p. 318, fn. 167. See 
also John Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400-1700, p. 47. 

110 CEM, Contumaci (1793), £ 40r. 

III Ibid., f. 26r. 

112 Ibid., f. 13r. 

113 Ibid., £ 36r. 

114 AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 731r. 

115 AIM, Proc. 136B, f. 724v. 

116 Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, 'L'Avenement de l'Imprimerie et la Reforme', Annales, E.S.C., (1971), Annee 
26, p. 1355. 
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Germans from bondage to Rome and brought the light of true religion to a God-fearing 

people. 117 Did not Luther himself boast that printing was 

'God's highest and extremest act of grace, whereby the business of the Gospel is driven forward?,118 

The Catholic church was caught unawares and had no ready answer to this onrush of 

propaganda. 1I9 Apologetical works such as Bellarmine's Controversies availed it little. 

Much more effective was the setting up of the Congregation of the Index with its lists of 

prohibited books. 120 

In Malta a printing press had been re-established at the Grand Master's palace in 

1756 under the direction of a priest from Catania, Fr Capace. 121 A rigorous system of 

censorship was set Upl22 and the imprimatur, as in Florence at the end of the sixteenth 

century,!23 was signed by the Bishop, the Inquisitor and the Order's Vice-Chancellor. 124 

Material for publication was scrutinised minutely since even that which seemed 

innocuous,125 like the Bandi or the Government's proclamations, could have contents 

harmful to ecclesiastical jurisdiction and immunity.126 One had to be very cautious 

especially in Malta where, one Inquisitor remarked, the authority of the Holy See was 

117 Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, p. 35. 

118 Quoted in S. L. Greenslade, ed., The Cambridge History of the Bible. The West from the Reformation 
to the Present Day, p. 432. 

119 Pas quale Lopez, Inquisizione, Stampa e Censura nel Regno di Napoli tra '500 e '600, pp. 1-3. 

120 A. Rotondo, 'La censura ecclesiastica e la cultura', Storia d'Italia, vol. V, I Documenti, 2, Ruggiero 
Romano and Corrado Vivanti, eds., pp. 1399-1402. 

121 The first printing-press in Malta had been set up in 1642 but it stopped production in 1699 over the 
right of censorship between the Grand Master and the Inquisitor after Rome gave the right of the 
imprimatur to the latter. For this background see Alberto A. Gauci, 'Origine e sviluppo deJla Stampa in 
Malta durante il govemo dell'Ordine Gerosolimitano', Archivio Storico di Malta. vol VIII (1936-1937), 
pp. 178-217. 

122 For the part played by Femando de Valdes, Inquisitor in Spain, against Protestant books see the article 
by lose-Luis Gonzales Novalin in Dictionnaire de Spiritualite Ascetique et Mystique Doctrine et Histoire, 
fascicules C II-CIII, cc 119-122. 

123 A. Panella, 'La censura sulla stampa e una questione giurisdizionale fra Stato e Chiesa in Firenze aJla 
fine del secolo XVI', Archivio Storico Italiano, serie V, tamo XLIII (1909), pp. 144-148. 

124 AIM, Corr. 28, f. 119r; AIM, Corr. 91, f. 172r; AIM, Corr. 95, ff. 181 v, 183r-184r. 

125 AIM, Corr. 96, f. 38r. 

126 M ff AI ,Corr. 30, . 155r-v. AIM, Corr. 91, f. 245v. 
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b . . 11 d . din emg contmua y un ernune . Nothing contrary to the interest of the Catholic 

religion was to be published; and the diligence with which the Holy Office's censors 

went about their work can be fully realized in the following example. The work 

Propugnaculum Hyerosolimitanum, which had been published in Spain in 1662 by the 

Spanish lawyer Ferdinando de Escano, was to be issued again in Malta. The Bishop's 

censor gave his approval without any difficulty; not so the Holy Tribunal's revisore dei 

libri. He found opinions inconsistent with Rome's sentiments such as that 

commanderies, bailiwicks and priories were not ecclesiastical benefices but military 

prizes given to merit and service and that consequently they were not subject to simony. 

Mgr Salviati discussed the matter with his Consultors, the Auditor and the Assessor who 

judged the author's opinion directly contrary to the constant belief of the Sacra Rota 

Romana and to a Brief of Clement Xl of 1719. Such an erroneous view, they 

commented, had taken root at the beginning of the century and had caused so much 

confusion that it was held by many theologians. Believing that an unexpurgated edition 

of the book could easily resuscitate such discord the Inquisitor sought the opinion of the 

Suprema, warning the Cardinal Inquisitors of the facility with which dignities and ranks, 

especially the Grand Mastership, were obtained. 128 

This dispute must have been a rare case since in Malta, unlike in Naples,129 

church authorities and the Government did not quarrel over books. As can be seen from 

Table 2.7 most of the printed material was devotional, amounting to 32.0 per cent. In 

Florence the setting up of the ducal printing press had been followed by such classics as 

Vasari's Lives of the Artists and Alberti's Architecture130 but in Malta the only books of 

any worth were really few in number, including Fr Ignazio Saverio Mifsud's Biblioteca 

Maltese, a Relazione by the well-known surgeon, Michel' Angelo Grima,131 and an 

127 AIM, Corr. 96, f. 40v. 

128 Ibid., ff. 47v-48v. Mgr Salviati interpreted the affair as an attempt by the Government to meddle in a 
matter which pertained exclusively to the Holy Office -Ibid., f. 72v. 

129 Relazione delle Stamperie e Stampatori e Proibizione de' Libri per causa di Giurisdizione, ASPN, vol. 
111 (1878), pp. 199-210. 

130 Berta Maraccchi Biagiarelli, '11 Privilegio di Stampatore Ducale nella Firenze Medicea', Archivio 
Storico Italiano, vol. CXX 111 (1965), p. 310. 

l31 G. Cassar-Pullicino, 'Michel'Angelo Grima - Chirurgo Maltese del Settecento', Rivista di Storia delle 
Scienze Mediche e Naturali (Florence), Anno XL, no. 1, 1949, pp. 1-39. 
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unidentified two-volume Grammar book. If printers presented no difficulty l32 so did 

booksellers. For one thing, since the absolute majority of the population was illiterate, 133 

these catered for only a very small minority. In my researches I have come across only 

two, a Frenchman, Jean by name, who had his shop and house at Valletta l34
, and an 

Italian, Michele Aprile of Syracuse. 135 The absence of references in the late eighteenth 

Table 2.7 Matter printed in Malta, 1761-1770. 

Devotional literature 175 
'Bialietti' 81 

Leaal documents 56 
Thesis 41 
Poetical Works 34 
'Polizie' 28 

Theatrical works 19 
Bills of health 17 
Books 14 
'Patenti' 10 

Almanacs 10 
'ResDonsali' 9 
'Ruolo dei Cavalier;' 8 

Coats-of-arms 6 
Prescriotions 4 
'Cambiali' 4 

Chocolate wraooers 2 
Passoorts 2 
Others 27 
Total 547 

Source: NLM, Arch. 2042-2051 

century to the burning of books 136 in front of bookshops or - as it was more frequently 

done at Naples - in front of the cathedral on the feast of Saints Peter and Paul 137 
- all 

132 See also AIM, Mem. 15, ff. 36r-39r - Diverse Materie Stamp ate in Malta, 1756-58. 

133 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, p. 16. 

134 AIM, Proc. 1338, f. 808v. 

135 He had deserted his regiment at Sicily and, under the name of Francesco Messina, came to Malta as a 
sottosargente on board the Order's flagship - AIM, Proc. 129, f. 371r. 

136 On 2 June 1601 Cardinal di Santa Severina had written to Mgr Verallo: 'Si e inteso che in cotesta 
Inqllisizione vi sono alcllni volllmi della Repllbblica del Bodino, et libri proibiti, raccolti in diversi 
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point to the minimal impact the book had on the cultural life of the country. There are 

no references, either, that the Inquisitors visited bookshops\38 or ordered booksellers to 

put down in an appropriate register the names of those who bought any of their ware 

they had exhibited in their ShOpS.139 In Malta the Holy Office relied on informers or on 

the willingness of those who read, kept, printed and defended prohibited books to 

accuse themselves. 140 The inhabitants were reminded of this duty through the edicts 

which the Inquisitors sent to the parish priests; these were explained in Maltese on the 

first Sunday of Advent and Lent and then affixed to the main door of the church. 141 In 

its turn the Suprema informed the Inquisitors with the latest condemnation of books and 

Cardinal Corsini told Mgr Salviati that Voltaire's poeme heroi"-comique, La Pucelle 

d'Orleans, which had appeared anonymously in 1754, was full of impious blasphemies 

and mocked the dearest mysteries of Religion and Holy Church. Its most obscene and 

impure descriptions could corrupt the habits of any reader142 and so on 20 January 1757 

the book was condemned and copies of the decree were sent to the Inquisitor. 143 

It should not be supposed that 'schools' in the various villages spread heterodox 

ideas. Most of the teachers were clergymen who had to be approved by the bishop.144 

The case of Giuseppe Zahra who taught mathematics in a class near the windmills of 

Valletta was only a rare exception; his pupils, including the subdeacon from Zebbug, 

Giovanni Bonnici, saw him read among other books a work of V oltaire 'attacking the 

Catholic religion,.145 The same could be said of the professors at the University; these, 

tempi, i quali non si possono correggere. Pero di ordini dei medisimi Signori Cardinali el/a gli faccia 
bruggiare in publico per dar esempio agli altri, ed usi diligenza che per l'avvenire non si tengano, ne 
portino cola libri proibitt. AIM, Corr. I, ff. 105r-v. 

137 Pasquale Lopez, Inquisizione, Stampa e Censura nel Regno di Napoli tra '500 e '600, p. 215. 

138 Ibid., p. 85. 

139 Ibid., p. 58. 

140 AIM, Mem. 9, f. 294r. 

141 AIM, Proc. 120A, ff. 3r, 4r, 6r. 

142 AIM, Corr. 30, f. 235r. AIM, Corr. 91, ff. 260r-262r. 

14' , AIM, Corr. 96, f. 82v. For other references see AIM, Corr.4, f. 175r; AIM, Corr. 17, ff. 287r. 

144 V. Borg, "Developments in Education outside the Jesuit 'Collegium Melitense"', Melita Historica, vol. 
VI (1974) no. 3, pp. 215-254. 

145 AIM, Proc. 126A, f. 33r. 
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III accordance with Pius lV's demand of 1554, swore annually at the Inquisitor's hands 

to shun heresy. 146 Likewise, Academies like the Accademia dei Fervidi must have been 

too innocuous to indulge in prohibited readings. 147 

Some sort of intellectual yearning did exist, however, among the privileged few. 

Evidence of this openness of Maltese culture to European movements is the number of 

libraries then in existence. All the convents of Malta, but especially that of the Friars 

Minor at Valletta, were enriched by great libraries. There were other deposits of books, 

chief among these were the Bishop's, the Grand Prior's, the Medical School's, that of 

Mgr Domenico Xiberras l48 and - the most important - the Public Library started by 

Bailli de Tencin. 149 Some of the Hospitallers, too, like Fra Francesco Tondutte de 

Maregiac had their own private libraries. 150 This tiny minority of intellectual elites had 

their books somehow, which if they were listed on the Index of Prohibited books special 

licence had to be obtained from the Sacra Congregazione dell'Indice. The above­

mentioned Fr Ignazio Saverio Mifsud, a lawyer and one of the eighteenth-century 

erudites, had such a faculty. It was given to him to exercise better his office of Consultor 

of the Inquisition as well as for his greater knowledge. lsl Such an allowance could be 

general covering all condemned books but Fr Giovanni Cachia of Senglea could read 

only works specified by the Sacred Congregation. 152 Aloisio Locchi, an apothecary, 

demanded to read those books which concerned his profession, for instance Il Teatro 

Chimico. He, therefore, filed an application to Rome -

146 AIM, RAC, C7 (1782-1787), f. 148r. 

147 V. Laurenza, 'Societa Culturali in Malta durante il Settecento e l'Ottocento', La Brigata, Anno I, no. IV 
(1932), pp. 86-87. 

148 AIM, Mem. IS, f. 42r. 

149 NLM, Libr. 13, f. 367. 

150 AIM, Proc. 127A, f. 376r. 

151 AIM, Corr. 30, ff. 2IOr-211r. AIM, Corr. 91, f. 253v. 

152 AIM, Proc. 120C, ff. 1393r-v. 
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Emi. e Rmi. Sigri., 

'Aloisio Loeehi, Aromatorio, della Dioeesi di Malta, avendo alcuni libri proibiti appartenenti 

alia sua professione di Aromatorio, suppliea I 'EE. VV della faeolta di ritenerli e leggerli per 

f'uso della sua arte, essendo in eta d'anni quaranta due et abile per l'imploratafaeolta seeondo 

l'annesso attestato del suo Veseovo'.153 

Besides, he had other books not covered by that faculty, which proves that as 

elsewhere l54 even in Malta strict as it was censorship could not completely shut off the 

literate from accession to the printed word. A truly effective control of the circulation of 

books was impossible; 155 and prohibited works found their way to those who needed 

them just the same. 156 Even if - and there are no references to such practice - the Holy 

Office as at Venice l57 had its representative at the customs control this could not have 

been totally foolproof. Pietro Felice, to take one example, brought from Venice 

Voltaire's Lettres Philosophigues.1 58 Did he do this by himself or was there a 

clandestine network for the smuggling of prohibited books?159 The documents are silent 

though contact with abroad was very frequent; and galley convicts,160 slaves,161 corsairs 

and soldiers l62 all could be, and were, in the possession of printed material. Once they 

153 AIM, Proe. 124B, f. 688r. 

154 For Italy see A. Rotondo, 'La censura ecc\esiastica e la cultura', Storia d'ltalia, Ruggiero Romano e 
Corrado Vivanti, eds., vol. V, I Documenti, 2, pp. 1413-1416. 

155 For the difficulty to control the circulation of books see Adriano Prosperi, 'L'Inquisizione Fiorentina 
dopo il Concilio di Trento', Annuanuario dell'Istituto Storico Italiano per l'Eta Moderna e 
Contemporanea, vols. XXXVI-XXXVIII (1985-1986), pp. 110-116. See also Gaetano Cozzi's review of 
Grendler's book in Journal of Modem History, vol. 51, no. I (March 1979), p. 90. For Spain see Henry 
Kamen, Inquisition and Society in Spain, pp. 87-100. 

156 How books were smuggled into Venice and how they were acquired and distributed see Paul F. 
Grendler, The Roman Inquisition and the Venetian Press, 1540-1605, pp. 102-108; John Martin, Venice's 
Hidden Enemies: Italian Heretics in a Renaissance City, pp. 79-81; John Tedeschi, 'Northern Books and 
Counter-Reformation Italy', in his The Prosecution of Heresy, pp. 335-353. 

157 Paul F. Grendler, 'The Roman Inquisition and the Venetian Press', The Journal of Modem History, vol. 
47 (1975), pp. 54, 57. 

158 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1045r. 

159 For the contraband of books in France see Robert Darnton, 'Le Livre Franr;:ais a la fin de \' Ancien 
Regime', Annales, E.S.C., 28e Anm?e, no. 3 (1973), pp. 735-744. 

160 AIM, Proe.123A, f. 73r. 

161 AIM, Proe. 127B, f. 668r. 

162 AIM, Proc. 134B, f. 612r. 
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arrived in Malta such books were exchanged,163 sold, given as presents, 164 bequeathed 165 

or even copied. 166 

Prohibited books which fell III the clutches of the Inquisition concerned 

catechisms and devotional books, like Il Cristiano Occupato nei dieci giorni 

d'Esercizi. 167 It could also be a book which contained things 'no Christian would hear 

without shame,.168 According to Fra Giuseppe Zamrnit there was also in circulation 

translations of the Koran in Italian. 169 Most references, however, are to occult titles 170 

and comprised such classics as Merveilles de la Magie Naturelle et Cabalistique du Petit 

Albert l71 and Enrico Cornelio Agrippa's De Occulta Philosophia. 172 Fra Michel'Angelo 

Danieli fa' Peites had such a manuscript two fingers thick which contained prescriptions 

against various illnesses, including headaches. This religious, who loved to talk 

obscenely and relate dirty stories, was regularly visited by Gaetano Revest quattr 'occhi 

(bespectacled) in the afternoons and at night-time to discuss magical practices. m 

Such prescriptions were sometimes written on separate sheets and were widely 

distributed. 174 

The ghost of Protestantism was not yet dead. Translations of the Bible in the 

vernacular and books attacking the celibacy of the clergy all fell into this category. The 

British consul in Malta, John Dodsworth, was accused of harbouring such ideas. He did 

163 AIM, ProG. 124C, f. 1382v. 

164 AIM, ProG. 1248, f. 693r. 

165 Ibid., f. 693r. 

166 Ibid., f. 719v. 

167 AIM, PrOG. 1318, ff. 374r-375v. 

168 Ibid., f. 674r. 

169 AIM, PrOG. 1208, f. 852r. 

170 Rule IX of the Tridentine Index prohibited all occult works except astrological books that preserved 
free will. 

171 AIM, ProG. 1248, ff. 687r, 692r. 

172 AIM, ProG. 121C, f. 1374r. 

173 AIM, ProG. 132A, ff. 366r-367v. 

174 AIM, ProG. 124A, ff. 29r-32r. 
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not consider the inhabitants of Geneva as bad as they were thought to be; and according 

to his Scottish friend, Alexander Jardine, he was particularly against the authority 

wielded by the Church which had been given to her by the 'weakness of man'. He 

possessed copies of Middleton, Shakespeare's Henry IV, The Spectator, James 

Thomson's Spring and Milton's Paradise Lost, which, even if they were not heretical, 

could not be held by Catholics as being written by Protestants. However, the London 

Magazine attacked the 'injustice' of the Papal Bulls and he had even some ten to twelve 

volumes of Tracts against the Catholic church. He possessed, furthermore, writings of 

Locke,175 which was particularly reprehensible since this English writer, who had been 

condemned on 19 June 1734 by Clement XII, was considered especially harmful. 176 His 

Essay On Human Intellect was the favourite of the period of the Enlightenment but the 

chief representative of this era, when man 'dared to thin/(, 177 was Voltaire. Besides the 

already mentioned The Maid of Orleans there are references also to Essai sur les 

Mreurs 178 and Letters to the king of Prussia. 179 Other classics found in Inquisitorial 

proceedings include Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Laws l80 and Persian Letters l81 as 

well as Bayle's Il Dizionario Critico Istorico l82 and the works of Giannone and 

Machiavelli. 183 

Most of these copies were in the possession of the Hospitallers who, being the 

sons of the most distinguished families on the continent, were abreast with the main 

175 Ibid., ff. 60r-70r. 

176 •.•. con metodo preso dalle scienze piu nobili e con cognizione delle leggi della natura e della societa, 
va insinuando certi principi che sembrano universali ... , fabricandoci sopra un perjidissimo ateismo'. 
Comment by Cardinal Giannantonio Davia reproduced in A. Rotondo, 'La censura ecclesiastica e la 
cultura', p. 1488. 

I77 Immanuel Kant, 'An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?' in Kant, Political Writings, ed. 
Hans Reiss. 

178 AIM, Proc.124C, f. l382v. 

179 AIM, Proc. l26A, f.442v. 

180 AIM, Proc. I27A, f. 376r. 

181 AIM, Proc. I26A, f. 2Ilr. 

182 AIM, Proc. I24C, f. 1382v. 

183 AIM, Proc. 1238, ff. 886r-v. 
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currents of European thought. By that time Freemasonry184 had attracted to itself the 

best elements of society and Malta could not have remained foreign to such intellectual 

mode. On 4 May 1738, Clement XII through his encyclical In eminenti had fulminated 

in biblical language against the 

'thieves who break into the house and, like foxes, endeavour to root up the vineyard. 185 

There is no evidence that the Inquisitor, Mgr Luigi Gualtieri,186 took any steps to 

enforce the papal letter but two years later, on 15 March 1740, he reported to the 

Suprema Sacra Congregazione del Sant 'Officio that a company of Hospitallers, headed 

by de Liuris, a young Frenchman of twenty-five, were recklessly calling themselves 

Freemasons. When reproved they constantly protested that they met simply as friends 

and would willingly submit to any penalty whenever it was proved that they committed 

anything against Religion or the State. The Inquisitor believed that in their meetings 

they did nothing substantially contrary to dogma but they were simply a group of 

libertine adherents. And when on 2 April187 the seven knights left for France 188 it was 

generally surmised that the seed of the supposed evil had been definitely killed. 189 It 

was a wrong conclusion. De Liuris was a veritable Freemason and the Craft was well 

established in Malta with many adherents. Every initiated paid four zecchini to him on 

his joining and swore never to reveal what went on inside the sect, under threat of death. 

Lodges consisted of five aggregates each and in their gatherings the brethren wore a 

ram's skin and a woman's apron. 190 

From that time till almost the end of the century the Brotherhood is frequently 

encountered in the proceedings of the Inquisition. In the 1750s, for instance, - perhaps as 

a result of Benedict Xl V's condemnation of the Craft191 - six denunciations were 

184 Carlo Francovich, Storia dell a Massoneria in Italia. Dalle Origini Alla Rivoluzione Francese. 

185 Quoted in Edward Burman, The Inquisition: the Hammer of Heresy, p. 202. 

186 For the time this former Inquisitor spent as nuncio in France see the highly informative book by John 
Rogister, Louis XV and the Parlement of Paris. 1737-1755, pp. 249-251. 

187 AIM, Corr. 95, ff. 107v-ll0r. 

188 W.A.M. Broadley, The History of Freemasonry in the District of Malta, p. 4. 

189 AIM, Corr. 95, ff. lI6r-v. 

190 Ibid., ff. 110r-112r. 

191 Fulvio Bramato, Napoli Massonica nel Settecento: Dalle Origini al 1789, pp. 23-28. 
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made. 192 Unlike in Sicily,193 and at Avignon194 Freemasonry continued to flourish in the 

60s. It even spread into the villages 195 and infiltrated the convents. The French 

Hospitaller, Giacinto Herbestein, for instance, assured Gesualda Zammit, a nun at the 

monastery of Santa Scolastica, Vittoriosa, that most literate men, including the clergy, 

were enrolled in it. The nun agreed to become a member and wrote her adhesion on a 

piece of paper. 196 Herbestein's companion, Agostino Formosa, was known as tas- sahta 

(the cursed one), which illustrates the common man's attitude towards members of the 

sect. He was an influential member of Freemasonry and in September 1766 he sent for 

Antonio Grech, the gilder, whom he commissioned to draw on a piece of canvas a door 

with two columns, seven stars above, a compass, an eye, an ear, the sun, the moon and 

the three letters S.B.S. Formosa's denunciation was one of seventeen reports made to the 

Holy Office that year. This tide of information, which incidentally coincided with the 

crackdown of the Freemasons in Naples,197 followed the self-accusation of Vincenzo 

Vella, the clock master at the Magistral palace, the previous year. 198 Freemasons are 

again mentioned in 1785 when Count Kollowrat, a Bavarian, was supposed to have set 

up a lodge in Malta. 199 After two months it boasted forty members and there also joined 

twenty-one officers of the Venetian fleet, which happened to be in Malta. According to 

Doublet, the Secretary, the most happy harmony reigned among the members but then 

one of them, a Conventual Chaplain, revealed the secret to a woman with an 'indiscreet 

tongue' who divulged it to the Inquisitor's auditor.2oo In the archives ofthe Inquisition in 

Malta there is no reference at all to such intrigues but on 11 July 1790 Celestino Galea 

192 AIM, ProG. 164, ff. 118r-119r. 

193 Emanuele Librino, 'I Liberi Muratori in Sicilia dal Regno di Carlo III a quel\o di Francesco I', 
Archivio Storico Siciliano, vol. XLV, pp. 383. 

194 C. Mesliand, 'Franc-Mac;:onnerie et Religion a Avignon au XVllle Siecle', Annales Historiques de la 
Revolution Francaise, no. 197 (1969),p. 456. 

195 AIM, PrOG. 164, ff. 132r-133r. 

196 Ibid., f. 152r. 

197 Michelangelo d'Ayala, 'I Liberi Muratori di Napoli ne! secolo XVIII', ASPN, anno XXII, pp. 551-
631; anno XXI 11, pp. 49-1 10, 305-364, 567-604, 742-789. 

198 AIM, PrOG. 164, ff. 1 r-26r. 

199 G.A. Vassallo, Storia di Malta, p. 721. 

200 Pierre-Jean-Louis-Ovide Doublet, Memoires Historiques Sur l'lnvasion et l'Occupation de MaIte Par 
une Armee Francaise en 1798, pp. 81-108. 
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implicated the General of the Galleys, Bailli De La Tour du Pin and his brother who, 

together with other Brethern, met at Semison gardens.2ol 

Names of Freemasons who abjured their 'heresy' at the Holy Office keep on 

recurring in the archives of the Inquisition till the end of the eighteenth century when the 

Tribunal finally closed its doors. Why did the vigilance of the Sant 'Officio prove 

ineffective? First of all Freemasonry had its social side. It was a great social leveller 

since 'what is goodfor a marquis or baron is also goodfor a poor man'. 202 The Brethern 

promised each other help and were at the service of the poor and the needy, for instance 

those ill in hospital.203 Giorgio Gellel found himself in chains in the West Indies but he 

was set free, given a good sum of money and put on board a ship.204 A much more 

plausible reason is the Craft's religious dimension. The guiding word was Virtue which 

protected the initiated against the passions of glory and pride that oppress the mind of 

man.205 He was to be on his guard against women, too, since these were the origin of 

vice and discord. Nor could he be a drunkard, a perjurer, a charlatan or apostate from the 

religion in which he was born, either.206 Adherents renounced atheism though their God 

or, as the Catechism called Him, Eternal Mover, belonged to no confession. As yet there 

is no evidence that in Malta, as there is for France, Freemasons could be members, or 

even rectors, of Confreries de Penitents?07 However, priests, monks and nuns did form 

a part. Could this be a reflection on the ineptitude of formal Catholicism to satisfy the 

religious urges of its adherents? In any case, it was one more example of the strains and 

stresses in the religious life of the people. 

By the eighteenth century the strenuous exertions of the Counter-Reformation to 

restore and revive Catholicism had lost much of their former practical incisiveness; and 

201 AIM, Proc. 141, ff. 18r-19v. 

202 AIM, Proc. 164, ff. 177r-v. 

203 Ibid. f. 166v. 

204 AIM, Proc. 126A, f. 220r. 

205 AIM, Proc. 141, ff. 55r-v. 

206 AIM, Proc. 164, f. 5v. 

207 On this topic see the informative work by Maurice Agulhon, Penitents et Francs-Ma£ons de l'Ancienne 
Provence. 
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if the Catholic Church could still be identified with the whole body of Maltese society 

its efforts bent under the double weight of time and inertia. As in other parts of 

Europe208 Dechristianisation had set in and much work was needed to infiltrate the 

customs, institutions and the hearts of men - though the Inquisition was well fitted to 

accomplish this task. 

208 For France consult Michel Vovelle, Piete Baroque et Dechristianisation en Provence au Vllle Siecle 
and Jean Delumeau, Catholicism between Luther and Voltaire: A New View of the Counter-Reformation, 
pp. 203-231. 
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111 

MARRIAGE AND CARNAL SIN 

As the enforcers of post-Tridentine sexual morality the Inquisitors kept a special 

watch on the moral life of the Maltese, which they found particularly disturbing. The 

Instructions issued to them before leaving Rome reminded them of the great number of 

prostitutes on the island; I and, according to Mgr Mancinforte, perhaps there was no 

other place where one saw so many scandalous practices.2 

The church took much time to develop its theology of marriage. To establish 

whether a couple were validly married it first adopted the Roman criterion of marital 

affection.3 As such evidence, however, was difficult to establish the fourth Lateran 

Council ordered couples to solemnize their union only after the calling of the banns. 

Private marriages still continued to be extremely common though and it was only the 

Council of Trent that succeeded to make marriage a public affair, contracted in faciem 

ecclesiae in front of the parish priest and two witnesses.4 All the same it seems that 

marriage long continued to be regarded as a personal affairS and clandestine marriages 

1 ' ... moltitudine delle meretrici che d'ogni sorte di nazione vi concorrono' - AIM, Mem. 3, f. 2r; ' ... mo/te 
persone di sesso jemminile, notoriamente prostitute, 0 abituate in peccaminose consuetudint - AIM, 
microfilm no. 6530, ff. Ir-v. 

2 AIM, Mem. 21, f. 120r. 

3 See the studies by James A. Brundage, 'Concubinage and Marriage in Medieval Canon Law', Journal of 
Medieval History, vol. I, no. I (1975), pp. 1-17; and Michael M. Sheehan, 'Theory and Practice : 
Marriage of the Unfree and the Poor in Medieval Society', Medieval Studies, vol. 50 (1988), pp. 456-487. 

4 Thierry Pech, 'Foy et Secret : le marriage clandestin entre droit et litterature dans les Historiques 
Tragiques de Boaistuau a Camus', XVI le Siecle, 48e annee, no. 193 (1996), pp. 891-909. H. A. 
Ayrinhac, Marriage Legislation in the New Code of Canon Law, pp. 234-236. For the significance of the 
innovative legal dispositions of Trent according to which the church came to consider cohabitation after a 
clandestine marriage as sinful see Piero Rasi, 'Le Forrnalita nella Celebrazione del Matrimonio ed il 
concilio di Trento', Rivista di Storia del Diritto Italiano, vols. XXVI-XXVII (1953-1954), pp. 189-207. 

5 John Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400-1700, pp. 23-26. 
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in the celebrated way of Renzo and Lucia of Manzoni's I Promessi Sposi fame remained 

a regular feature of church courts even in the late eighteenth century.6 One late 

afternoon, for instance, on 11 July 1781, as Fr Felice Borg of dua Rohan was at home, 

he was notified that a German Hospitaller was waiting for him at the parish church. As 

he entered through one of the lateral doors he was surprised by a young man who told 

him, 'This is my wife', pointing to a young girl in front of him. 7 Even the Archpriest of 

the Cathedral, Fr Joachim Cannuzzi, was taken in. On Sunday, 14 August 1746, towards 

4 p.m., he was stopped by two men in the Cathedral square. One of them, Francesco 

Mangili, a Milanese, took him by the hand and told his companion, Gio. Battista Crotti, 

to fetch him the sword from the calesse. Instead there came a girl, Rosa Carnisi, and the 

two asked the Archpriest to give them the nuptial blessing.8 Parish priests were 

surprised in the confessional-box9 at some inappropriate hour very early in the 

morning, \0 as for instance, at the messa dell 'aurora; II or, as in the case of Padre Gia­

cinto Maggi, parish priest of Porto Salvo, Valletta, when they were putting back the 

sacrament in the Tabernacle after they had just returned to church with the Viaticum. 12 

They could be easily deceived but Fr Gio. Battista Crispo of Cospicua stopped a couple 

from committing such a crime 'in the house of God'. He looked threateningly at them, 

raised his voice and frightened them with his stick; the man ran out of the church and 

the girl, who had stayed near the altar of San Cristoforo, hurriedly left too, accompanied 

by another woman. \3 

Clandestine marriages were due to two common motives: the parents would not 

give their consent to the union 14 and, as one author reminds US,15 it was extremely hard 

6 For the continuance of such marriages in Rimini see Angelo Turchini, Clero e Fedeli a Rimini in Eta 
Post-Tridentina, pp. 104-109, 

7 AAM, Dicta 27, no. 42. 

8 AAM, Dicta 23, no. 1. 

9 Ibid, no. 51. 

10 Ibid, no. 53. 

11 Ibid., no. 42. 

12 Ibid, no. 15. 

13 Ibid, no. 41. 

14 AIM, Proc. 126B, f. 856r. 
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not to honour a promise to marry. If the man, therefore, encountered a better bargain or, 

as in the case of Ignazio Sciberras, he found that his girl was 'scandalous and 

licencious,I6 it was only through such a desperate stratagem that he could extract 

himself. Betrothals were a public affair contracted in front of witnesses, when the man 

received a handkerchief as a token of his commitment. 17 Such promises were binding 

and instances when legal proceedings were instituted against the groom to honour his 

word are met regularly in the bishop's court. Antonio Stuppelli spent two days in 

prisonl8 but Giacomo Cafielo was released only after three months, presumably because 

he refuted his girl's allegations. Yet Gionella, with whom he had had carnal relations, 

still succeeded in having her way, even though perhaps 'with the word and not with the 

mouth,.19 When he was ill in bed and - according to his own version - nearing his death, 

having already received extreme unction, she brought Don Nicola to administer the 

sacrament of marriage by the bed-side?O He was in a difficult position anyway, since he 

had impregnated the girl, in which case he had either to marry or to dower her. The 

same was the case of Giovanni Angelo Sarnmut, who, as a patentee of the Sant 'Officio, 

was put in the dungeons of the Holy Office. On 24 October 1760 he appeared in front of 

Mgr Durini and stated: 

'Your Excellencies, I know the cause of my imprisonment. Modesta Bravin, who says that I have 

raped and impregnated her, demands that I honour my word. I confess the truth that, having 

loved her, I knew her carnally. However, I am only willing to take her to wife'. 

Such illicit relations must have been common and at the parish of Porto Salvo, 

Valletta, twenty-five per cent of the children born in the period 1750-1800 were 

illegitimate.21 Besides, in Malta,22 like other countries, not unusually the man tested his 

15 Genevieve Laribiere, 'Le Mariage a Toulouse aux Xl Ve et XVe Siec\es', Annales du Midi, vol. 79 
(1967), p. 343. 

16, ... S 'avanzo a quell 'eccesso solamente per evitare i sponsali che si asseriscono da ess 'Oratore contralti 
con una giovana libertina e scandalosa' - AAM, Supplicationes 16, no. 129. 

17 AIM, Proc. 121B, ff. 613v, 615r. AIM, Proc.123A, f.446r. 

18 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 391r. 

19 AIM, Proc. 127A, f. 409r. 

20 AIM, Proc. 122A, f. ll9r. 

21 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, Table 6.3, p. 84. 
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future wife's fecundity,23 and rejected her if she did not get pregnant. These instances 

point out in a most forceful way the people's disregard of the Church's teachings; and as 

at Nantwich, Cheshire24 couples ignored its exhortation to delay sexual intercourse till 

after the marriage ceremony. References to people being scandalized at the immoral 

lives of their neighbours25 should not be made much of; and examples of wives 

discarded after marriage for not being found virgins must have been an exception rather 

than a general rule?6 The case of Angelica who, having suspected that her father had 

come to know that she was with child, escaped from her home at tas-Samra and made 

her way to her sister's at Floriana, was rare, too. Promiscuity must have been well 

spread among the population,27 and people like Rosario Pugliesi of Mascoli, Sicily, who 

contracted venereal disease went to the Holy Infirmary to be treated with mercurial 

inunction at the falanga. 28 

The church tried to impose its own type of sexual behaviour. This was done not 

only through exhortations in the confessional or in the pulpit but also, though there is no 

mention of fines for sexual deviance,29 by the bishop's use as in medieval England of 

the power of privy search3o
• Action was taken whenever the Projiscale received report 

that, for instance, 

22 See for instance, 'Mi conobbi carnalmente con avermi deflorata con la promessa di matrimonio, ed indi 
sotto tal jiducia di dovermi spas are continua a conoscermi carnalmente di quando in quando' - AAM, 
Dicta 26, no. 94. 

23 For Malta, Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, pp. 76-78. England, Peter Laslett, The World We Have 
Lost, p. 148. France, P. Valmary, FamilIes Paysannes Au XVllle Siecle en Bas-Quercy, p. 130. 

24 Grace Wyatt, 'Bastardy and Prenuptial Pregnancy in a Cheshire Town during the Eighteenth Century', 
Local Population Studies, no. 49 (1992), pp. 38-50. For England in general, P. E. H. Hair, 'Bridal 
Pregnancy in Rural England in Earlier Centuries', Population Studies, no. 20 (1966), pp. 233-243. 

25 ' ... una delle dette zitelle di name Lorenza pochi anni sono rimase incinta con scandala del vicinato' -
AAM, Informationes 6, misc., no. 72. See also ibid., no. 104 - ' ... di tale amicizia scandalosa tutto if 
popolo si lamenta'. 

26 Ibid., no. 90. 

27 ' ... sealare di notte tempo alia mia casa per sedurre Orsola mia jiglia maggiore ancor zitella' - AA M, 
Dicta 23, no. 38. For similar examples see AAM, Dicta 27, nos. 21, 30. 

28 AIM, Proc. 137, ff. I 98r-200v. 

29 For such fines, E. D. Jones, 'The Medieval Leyrwite: A Historical Note on Female Fornication', English 
Historical Review, vol. 107 (1992), pp. 945-953. 

30 F. G. Emmison, Elizabethan Life: Morals and the Church Courts, pp. 8-10. For the workings of a 
church court, Sandra Lee Parker and L. R. Poos, 'A Consistory Court from the Diocese of Rochester, 
1363-4', English Historical Review, vol. 106 (1991), p. 652-665. 
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'if Sacerdote, D. Gio. Battista Gaja, della ciUa Burmola, teneva nella sua casa una pubblica 

meretrice, Rosa; ... mi portai per tanto seriamente nella casa del medesimo Sacerdote, ed ivi 

ritrovai veramente ad ambidue rinserrati in detta casa; anzi detta Rosa ritrovai nascosta nella 

stanza superiore, ed avendo cia osservato introdussi aUi alarii che portavo meco, e d'un subito li 

condussero nelle pubbliche eareeri, ove si ritrovano,.31 

These searchings were made at night, early in the morning at five 0'clock32 or, even, in 

the afternoons at 1 p.m.33 Not that the officers found no resistance. They could knock on 

the door in vain/4 or else risked having a pistol pointed to their chest. This is what Fr 

Giorgio Schembri of Mosta did and he cheekily admitted that he did have whores in his 

house and defiantly summoned one of them.35 However, most of those taken flagrante 

delicto tried to excuse themselves as best they could. The Deacon, Don Gio. Battista 

Cassar, denied he was sleeping with a Gozitan woman and claimed he had spent the 

night on an overcoat on the floor; but the woman lay naked in bed and the other part of 

the mattress was still warm. 36 

For the Catholic church marriage was a necessary evil, entered into from fear of 

being unable to lead a chaste life, a remedy against fornication - 'per liberarsi dalli 

pericoli mondani,.37 Sex was dangerous and suspect so that it could hardly be performed 

without sin. According to St Augustine, not without some tinge of manicheism to which 

he had been addicted in his younger days, only the begetting of offspring and the 

preservation of continence excused marital intercourse.38 The organs of generation were 

referred to as the shameful parts but this contempt for sex was also clearly discernible in 

the fear of contamination by semen, menstrual blood39 or the blood of childbirth. This 

31 AAM, Dicta 24, no. 45. 

32 AAM, lnformationes 6, mise., no. 101 

33 AAM, Dieta 23, no. 29. 

34 AAM, Dicta 25, no. 70. 

35 AAM, Dicta 26, no. 10. 

36 AAM, lnformationes 6, mise., no. 69. 

37 NLM, Un ita. 55, 14/211772. 

38 St Augustine, Matrimonio e Verginita, A. Trape, ed., pp. 393-453. 

39 Patricia Crawford, 'Attitudes to Menstruation in Seventeenth-Century England', Past and Present, no. 91 
(May 1981), pp. 47-73. 
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taboo was implicit in discussions on nocturnal emISSIOn, the general custom of 

'churching' or the woman's purification after birth40 and the prohibition of coition during 

menstruation.41 Sex was incompatible with holiness, which made intercourse improper 

in Lent or immediately before or after communion.42 The married couple's consciences 

were under continuous assault and their embraces fell within the purview of the 

moralists. Their love must not be inordinate since, as St Jerome put it, nothing was more 

vile than to love one's wife like a mistress. Even the position during copulation was 

minutely regulated and only those postures which resulted in the insemination of the 

woman were licit.43 

These moral considerations found themselves in confessors' manuals to be 

administered in the confessional box. In Malta the Capuchin, padre Pelagio, wrote a full 

length treatise on the need of continency in marriage.44 Perhaps, he was prompted by the 

relaxation of much of this sexual repression in the late eighteenth century, as his 

indignation at the number of separated couples may point OUt.
45 The Catholic church 

does not admit divorce but for specific reasons it can dissolve marriages (divorce a 

vinculo). The circumstances mentioned by the Maltese records for granting annulment 

are impotence,46 duress,47 the prohibited degrees of consanguinity48 or affinity49 and a 

former valid marriage. To circumvent such canonical restraints as well as expensive 

40 Joseph Cassar-Pullicino, Studies in Maltese Folklore, p. 234. For Britain, David Cressy, 'Purification, 
Thanksgiving and the Churching of Women in Post-Reformation England', Past and Present, no. 141 
(Nov. 1993), pp. 106-146; Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic, pp. 38-9,59-61. 

41 Thomas N. Tentier, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Reformation, p. 168. 

421. A. McHugh and C. J. Callan, Catechism ofthe Council of Trent for Parish Priests, p. 355. 

43 Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times: Kinship, Household and Sexuality, pp. 161-164. 

44 ACM, Mise. 56, ff. 62r-95v - 'Dissertazioni Parenetiche intorno l'/stutizione ed Essenza, Qualita, Uso e 
Prattica della Virtu della Continenza del Sacramento del Matrimonio'. 

45 ' ... quest'altro avvertimento, di cui oggidi veruna coscienza se ne faccia : l'abuso e passato tant 'oltre, 
che si deplora tollerato, e pertanto a man salva pratticato ... , ed appunto e il divorzio de' congiugat{ -
Ibid, f. 64r. For the rise of separations in England in the eighteenth century, Lawrence Stone, The Family, 
Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800, pp. 3330-4. 

46 AAM, 'Super Divortio Inter Alicunda Vella et Alessio Veila', unclassified documents. 

47 AIM, Corr. 85, ff. 3r-4Av. 

48 PA (Naxxar), Lib. Matr. 11, ff. 182r-v. 

49 CEM, AD 697, ff. 179r-221 v. 
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legal action there existed another type of marital arrangement, wife abandonment. Many 

married women were used to spend a good part of their life alone with their children, 

which made the moral and financial support of relatives particularly important. The 

registers of the Status Animarum are interspered with such remarks as soldato sulle 

navi,5o partito,51 partito in Napoli,52 a Lampedusa. 53 The case of Elena Ferrani well 

illustrates how married life was regularly interrupted by absences. Four months after her 

marriage with Gusmano Ruffo he left for the Levant where he stayed for seventeen 

months. The next time his absence lasted four years and then he enlisted on an English 

ship, after which he went to Venice, ending finally at Teneriffe. 54 

In the archives of the Inquisition there are such references as 'after a year of 

cohabitation the said Antonio left with the galleys for Sicily, without having ever 

returned;55 'Giovanni departed on a Sicilian felucca for Messina ... and since that time 

he was seen no more here, nor has he written any letter back home, either,;56 '1 have 

never received from him any letter in answer to the many 1 sent him,.57 This 

documentation for Malta, however, is too scanty for one to say that as in England,58 

desertion was common. No Poor Law records exist on which a serious study of the 

subject could be based; and such information could be gleaned only incidentally, for 

example, from instances of bigamy in which women described their predicaments. Still, 

the number is too scanty - eleven calculations in all - which does not include though 

women whose spouses were slaves in Turkish bagni59 or those who found themselves 

50 CEM, Status Animarum 11 (Mqabba, 1790), £ 4r. 

51 Ibid., ff. Sr, 14r. 

52 Ibid., f. 6r. 

53 Ibid., f. Sr. 

54 AIM, Proc. 12A, ff. 301r-302r. 

55 AIM, Proc. 120C, £ 1319r. 

56 AIM, Proc. 120B, f. 488r. 

57 AIM, Proc. 122C, £ 1126r. 

58 R. B. Outhwaite, 'Introduction: Problems and Perspectives in the History of Marriage', in R. B. 
Outhwaite, Marriage and Society. Studies in the Social History of Marriage, p. 8. 

59 See, for instance, AIM, Proc. 126B, ff. 834r-980v. 
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deceived by already married husbands. With all these limitations the examples for Malta 

corroborate many of the conclusions arrived at elsewhere.6o As in England, the age of 

the deserted wife at her marriage was considerably below that of the mean age of 

women, 14.6 years as against 22.2 years. Most of the marriages were shortlived, which 

was why, perhaps, most women were generally childless. Though concern for children 

was only minimal61 the absence of offspring must have reduced somehow the husband's 

guilty conscience to desert though the chief reason must have been that most of the men 

were foreigners. They had no roots in the local community; and no family or friends 

acted as constraints on them, either. Even when Maltese were involved they were men 

who, like Felice Pace of casal Ghaxaq living at Cospicua,62 had left their villages for 

some town, family desertion being characteristic of the urban environment rather than of 

the countryside. Another peculiarity which Malta shared with England was that to 

escape husbands enlisted in a foreign army like the Neapolitan or joined the French63 or 

English64 navies. Others are simply described as 'went abroad', emigration to Spain and 

France being a chief characteristic of eighteenth-century Malta. Still, others went to sea 

and Raffaele Abdilla enlisted as a pilot on a Venetian vessel65 and Pierre Martin on a 

French ship.66 

A dissatisfied husband though did not necessarily have to leave Malta; he could 

be separated from his wife (divorce a mensa et thoro). These judicial separations were 

difficult to get as the Church always wanted couples to 'return to holy matrimony, as 

God commands,;67 much more common were cases of couples who left each other 

without any formal authorisation. The number of those who took the law into their own 

60 David A. Kent, "Gone for a Soldier': Family Breakdown and the Demography of Desertion in a London 
Parish, 1750-91', Local Population Studies, no. 44 (1990), pp. 27-42. 

61 Nancy F. Cott, 'Eighteenth-Century Family and Social Life Revealed in Massachusetts Divorce 
Records', Journal of Social History, vo!. 10 (1976), pp. 28-30. On this topic of children in traditional 
society see also the classic by Philippe Aries, Centuries of Childhood. 

62 AIM, Proc. l3IB, f. 633v. 

63 AIM, Proc. 133B, ff. 820r-836v. 

64 AIM, Proc. 127 A, ff. 47r-54v. 

65 AIM, Proc. 120B, ff. 683r-684v. 

66 AIM, Proc. 125B, f. 917r. 

67 AAM, Supplicationes 16, no. 99. 
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hands so alarmed Bishop Labini that on 28 October 1780 he issued an edict ordering 

them without delay to join each other.68 The reasons for such separations were variouS.69 

The Mangions of Zurrieq were both to blame; they were an honest couple but both of 

them were obstinate, sharp tongued, liked to have their own way and could not bear 

each other. A wife would be abandoned because she was of a simple mind70 but the 

chief cause of these de facto separations was wife battering.71 Eugenia of Siggiewi was 

treated so badly by her husband that often she took refuge with the neighbours with 

whom she stayed for several days; and one night the parish priest of the village, Fr 

Pietro Decelis, had to go to their house to warn him to treat her well. This is what 

Angela Said of casal Caccia, Gozo, reported to the Bishop's court-

' ... my husband, Andrea, beats me almost daily ... Last Sunday, towards 10 p.m., without any reason 

at all he hit me with a stanga on the right thigh and bit me twice in my left thigh, as Your 

Excellencies can see. I am so oppressed by him that I demand to be separatedfrom him. I can't stay 

with him any longer lest he kills me with his tyranny'. 

However, it could be dangerous for a wife to leave her husband. One afternoon 

Maria was spinning cotton with other women when her husband, Giovanni Buhagiar, of 

Rabat, arrived. He sat down on the door's threshold and tried to persuade Maria to 

return to him. When his endeavours failed he took a dagger out of his pocket and 

shaking it desperately about he wounded one of the women in her head, ear and 

shoulder.72 Another incident refers to one Signora Eugenia, who was living with her 

uncle at dttd Rohan, and who sent word to her husband not to think any more of her as 

she was dead to him. He desired nothing more though than to live again with her and 

she was counselled to keep the door ofthe house closed after the first Ave Maria lest she 

be surprised by him.73 But if it is only natural to suppose that husbands were responsible 

for the breakup of marriages women had also their share in these separations. A woman 

68 AAM, Edicta Labini, vol. 12, ff. llr-v. 

69 On this topic see Andrew Finch, 'Repulsa uxore sua : marital difficulties and separation in the later 
middle ages', Continuity And Change, vol. 8, no. 1 (1993), pp. 11-38. 

70 AAM, Supplicationes 19, p. 112. 

71 AAM, Dicta 28, no. 27. AAM, Dicta 30A, mise., no. 11. On this topic see the article by Leah Leneman, 
!lA tyrant and tormentor' : Violence against wives in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Scotland', 
Continuity and Change, vol. 12, part 1 (May 1997), pp. 31-54. 

72 AAM, Dicta 28, no. 6. 

73 AAM, Informationes 6, mise., no. 84. 
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would hit her husband74 or refuse to give him the 'matrimonial debt' - though, as regards 

Anna, the doctor testified that she suffered from intestinal hernia, which copulation 

rendered harmful.75 The occasion generally arose, however, when the wife started 

having an affair with someone else.76 For instance, according to the parish priest, 

Giacinto Tedesco's wife was 'one of the most shameless women that are to be found 

within the limits of my parish'. In this instance the man is said to have horns (cornuto), 

which reference is to be found all over the Mediterranean. 77 However, if in other 

countries such infidelity demanded that the man's honour be avenged the documents in 

Maltese archives are very scanty on this topic. This can perhaps mean that, as Carmelo 

Trasselli has observed for traditional Sicily,78 a sense of honour was lacking in Malta 

and the injured man had to suffer his dishonour in silence. A rare incident does refer to 

one Michele Farrugia ofValletta who was unable to bear this offence any longer though 

his attempt to regain his honour ended in defeat. On 7 January 1757, at midnight, this 

cuckolded husband knocked on the door of the house of Gio. Battista Muscat and asked 

for his wife. He was hit instead on his left shoulder with a piece of wood and wounded 

with a dagger under his left breast and under the navel and had to make his way with 

difficulty to hospital. 79 

The family, indeed, as it has been proved elsewhere, was not that tightly-knit bond 

of love which moralists like so much to extol. 80 This is not to be wondered at when 

marriage was so devoid of sentiment that it exhibited the cold peculiarities of a hard and 

fast bargain made in the interests of families. As in Ireland81 the young couple counted 

74 AA M, Dicta 28, no. 1. AAM, Dicta 30A, mise., no. 66. 

7S For circumstances in which the wife could refuse her 'due', especially when the coitus endangered the 
woman's health see Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times, pp. 217-220. 

76 AAM, Supplicationes 19, no. 112. 

77 Anton Blok, 'Rams and Billy-Goats: A Key to the Mediterranean Code of Honour', Man vo!. 16 (1981), 
pp. 427-440. 

78 Carmelo Trasselli, 'Criminalite et Moralite en Sicile au debut de l'epoque modeme', Annales, E.S.C., 
vo!. 28, no. I (1973), pp. 226-246. 

79 AAM, Dicta 25, p. 72. For other rare examples in late medieval Malta see Godfrey Wettinger, 'Honour 
and Shame in late Fifteenth Century Malta', Melita Historica, vo!. VIII (1980), pp. 65-77. 

80 On this topic see Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta. 

81 K. H. Connell, 'Peasant Marriage in Ireland: its Structure and Development since the Famine', The 
Economic History Review, second series, vo\. XI V, no. 3 (1962), pp. 502-523. 
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little in the transactions. These concerned the parents rather than the son and, more 

especially, the daughter82 and could be conducted by some marriage broker. 83 Women 

were objects, whom men demanded to discharge their conjugal indebtedness according 

to the Pauline precept: 

'The husband must give the wife what is due to her and the wife 

equally must give the husband his due,.84 

If this implies an equality between the sexes in actual fact, as Jean-Louis 

Flandrin points out,85 the husband was the active partner whereas the wife was to endure 

his advances. As a wife was only a chattel when she could no longer render the services 

for which she had been contracted she was beaten,86 given some poisonous potion to 

drink,87 or simply discarded. When Rosa, therefore, was ill her husband got engaged to 

Grazia whom he married when a few days later he became a widower.88 

Instances of affection are not lacking, it is true; and there must have been many 

who, like Pietro Srafa, a migrant at Cadiz, sent greetings to their wives and children. 89 

This should not mislead us in supposing that endearment characterised the relationship 

between the couples in past time. Matteo Zanniti, a slave at Constantinople, did 

correspond with his uncle but he did not bother to insert any reference at all to his 

wife.9o Such callousness on the part of husbands can be shown in the case of Felice 

Pace. He returned to Malta after twenty-five years of absence, during which time he had 

82 Consider, for example, such statements - 'A month ago I promised my daughter, Maria, aged seventeen, 
to Angelo Zammit' - AIM, Proc. 126B, f. 624r; 'Vincenzo Muscat, my father ... would have liked to marry 
Giovanni to a girl from Zurrieq' - Ibid., f. 522r. 

83 AIM, Proc. 122A, f. 157r. This could be a priest (AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1335r), a woman (CEM, AO 662, 
f. 68r) or a slave (AIM, Proc. I 24A, f. 418r.) 

84 I Cor. 7, 2-4. 

85 Jean-Louis Flandrin, 'Sex in married life in the early Middle Ages : the Church's teaching and 
behavioural reality', Western Sexuality. Practice and Precept in Past and Present Times, Philippe Aries and 
Andre Bejin, eds., p. 118. 

86 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1266r. 

87 AIM, Proc. 13IB, f.47Ir. 

88 AIM, Proc. 123A, f. 446r. 

89 AIM, Proc. 130, ff. 374r-v. 

90 AIM, Proc. 120B, ff. 725r-730v. 
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never cared to send a word of his whereabouts, or any subsistence to his wife. Yet, he 

made his way straight to the Bishop's curia where he demanded that Eugenia, who had 

meanwhile taken on another husband, come and live with him.91 

This last case was an example of bigamy. During the period 1743-54 the number 

of such proceedings before the Tribunal of the Inquisition numbered ten. Only two cases 

concerned Maltese; of the rest, six were Italians, one French and one Dutch.92 The poor 

circumstances in which women whose husbands were away from the island found 

themselves are well illustrated by the case of Maria; she bought bread on credit or else 

had to pawn a hat or a skirt to buy food. 93 There is no mention that she indulged in illicit 

relations with men but Maria Buhagiar was the concubine of Felice Taliana and besides 

she sold her sexual favours to the slaves Balta, Leonardo and Salvatore.94 For 16 tari 

Manena would have gone to bed even with a Moslem;95 and in the miseries she found 

herself, having sold or pawned all her belongings, Anna let herself be seduced.96 Maria 

could not even do that and had to ask a slave make her some witchcraft to find some 

client.97 There was, however, another possibility, to enter into a stable relationship and 

marry the man.98 Take the case of Margherita. Her husband, Pietro Farrugia of 

Cospicua, had left Malta on board a corsair ship when he fell a slave to the Turks. At 

first he did send some letter to his wife but then he stopped corresponding altogether. 

After twenty-three years she brought two witnesses to the Bishop's Curia testifying he 

had meanwhile died inside the bagno of Constantinople. Nicola, a Maronite from 

Tripoli, Syria but married in Malta, swore he had actually seen him dead and buried. 

Another old man, 'whose name I don 'f know', declared under oath he had heard that 

Pietro had died. On this flimsy evidence Margherita, on 7 January 1742, married 

91 '10 intendo voler con la medesima coabitare, e per tal 'effetto ne fo precisa instanza a' Loro Signori' -
AIM, Proc. 131B, f. 633v. 

92 Calculated from data in AIM, Proc. 120B-122C. See Appendix 1. 

93 AIM, Proc. 131B, ff. 616r-v. 

94 AIM, Proc. 126A, f. 17r. 

95 AIM, Proc. 131A, f. 104r. 

96 AIM, Proc. 126B, f. 592r. 

97 Ibid, f 586r. 

98 For similar examples in Spain see Jean-Pierre Dedieu, 'Le Modele Sexuelle: La Defense du Marriage 
Chretien', in L'Inquisition Espagnole, XV-XIX Siecle, Bartolome Bennassar, ed., pp. 314-315. 
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Michel' Angelo Tanti. Pietro returned to Malta thirty years later after he had mutinied 

together with other Christian slaves on the galley of Mustafa Bassa.99 In fact these 

'ocular' witnesses could be the cause of much confusion later on. They could easily be 

bribed by some poor woman abandoned by her husband and looking for a man to look 

after herself and her children. Constantius Vizini's sister, Maria, even found a 

Neapolitan galley convict who, for six tari, made a false death certificate for her. 100 

Similarly, foreigners away from their families in a strange land sought the 

comfort of a wife. Village girls generally married Maltese men but this was not so in the 

towns. At Vittoriosa, for instance, in the period 1750-1800, the number of foreigners 

who took local girls totalled fifty-eight. As Table 3.2 shows these came mostly from 

Italy but there was also a few from France and elsewhere, including one, James Cole, 

from London, who on 14 November, 1758 married Catherine, daughter of Antonio and 

Maria Pagliares. IOI Married men and women who took on another spouse did so at their 

great risk as it generally proved impossible to evade the clutches of the Inquisitors who 

were in correspondence with each other. Vincenzo Colombo of Majorca paid dearly for 

his daring. Maria Mizzi of Cospicua accused him of having another wife, Catarina, at 

Argentiera, whose relatives were living as apostates at Tripoli in Barbary. On this 

information Mgr Angelo Durini, on 20 April 1773, sent a memorial to the Padre 

Prefetto delle Missioni there. Two months later the Inquisitor received two attestati of 

Angelo Marciano and Paolo Gelfo, who both testified that Vincenzo was really 

married. 102 In such a case the second marriage would be declared null, which sentence 

would even be affixed on the door of the church. 103 This was very different from what 

Fr Michele Dandalora of Rabat, Gozo, reported to Mgr Durini on 9 June 1760. 'A few 

months ago someone whose name I can't remember told me' that a Gozitan married at 

casal Caccia had returned to his native village after a very long absence. There he found 

that his wife had taken on another husband, Pietro, a barber and a ploughwright; she, 

99 AIM, Proc. 122C, ff. 981r-IO07v. 

100 AIM, Proc. 131 B, ff. 654r-655r. 

101 PA (Vittoriosa), Lib. Matr. I V, f. 32v. 

102 AIM, Proc. 127B, ff. 622r-665v. 

103 AIM, Proc. 131 B, ff. 540r, 546r. 
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however, expressed her wish to continue living with this man while her legitimate 

husband left Gozo again. 104 

Carlo Damiano, however, would let no one accuse him for bigamy. He had 

stayed for eight years with his wife Elena Sardi of Lodi, Italy, when he joined the 

Imperial army, and was taken to Sicily. At Agrigento, having brought two witnesses to 

swear to the death of his wife, he married, on 15 February 1727 Aloisa Carella. He 

even brought her to Malta, where he enlisted as a soldier in the Compagnia del Gran 

Maestro. But then, on 19 April 1748, he presented himself before Mgr Passionei, to 

whom he showed the letter his first wife, supposed to be dead, had sent to him -

'Carissimo Consorte, 

Essendo molti anni gia scorsi che mi era venuto all' orecchie che voi vi siete partito da Sicilia 

con una donna, ma questo non I 'ho mai creduto. Anzi stavo sempre con desiderio di vedervi 

una volta a consolarmi con la vostra persona. Vedendomi del tutto priva di questa 

consolazione di piu vedervi e molti anni che vi credevo morto. Solo che li miei occhi sono 

Jontane di lagrime perche vi piango giorno e notte che voi eravate if solo oggetto dell 'anima 

mia. Ma 0 Dio! Qual Junesta nova io sento d'una persona religiosa che viene da Malta, cioe 

che voi avete un 'altra moglie!,105 

Possibly Carlo denounced himself only because he feared that he would be found 

out and be sued in the Tribunal of the Inquisition. Otherwise, the tone of late eighteenth­

century Maltese society would have matched perfectly well with his irregular style of 

living. Men like Giovanni Maria Rapa is-sultan (the king) of Xewkija would beat and 

ill-treat their wives who scolded them for their extra-marital relationships and, when 

warned to avoid such an approximate occasion of sin would exclaim, 

'I won't leave her even if I am exiled to the remotest part oJ the island. 106 

Teresa, wife of Carlo Delia, was imprisoned at the Bishop's prisons for infidelity; but 

her lover, Salvatore Bonanno, still continued to pester the jailer to let him see her at 

midnight. 10
? Some even boasted of their illicit liaisons; 108 and, as Table 3.3 shows such 

104 AIM, Proc. 127A, ff. 372r-v. 

105 AIM, Proc. 121A, ff. 467r-471v. 

106 AIM, Proc. 120A, f. 340r. 

107 AIM, Dicta 24, no. 24. 

108 The case concerned Giuseppe tas-sapun (the soap seller). Though he had his wife back in Malta he 
lived with a 35-year-old woman at Rabat, Gozo. AIM, Proc. 130, f. 29v. 
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propositions that carnal commerce is no sin109 or that 'fornication is ... but a relief of 

nature,110 are not difficult to encounter in the Inquisition documents. 

Prostitution was illegal and, unlike Florence III and the towns of south-eastern 

France of the fifteenth century with their public brothels,112 there were no licensed 

prostitutes. Legal action, therefore, was taken against Anna by the Corte Capitaniale of 

Mdina for being found in the company of two young men. 113 However, prostitution was 

accepted since as one author put it, 'it is an outlet, a safety-valve', which lets marriage 

maintain its authority.114 And if Francesca, a 30-year-old married woman di mal nome 

of Senglea, was expelled from her house at the instance of her neighbours 1 15 this was 

not for her illicit practice but only because she did not exercise her 'trade' in one of the 

strade di postribolo ('hot streets,).116 Prostitution was also practised in the villages 117 

but generally such donne di partito l18 made their way to townsl19 where they joined 

such foreigners like the Sicilian Giuseppa Laure. 120 Prostitution is essentially an urban 

phenomenon: travelling merchants, large groups of unmarried young men, the scale 

of the population contribute to the existence of such a profession. I2I The 

109 AIM, Proc. 134A, f. II r. 

110 AIM, Proc. 123B, f 715r. 

I11 On the organisation of prostitution in fifteenth-century Florence see Richard C. Trexler, 'La Prostitution 
Florentine au XVe SiecIe : Patronages et Clienteles', Annales, vol. 36, no. 6, pp. 985-1015. 

112 Jacques Rossiaud, 'Prostitution, Youth and Society in the Towns of Southeastern France in the 
Fifteenth Century', Deviants and the Abandoned in French Society, Robert Forster and Orest Ranum, eds., 
pp. 1-46. See also John Bossy, Christianity in the West. 1400-1700, pp. 40-41. 

11' 
o AIM, Proc. 130C, f. 559v. 

114 Jean-Pierre Dedieu, 'Le Modele Sexuel : La Defense du Mariage Chretien', L'Inquisition Espagnole, 
XV-XIX SiecIe, Bartolome Bennassar, ed., pp. 330-331. 

115 AIM, Proc. 130, f. 114r. 

116 AIM, Proc. 131 B, f. 686r. 

Il7 'Donna publica del Nasciaro' - AIM, Proc. 128A, f.25v. 

118 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 194v. 

119 For instance, Maria ta' Fiorunda (Fiorunda's daughter), a widow of Qormi but who lived at Senglea­
AIM, Proc. 128A, f. 26v. See also AAM, Dicta 23, no. 20. 

120 AIM, Proc. 121C, f. 1155r. 

121 Leah Lydia Otis, Prostitution in Medieval Society. The History of an Urban Institution in Languedoc, p. 
2. 
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Table 3.1 Origin of Bridegrooms at Birgu, 1750-1800 

M A LT A 
A ttard 4 
B 'K a r a 8 
Cospicua 147 
Floriana 4 
G harghur 1 
G haxaq 3 
G u d j a 2 
K irkop 3 
L ij a 1 
L u q a 9 
M d in a 2 
M 0 s ta 2 
M qabba 1 
N axxar 9 
Q 0 rm i 1 1 
Q rendi 2 
R a bat 5 
Senglea 9 0 
Siggiew 1 4 
Tarxien 3 
P 0 r t 0 Sal v 0 7 5 
St. Paul's 4 3 
'Valletta' 1 6 
V ittoriosa 758 
Z abbar 2 6 
Zebbug 1 0 
Z e j tun 1 4 
Zurrieq 1 0 

GOZO 
N ad u r 1 
Matrice 2 
R a bat 

,., 
.) 

X aghra 1 
X e w k ij a 1 

FOREIGNRS 5 8 

Source: Lib. Matr. Iv (1746-1801). 

91 



Table 3.2 Origin offoreigners who took Vittoriosa girls 

ITALY FRANCE 

Naples 6 Marseilles 3 
Venice 4 Santrope 2 
Ancona 2 Toulons 2 
Procida 2 Blois 1 
Conca 1 Tours 1 
Genova 1 Gap_ 1 
Catanzaro 1 'France' 1 
Vico 1 
Bianco (Calabria) 1 
Foligno 1 OTHERS 
Aquilea 1 
Elba 1 'lII~ia' 3 
Rome 1 Rag usa 2 
Tivoli 1 Zara 1 
Nola 1 Corfu 1 
Macerata 1 Cefalonia 1 

London 1 
Barcellona 1 
'Unknown' 4 

SICILY 

Palermo 2 
Siracusa 2 
Alcamo 1 
Terra nova 1 
Trapani 1 
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documents make no mention why women sold their favours but as in eighteenth-century 

France 122 poverty must have been the chief cause. Some of them like Maria c-ckejkna 

(the little one)123 managed their own affairs, perhaps using a tavem124 or their own 

homes. 125 Catarina, wife of Giovanni Busuttil, 'a scandalous woman, who is publicly 

held to be a whore', visited Benigno Curmi and Giovanni Mangion at their sanctuary in 

the convent of St Augustine, Rabat. 126 Rosa, however, a fifty-year-old woman from 

Senglea 127 acted as a procure ss for others; and Giovanni Bonnici of Tarxien procured 

for his own wife. 128 

Even abortion was practised129 and the Bishop felt the need to remind his faithful 

that this was the most horrible villainy one can commit against one's fellowmen. 130 

Forms of contraception were also used 131 through long periods oflactation 132 and coitus 

interruptus or withdrawal133 
- though it is difficult to say how common this 'sin of 

sodomy not to make children' was. 134 Besides, it was believed that if a woman quickly 

stood up or urinated immediately after coitus or got on top of the man she did not 

122 OIwen H. Hufion, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France, 1750-1789, pp. 306-317. 

123 AAM, Informationes 6, mise., no. 103. 

124 Ibid., no. 18. 

125 Ibid., no. 93. 

126 AAM, Informationes 5, no. 47. 

127 AIM, Proe. 131A, f. 103r. 

128 AIM, Proe. 128A, f. 9r. 

129 For such examples see AIM, Proe. 125C, ff. 1203r-v; AIM, Proe.1278, ff. 1181r-1205v. AIM, Proe. 
1358, f. 597r; AIM, Proe. 136A, ff. 188v-189r; CEM, AD 696, f 286r. 

130 AAM, Edieta Labini, vol. 12, ff. 175r-v. 

131 C. Savona-Ventura, 'The Influence of the Roman Catholic Church on Midwifery Practice in Malta', 
Medical History, vol. 39, 1995, pp.28-33. 

132 E. A. Wrigley, Population and History, p. 42. 

133 Jean-Louis Fiandrin, Families in Former Times, pp. 221-225. 

134 For this expression of Mgr Angelo Anzani, bishop of Campagna in Naples, see Gabriele de Rosa, 
'Problemi Religiosi della Societa Meridionale net '700 attraverso le Visite Pastorali di Angelo Anzani', 
Rivista di Socilologia Anno VI, no. 15 (1968), p. 41. 
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Table 3.3 Heretical Propositions 

Heresy No. % 

Unjust God 42 26.1 

Disbelief in God 28 17.2 

Disbelief in hell 21 13 

illicit love not a sin 15 9.3 

No fire in hell 10 6.2 

Our Lady not a virgin 8 5 

Disbelief in God's omnipotence 7 4.3 

Disbelief in sacraments 7 4.3 

Disbelief in purgatory 6 3.7 

Disbelief in the Pope 5 3.1 

Disbelief in heaven 3 1.9 

Disbelief in Christ's divinity 2 1.2 

Others * 7 4.3 

Total 161 100 

*Soul's immortality, sin is lawful, transmigration of souls, 
Islam better than Christianity, disbelief in the Bible, 
St. Joseph was the devil, Crucifix is only a piece of wood. 

Source: AIM Proc. 120A-131B 
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conceive, either. 135 This last case belonged to the category of sins against nature. 

Examples of unnatural sex were not unknown and confessors asked their women 

penitents136 whether, in the words of the Directoire des Confesseurs, they had relations 

with their husbands in ways other than according to the laws of marriage. \37 Naturally, 

they would not have been concerned with a problem which did not exist. And Rosa 

admitted it was only during the first month of their marriage that her husband, Giuseppe 

Buhagiar, 

'usa meco il sacramento del matrimonio come comanda la Santa Chiesa, 

in tutto it restante sempre usa meco sodomiticamente'. 138 

Instances of deviant sex, however, are too scanty to allow any generalization. However, 

it does not seem plausible that such incidents were rare. The high degree of 

licentiousness that existed in late eighteenth-century Malta coupled with a late age at 

marriage l39 and a high incidence of celibacy140 must have all resulted in much deviant 

sex. Were such practices, therefore, tacitly permitted rather than talked about? 

The worst of all the sexual sins was homosexuality, 141 which had forced down 

supernatural fire from heavenl42 and was equated with heresy.143 It was regarded with 

such peculiar horror that like Sir William Blackstone, the eighteenth-century English 

judge,144 the Capuchin padre Andrea could not bring himself to name it directly and 

referred to it as if peccato nefando (the nefarious sin) .145 Unfortunately, the available 

documentation is so scanty, only six cases being encountered in Inquisitorial 

135 Thomas N. Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Refonnation, pp. 198-200. 

136 AIM, Proc. 131A, ff. 155r-207r. 

l37 Quoted in Thomas N. Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Protestant Refonnation, p. 188. 

138 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1506v. 

139 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, pp. 33-43. 

140 Ibid., pp. 60-62. 

141 'No mercy, either, when a man has commerce with another man as if he had been a woman; either is 
guilty ofa foul deed, and both must die' - Leviticus XX, 13. 

142 For the story of Sodom and Gomorrah see Genesis 18-19. 

143 Amo Karlen, 'The Homosexual Heresy', The Chaucer Review, vo\. 6, no. 1 (1971), pp. 44-63. 

144 Frank McLynn, Crime and Punishment in Eighteenth-Century England, p. 284. 

145 AIM, Proc. 120B, ff. 840r-841v. 
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proceedings. This was to be expected since homosexual behaviour was stigmatizedl46 

and as in Christian Europe, though unlike the rest of the world,147 Maltese society 

objected to all forms of homosexual behaviour. The paucity of evidence makes it very 

difficult to describe in a satisfactory way how familiar a part was this illicit underworld 

and nothing like what William Monter has produced, for instance, for Aragon 148 or for 

Geneva and Fribourgl49 can be expected for Malta. lso Yet, some observations, for all 

their small worth, are not to be passed over. 

Homosexual practice was found where it was most likely to occur. When 

deprived of women, for instance in prisons,151 men turned to each other for comfort. 

This was especially so if there were Moslems among them, with their reputed addiction 

to such practices. 152 Thus, Harrat sodomized the three sons of Antonio and Maria Psaila 

of Valletta. This tall, well-built and black slave with moustaches entered their house at 

will and gave them one tallere each from the money he earned as a palioliere. 153 The 

baptized slaves, Ignazio Callejal54 and Natale Vassallo l55 were sodomized by and were 

the minions of Turks and Christians, including galley-convicts, in the bagno which must 

have served as a molly-house. Ships were another source of homosexual behaviour. 

According to the Roman Stefano Nisi, a surgeon on board the corsair frigate Santa 

146 For such prejudice in England in the early nineteenth century, A. D. Harvey, 'Prosecutions for Sodomy 
in England at the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century', The Historical Journal, vo!. 21, no. 4 (1978), pp. 
941-943. 

147 Randolph Trumbach, 'London's Sodomites: Homosexual Behaviour and Western Culture in the 18th 
Century', Journal of Social History, vo!. 11 (1977), pp. 1-33. 

148 William Monter, Frontiers of Heresy. The Spanish Inquisition from the Basque Lands to Sicily, pp. 
276-299. 

149 E. William Monter, 'La Sodomie a I'epoque moderne en Suisse romande', Annales:E.S.C., vo!. 29 
(1974), pp. 1023-1033. 

150 The Viceroy of Sicily, the Duke of Terranova, had informed Charles V in 1577 that 'il vizio nefando e 
cosa generale e che le pratiche omosessuali sono diffuse in tutto if regno' - quoted in Giovanni Morrone, 
La Schiaviru nella Societa Siciliana dell 'Eta Moderna, p. 217. 

151 AIM, Proc. 141, ff. 216r-219v. See also P. Labat, Voyages du P. Labat de l'Ordre des FF. Prescheurs 
en Espagne et en Italie,vo!.Vl1, p. 4. 

152 See, for instance, these remarks in Cervantes, Don Quixote, '... among those barbarous Turks a 
handsome boy or youth is more highly prized than the most beautiful woman', p. 884. 

153 AIM, Proc. 128B, ff. 665r-668v. 

154 AIM, Proc. 138, ff.45r-48v. 

155 AIM, Proc. 139, f£ 238r-241v. 
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Croce, sodomy was rampant on board; and he instanced Lorenzo Stafracci, who kept a 

boy, Salvatore Fsadni, to satisfy his desires, as the chief culprit. 156 As Bartolome 

Bennassar has pointed out for Aragon157 and as has been observed for Lucca158 and 

Prato,159 homosexual behaviour also surfaced in convents. Fra Rosario Bugeja, a 

Dominican, was reputed to be a sodomite; and in 1786 the 57-year-old Capuchin friar, 

Fra Fortunato a Melita, who lived in Gozo, accused himself of committing for three 

times the sin against nature in his cell with a friend of his, the surgeon Dr 

Michel' Angelo Garroni. 160 Padre Serafino first let the friars return to their cells after 

matins and then he visited a fellow friar with whom he had anal intercourse. 161 These 

examples are silent about the habits of the upper classes162 and, moreover, they do not 

concern examples from the rural areas - though it was only in cities that anonymity 

could allow people to escape the taboo attached to such deviant behaviour. 163 

Besides homosexuality did Maltese lads and lasses indulge also in masturbation 

as their French counterparts did?l64 Perhaps we may never know but it was generally 

believed that such practices were of a lesser evil than fornication because they gave no 

scandal165 and, besides, 'they bring no harm to third persons'. 166 Masturbation caused 

great apprehension to the Church; if it became a habit people might not want to get 

156 AIM, Proc. 132A, ff. 329r-340v. 

157 Bartolome Bennassar, 'Le Modele Sexuel : I'Inquisition d' Aragon et la Repression des peches 
abominables', L'Inquisition Espagnole, XVe-XIXe Siecle, Bartolome Bennassar, ed., p. 353. 

158 Philip McNair, Peter Martyr in Italy: An Anatomy of Apostasy, p. 212. 

159 Romano Canosa, II Velo e il Cappuccio, pp. 195-210. 

160 AIM, Proc. 134A, ff. 147r-150v. 

161 AIM, Proc. 120B, ff. 840r-841 v. 

162 For the beheading of the Earl of Castlehaven in 1631 in the Tower of London see Caroline Bingham, 
'Seventeenth-Century Attitudes Toward Deviant Sex', lournal ofInterdisciplinary History, vol. 1 (1971), 
pp. 447-472. 

163 For the contrary view that such deviant behaviour 'was almost exclusively a rural crime' see Henry 
Kamen, Inquisition and Society in Spain, p. 208. 

164 lean-Louis Flandrin, Amori Contadini, pp. 125-147. 

165 ' ... questo (peccato delta mollizie) e menD peccato delta jornicazione perche questi vivono senza 
scandalo, perche janno if peccato da se medesimi ... ' - AIM, Proc. 122A, f. Br. 

166 AIM, Proc. 131 B, f. 384r. 
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married and if they did marry they would refuse to carry out their conjugal duty, with the 

result that the other partner would in turn pollute himself. 167 In the proceedings of the 

Inquisition there are only seven cases. Twenty-year-old Teresa of Senglea, 'moved by the 

desire to sin carnally', used a statue of Holy Mary and Baby Jesus to arouse herself. 168 It 

could also be a crucifix,169 which was the instrument used by a 25-year-old nun at the 

convent of Santa Scolastica, Vittoriosa. She practised this habit daily for fifteen years to 

spite God and the Saints. Sometimes she masturbated with her hands during elevation or 

the exposition of the host. 170 Orsola Boffa, of Senglea, held a papier mache crucifix in 

her hand and imagining she was holding a man she polluted herself.171 The other cases 

concerned three religious. The Augustinian, Fra Vincenzo Carnisi, asked the novice, 

Nicola Sultana, to pollute him ten times. l72 Masturbation also took place during 

confession. The 39-year-old Conventual Chaplain of the Langue of Auvergne, Fra 

Stefano Dauphin, was not the only one to be charged of such an abuse. 173 The nun 

Vincenza Crispi accused the Discalced friar, padre Eustachio Lombardelli, that during 

confession he sinned mortally by touching himself, and while inviting her to do the 

same he told her that he had already polluted himself twice. 174 

Against Luther's theology of man's sinfulness l75 the Catholic church, claiming­

as Margaret L. Anderson 176 reminds us - exclusive authority over salvation, stressed the 

power of the keys and the confessor's words of absolution. Sins were defined, 

167 Jean-Louis Flandrin, Families in Former Times, p. 190. 

168 AIM, Proc. 128A, ff. 79v-80r. 

169 AIM, Proc. 128B, ff. 754r-757v. 

170 AIM, Proc. 127A, ff. 251r-258v. 

171 AIM, Proc. 1268, f. 778r. 

172 AIM, Proc. 1348, ff. 818r-829v. 

173 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff. 177v-178r. 

174 Ibid, f. 193r. 

175 For a clear exposition of Luther's attack on sacramental confession see Thomas N. Tentier, Sin and 
Confession on the Eve of the Reformation, pp. 349-363. 

176 Margaret Lavinia Anderson, 'Piety and Politics: Recent Work on German Catholicism', The Journal of 
Modem History, vol. 63 (1991), p. 700. 
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numbered, weighed, measured177 as well as denounced privately to the priest. For all 

this official urgency, however, on the popular level some disbelieved outright in the 

sacrament's institution by Christ. l78 Such 'ciarle,179 were invented by the Popes to 

discover men's affairs since, so the Piedmontese servant of a French Hospitaller knight 

believed, 

'I have read the four Gospels and nowhere have I found it had been ordained by God. 180 

This was also the belief of Don Carlo who, though his piety was remarkable, claimed 

that his stand was supported by the teachings of some of the Doctors of the church. 181 

Some confessed out of habit l82 and even ridiculed the sacrament. While waiting, for 

instance, for the parish priest to start the baptism ceremony the Frenchman, M. Brondo -

who was to act as godfather - installed himself in the confessional-box in the parish 

church of Qrendi. Giovanna Muscat, a twenty-four-year-old spinster from Vittoriosa, 

knelt down and revealed her love to him. As penitence, he ordered her to love him all 

the more. 183 Even seventeen-year-old Gio. Francesco pretended to be a confessor when 

he visited a relation of his, the blind 82-year-old Anna. Claiming he was the vice-parish 

priest he asked her if she uttered dishonest words and when she denied he warned her to 

tell the truth because he was God's representative. He even cautioned her that if she 

failed to bequeath 150 scudi to her nephew, Paolo, she would be darnned. 184 

The archives of the Inquisition at Malta also contain references to confessors 

who disregarded the church's command not to make a penitent reveal his accomplice in 

sins of the flesh. Such was the case of the padre priore of the Cannelite convent of St. 

Teresa, Fr Giuseppe Vittorio a Sant' Angelo, 185 Fr Salvatore Calleja of Zebbug even 

I77 For the canons of Trent regarding confession as well as a historical background of the sacrament, A. 
Marranzini - A. di Marino, Il Sacramento della Penitenza. Analizi Storica e Prospettive Pastorali. 

178 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff. 392r-v. 

179 Ibid., f. 101r. 

180 AIM, Proc. 127 A, f. 35v. 

181 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff. 392r-393r. 

182 AIM, Proc. 139, f. 122v. 

183 AIM, Proc. 124A, ff.209r-21Ov. 

184 AIM, Proc. 120C, ff. 1367r-1376v. 

185 AIM, Proc. 122B, ff. 598r-599v. AIM, Proc. 125C, ff. 1293r-1294v. 
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menaced his women penitents that otherwise he would not give them absolution. 186 A 

far more stringent law was never to break the seal of confession. 187 According to the 

Fourth Lateran Council those who violated the confessional were to be suspended and 

relegated to a monastery of strict observance to do penance for the remainder of their 

life. 188 However, when Maria Dalli quarrelled with Grazia the latter reproached her with 

the sins she had confessed to her brother, Fr Salvatore Casha. 189 The Catholic church 

even reserved to itself the right to give or withhold the faculty to absolve sins to 

confessors. Yet, the Conventual Chaplain, Fra Blasio Conti, without having such power, 

confessed Rosalinda, the wife of Giuseppe Decos; and knowing that she was having a 

love affair with padre Costaguti, the University's rector, he asked her of their relations. 

He even took the liberty to touch her leg and moved his hand towards her secret 

parts. 190 

Such acts on the part of confessors were called sollecitazione ad turpia, 

the tempting of penitents for dishonest ends. 191 Since concubinage and 

illegitimate relations conducted in the light of day were no longer possible for them 

sinful priests made confession an outlet for their sexual needs. l92 To prevent such 

scandal and the most obscene circumstances the confessional-box was invented l93 

and the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office on 4 December 1694 had 

issued special directives to confessors of women. They were to be of mature age 

and of good morals; besides, penitents were to kneel at the side and not at 

186 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff.312r-313v. 

187 Synodus Dioecesana ab IlIustriss. et Reverendiss. Domino Fratre Davide Cocco Palmerio, p. 34. 

188 H. J. Schroeder, Disciplinary Decrees of the General Councils, p. 260. 

189 AIM, ProG. 134A, ff.491r-492v. 

190 AIM, PrOG. 130, ff. 159r-160v. 

191 AIM, ProG. 120A, f. 112r. On this topic, Adriano Prosperi, 'L'Inquisizione in ltalia', Clero e Societa 
nell'Italia Modema, Mario Rosa, ed., pp. 310-320. That such acts could be possibly linked to Quietist 
influences see Claudio Madricardo, 'Sesso e Religione nel Seicento a Venezia : La Sollecitazione in 
Confessionale', studi Veneziani, n.s., vo!. XVI (1988), pp.121-170. 

192 Carla Righi, 'L'Inquisizione a Modena nel '700', Formazione e Controllo dell'Opinione Pubblicaa 
Modena nel '700, Albano Biondi, ed., p. 75. 

193 Wietse De Boer, "Ad Audiendi non Videnti Commoditatem'. Note sull'Introduzione del Confessionale 
Sopratutto in ltalia', Quademi Storici, n.s., vo!.77 (1991), p. 543-572. See also John Bossy, 'The Social 
History of Confession in the Age of the Reformation', Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, vo!. 
25 (1975), pp. 21-38. 
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the front of the confessional-box as well as in a place where they could be seen by all. 194 

Even the popes sounded their warnings and urged penitents to report their tempters;195 

but with all these precautions in the period 1743-1798 such instances found in the 

proceedings of the Inquisition amounted to thirty-two. As Table 3.4 shows most of the 

accused came from the regular clergy but there was a good number of secular priests, 

too. Confessors were generally accused with seducing women but there are cases 

involving child abuse, too. Fra Giacinto Maggi, the parish priest of Porto Salvo, 

Valletta, kissed and fondled a boy with 'an impure love'. A little later another young man 

came and still 'with words and actions' he expressed his 'dishonest intent towards 

him'.196 Confessors were generally accused of illicit or love words. These ranged from 

simple expressions such as '/ love you, my heart',197 'Your face attracts peopled 98 or 'I'll 

come to your house to torment youd99 to advice on posture during coitus.2oO Fr 

Baldassare Marchesan, the organist of the parochial church of Senglea, was a jovial, 

short, pale, curly-haired priest with an aquiline nose. He was held by most to be a flirt 

and was in love with 35-year-old Elisabetta Durante. He told her during confession -

'I have spent all this night with you ... I have dreamed that you have come to me 

and you stayed on your knees by my bed. Then you went to sleep and then ... ' 

He also accused Anna Lanzun, whom he had seen at Cospicua, of going there in search 

of handsome men and warned her that he would have pulled her by the hair if she had 

not been accompanied by another woman.201 Worse still, Fr Michele Micallef, who 

claimed that priests could know a woman carnally once a month, was reputed to have 

illicit relations with Maria, the wife of Giuseppe Zarb of casal Balzan.202 

194 Synodus Dioecesana ab IIIustriss. et Reverendiss. Domino Fratre Davide Cocco Palmerio, Appendix, 
p.94. 

195 See Gregory XV's Bull Contra Solicitantes in Confessionibus and the Holy Office's letter dated 27 
September, 1624. Ibid., pp. 87-93. 

196 AIM, Proc. 134A, ff. 147r-148r. 

197 AIM, Proc. 122A, f. 195v. 

198 AIM, Proc. 125B, f. 646r. 

199 Ibid., f. 646v. 

200 AIM, Proc. 120A, f. Illv. 

201 AIM, Proc. 128A, ff. 105r-132v. 

202 AIM, Proc. 122A, ff. 199r-202v. 
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A confessor would ask his penitent to visit him at his residence but though the 

parish priest of Naxxar, Fr Domenico Caruana, locked the door and tried to lay Grazia 

she successfully resisted his attempt.203 The Capuchin, Fra Emanuele, did succeed in his 

intent. Towards the end of June 1762 he was conducting the spiritual exercises at the 

parish church of Gharb, Gozo. After he had confessed Catarina, a widow, he asked her 

to come at 3 p.m. to his lodging-place, where he knew her carnally.204 It was early in the 

morning that, as previously agreed, Imperia Mifsud went to confess to the Dominican 

friar, padre lettore Gaetano. He led her to his cell through a staircase where they 

exchanged dishonest acts in the presence of two other friars, Fr Crespi and Fr Salonia.205 

Table 3.4 Confessors accused of Solicitation, 1743-1798 

Secular priests 12 
Augustinians 5 
Dominicans 5 
Capuchins 4 
Friars Minor 3 
Discalded friars 2 
Conventual Chaplains 1 
Total 32 

Another Capuchin, Fra Romualdo, took the liberty to touch Maddalena Burlo's 

private parts when he fetched her at her house to confess when she was il1.206 Other 

confessors were accused of touching their penitents' hands, legs, belly and face,207 even 

the covered breast208 of some woman though kissing was very rare, only three cases 

203 Ibid., ff. 203r-204v. 

204 AIM, Proc. 126C, ff. 1025r-l028v. 

205 AIM, Proc. 127A, ff. 310r-313v. 

206 AIM, Proc. 128A, ff. 287r-288v. 

207 AIM, Proc. 134B, ff. 606r-609v. 

208 This is what the Augustinian friar, Fra Michel' Angelo Mifsud, accused him on 8 February 1748- AIM, 
Proc. 122A, f. 67r. In the case of the friar minor, Fra Pio Francesco, it could have been an accident - Ibid., 
ff. 376r-v. 

102 



being recorded?09 The aforementioned Fra Stefano Dauphin was the confessor of the 

monastery of St Orsola. He was in love with four of the nuns there but he loved suor 

Vincenza Assenza best, who would slide her finger through the grate for him to kiss. On 

his part he put to her dishonest questions about the parts of her body and he would have 

wished to see her naked. For fifteen times she lay bare her breast which she kissed and 

twice she uncovered her thigh.2lo 

These illicit transgressions even on the part of some of the clergy point to the 

Church's uphill battle to reform popular morality and belie the protests of moralists who 

try to paint an idyllic past from which the present has irretrievably deviated. A chief 

cause for such an irregular state of affairs must have been that the people regarded 

sexuality as a personal affair and resented the Church's intrusion in the regulation of 

their most intimate lives. Fully-fledged marriage was challenged by alternative forms of 

relationships, whether transitory or durable. This secular view of marriage is attested by 

the accompanying number of illegitimate births, dumped anonymously and 

indiscriminately at the Ospedale dei bastardi.211 Virginity, as in medieval Normandy,212 

was not appreciated and what counted was that the girl got pregnant. To break the 

binding force of betrothal clandestine marriages were fairly common; but even the 

marriage bond itself was shattered through wife abandonment or de facto separations. It 

was not unusual either for abandoned wives to take on another husband even if they ran 

the risk of being found out and punished by the Inquisition, a most active agent in the 

regulation of sexuality in the post-Tridentine church?13 

209 See, for instance, AIM, Proc. 123A, ff. 399r-400v. 

210 AIM, Proc. 126A, ff. 177v-l78r. 

211 John Howard, An Account of the Principal Lazarettos in Europe, p. 60. For the same situation in 
Portugal see the well-informed article by Isabel Dos Guimaraes Sa, 'Child Abandonment in Portugal: 
Legislation and Institutional Care', Continuity And Change, vol. 9, no. 1 (1994), pp. 68-89. 

2I2 A. 1. Finch, 'Sexual Relations and Marriage in Later Medieval Normandy', Journal of Ecclesiastical 
History, vo.47,no.2 (1996),p.253. 

213 Jean-Pierre Dedieu, 'Le Modele Sexuel: La Defense du Mariage Chretien', in L'Inguisition Espagnol, 
XVe-XIXe Siecle, Bartolome Bennassar, ed., pp. 316, 328. 
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IV 

PROTESTANTS, GREEK ORTHODOX AND JEWS 

By the late eighteenth century contact between Malta and Protestant northern 

Europe was firmly established. Consuls were appointed on the island and ships from these 

nations regularly flowed into the Grand Harbour, making use of its fine facilities. I The rates 

at the Lazaretto were the cheapest in the Mediterranean2 and merchandise for transit could 

be kept at the bonded stores.3 As Table 4.1 shows between 1760 and 1775 no less than 172 

such vessels entered Malta. Some were warships4 and others underwent repairs. 5 When a 

Dutch captain died on his ship, carrying sulphur to Amsterdam, he was brought to Malta in 

a box and buried in the 'Lutheran' cemetery at the Lazaretto.6 Some vessels were on their 

way with merchandise to their destinations 7 but a number of them supplied the island itself 

with tobacco, oil, caviar, barley and wheat. 8 

I Michel Fontenay, 'Le Developpement urbain du port de Malte du XVle e au XVllle siecIe', Le Carrefour 
Maltais, Christiane Villain-Gandossi, ed ,pp. 99-103. 

2 Alain Blondy, 'L'Ordre de Saint-Jean et I'essor Economique de Malte, 1530-1798, Le Carrefour Maltais, 
ibid., pp. 80-81. 

3 Jacques Godechot, Histoire de Malte, pp. 55-56. 

4 NLM, Arch. 6529, f. 211 v. 

5 Ibid., ff.209v-21Or. 

6 Ibid., ff.206v-207r. 

7 Ibid., f. 314r. 

8 NLM, Arch. 6528 - 6530, passim. 
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Table 4.1. Northern Ships Undergoing Quarantine in Malta. 

Danish Dutch English Swedish 

1760 5 3 3 1 

1761 1 3 7 1 

1762 3 3 2 -

1763 1 8 2 -

1764 - 4 5 -

1765 2 1 10 -

1766 - 1 10 1 

1767 - 3 15 -

1768 1 2 7 -

1769 - 2 2 -

1770 - - 5 1 

1771 - - 4 -

1772 1 18 -

1773 - - 7 1 

1774 - 3 9 -

1775 - 3 10 1 

Total 13 37 116 6 

Source: NLM, Arch. 6528-6530. 

105 



English ships far outnumbered those of other nations; and as Mgr Durini reported in 

1738 they called at Malta 'almost continuously',9 six of them entering the Grand Harbour on 

31 December 1772. lO In the seventeenth century English commerce in the Mediterranean 

had risen to immense proportions. I I The treaty between England and Spain in 1604 opened 

Leghom, Naples and Sicily to the enterprise of English merchants, who also established 

themselves in the Ottoman Empire. The island of Malta, in the centre of this inland sea, 

stood much to gain from this situation. It became an English naval base where Charles 11 

stationed two men-of-war to protect freedom of trade against the Barbary corsairs. 12 One of 

the creeks in the Grand Harbour, henceforth known as Porto degli Inglesi, started to be 

used as an anchorage for English merchant ships. Malta's pre-eminence was further 

enhanced in 1753 when an act prohibited any goods from the Levant to be landed in 

England without a clean bill of health from the consul in the port where they had been 

laden, unless they had been aired in a Lazaretto. 13 The impression one gets, however, on 

reading the Maltese quarantine registers is that direct trade with England was non-existent 

by the late eighteenth century. It was so insignificant, indeed, as to be ignored by British 

customs statistics. Much of the produce that entered Malta came from Mediterranean 

countries or else was for transit. The English consul arranged for the landing and handling 

of such merchandise as oil, soap, tallow, couscous, butter, leatherl4 and wheat. ls Unlike 

their counterparts in the Levant l6 consuls in Malta even traded on their own account and 

9 AIM, Corr. 95, £ 61 v. A similar remark had been made earlier in 1723 by Mgr Antonio Ruffo: ' ... the 
English arrive in this island daily' - AIM, Corr. 22, f. 219r. 

10 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 139r. 

11 Ralph Davis, 'England and the Mediterranean, 1570-1670', Essays in the Economic and Social History of 
Tudor and Stuart England, F. 1. Fisher, ed., pp. 117-137. 

12 NLM, Arch. 261, ff. l24r-125r. 

13 Alfred C. Wood, A History ofthe Levant Company, p. 149. 

14 NLM, Arch. 6529, f. 383v. 

15 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. l42v. 

16 Ralph Davis, Aleppo and Devonshire Square. English Traders in the Levant in the Eighteenth Century, p. 
46. 
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John Dodsworth and Angel Rutter were the agents of merchants in north Africa and 

Smyme. Rutter handled live animals, especially oxen, but also soap, salted meat, dates, 

leather, and hides. It was only towards the end of the century that English goods were sold 

in Malta. As another English consul, William England, reported to the Foreign Office on 13 

January 1790, coal, salted fish, salmon, herrings in brine, salted butter, different types of 

cheese, cutlery, Manchester cloth and dried codfish sold well in Malta, though foodstuffs 

were best consumed at Christmas time during Lent. 17 

By the eighteenth century Protestants were no longer a threat to the Catholic church; 

and in Malta, like Venice and Friuli,18 as well as in Spain,19 the preoccupation with them, 

which had characterised the Inquisition in earlier periods, abated considerably. Comparing 

Tables 2.2 and 4.2 it is easily seen that they were no longer molested by the Holy Office. 

There are no instances in the archives of the Inquisition of this period that, as at the time of 

the Inquisitor, Mgr Fabrizio Verallo (1600-5), Protestants were imprisoned2o or, as in the 

case of the two Quakers, Katherine Evans and Sarah Cheevers, treated as mad21 because of 

their religious belief.22 All the same the fear that they 

'disseminate great errors in this Island and impress several heresies upon the hearts of idiots,23 

was great and they were to be kept under the watchful eye of the Tribuna1.24 Before setting 

out on their destination, therefore, the Inquisitors were issued with instructions which 

17 Quoted in Michela D'Angelo, Mercanti Inglesi a Malta, 1800-1825, p. 56. 

18 E. William Monter and John Tedeschi, 'Toward A Statistical Profile of the Italian Inquisition, Sixteenth to 
Eighteenth Centuries', in The Inquisition In Early Modem Europe, Gustav Henningsen, John Tedeschi and 
Charles Amiel, eds., p. 134. 

19 Jean-Pierre Dedieu, L'Administration de la foi : L'Inquisition de Tolede (XVle-XV11le Siecle), p. 296. 

20 For such examples, AIM, Corr. 1, f. 165r. AIM, Corr. 88, f. 94r. 

21 For this incident see T. R., A Brief History of the Voyage of Katherine Evans and Sarah Cheevers to the 

Island of Malta where the Apostle Paul Suffered Shipwreck. Also, Andrew P. Vella, The Tribunal of the 

Inquisition in Malta, pp. 31-37. 

22 In 1704 the Cardinal Inquisitors ordered Mgr Giorgio Spinola that Protestants who arrived in Malta, even if 
they stayed on board ships, were to be prosecuted but at the instance of the Grand Master they were allowed to 
sell their merchandise without being molested - AIM, Corr. 95, ff. 31 v-32r. 

23 AIM, Corr. 94, f. 143v. 
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Table 4.2 'Heresies' denounced to the Holy Office, 1546-81. 

Heresy No. of cases 0/0 

'Heresy' 208 41.9 
Abstinence 43 8.7 
Prohi bited Books 43 8.7 
Blasphemy 23 4.6 
Witchcraft 16 3.2 
Apostasy 12 2.4 
Bigamy 6 1.2 
Others 146 29.4 

Source: C. Cassar, 'The First Decades of the Inquisition, 1546-81' 

always contained a reference to sailors, soldiers and merchants from Northern Europe. 

These could possibly have been accompanied by their preachers, who, on disembarking,25 

performed their 'impious rites' and Calvinistic Suppers. The Inquisitors were briefed to 

prevent such activities; they were to see to it, too, that they did not distribute heretical 

literature and other pernicious books which ridiculed ecclesiastics, Catholic rites, the 

sacraments and the Pope's authority.26 Contact with them was so shunned that when in 

1709 an English ship with some forty crew on board entered Malta the parish priests 

earnestly appealed to the Inquisitor to take prompt action, and Mgr Caracciolo demanded 

the Gran Visconte, or Minister of Police, that they reside in 'some remote and segregated 

place' until their departure.27 Those who had met the son of the Landgrave of Hesse on a 

visit to Malta in 1629 were to seek a confessor to absolve them from the censures they had 

24 AIM, Corr. 13, f. 123r. 

25 For the ease with which Englishmen went ashore and several Hospitallers and Maltese boarded ships 
anchored in the grand harbour see Henry Teonge, The Diary of Henry Teonge, pp. 44-51. 

26 AIM, Microfilm no. 6530, ff. 15r-v. 

27 AIM, Corr. 18, ff. 141r-142v. 

108 



incurred?8 Merchants could reside on the island only with the approval of the Cardinal 

Inquisitors29 and only for an established period of time. This could range from tw030 to 

three3
! months or - as in the case of Simon Calvas, a merchant from Ni'mes, who 

transported cloth and other merchandise for the use of the crew of the Order's galleys - for 

six months32 or even one year.33 It seems that the concession concerned only individuals 

since when in 1735 the English merchants resident at Messina asked to be allowed to come 

to Malta with their families in case war broke out between England and Spain, the Suprema 

refused their petition.34 Protestants in the retinue of French and German knights and those 

of them who worked on board the Order's galleys35 were to be reconciled to the Church 

with discretion and prudence or else sent back home.36 The case of the Danish count, de 

Louvenor, though, presented a special problem. He had come to Malta in 1737 to learn the 

art of navigation on board the corsair ships of the Order. Mgr Durini talked the matter over 

with the Grand Master but Despuig had his hands tied since the Dane had been 

recommended by Cardinal de Fleury. The Inquisitor was assured, however, that the count 

did not discuss religious matters with anybody and retired with his servant to the captain's 

cabin during mass and the morning and night prayers. However, he sang his prayers loudly 

for everybody to hear and ate meat on Fridays and Saturdays, which was a bad example 

. especially to the young French Hospitallers already imbued with 'new maxims,.37 

28 AIM, Corr. 5, f. I53r. 

29 AIM, Corr. 15, £ 92r. 

30 AIM, Corr. 11, f. I66r. 

31 AIM, Corr. 13, ff. I25r-I26r. AIM, Corr. 14, f. I05r. 

32 AIM, Corr. 14, f. I99r. 

33 AIM, Corr. 13, ff. 1 34r-135r, 228r. 

34 AIM, Corr. 95, ff. 37v-38r. 

35 AIM, Corr. 4, f. 147r. 

36 AIM, Corr. 18, £ 172r. AIM, Corr. 19, f. 62r. 

37 For the Tribunal's relief the count was soon called back home by his Government - AIM, Corr. 26, f.235r. 
AIM, Corr. 95, f£ 54r-v. 
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The Tribunal's apprehensions, therefore, were not at all imaginary; and, as Mgr 

Pallavicino informed Rome, Protestants were wont 'to disturb the peace of the Island in 

matters of religion by their scandals,.38 They did not pull off their hats and kneel down 

when the Viatico passed by; and, as in the case of the three Frenchmen, Pierre Gardio, 

Jacques Bourguet and Louis de la Farelle, they did mock Catholic rites, for instance the 

procession held on Maundy Thursday commemorating the Passion and Death of Our Lord, 

in which flagellants took part.39 The three were arraigned in the Tribunal of the 

Inquisition40 but this does not mean that in Malta Protestants were objects of hostile 

attention. No Comisarios, for instance, the part-time lay officials of the Spanish Inquisition, 

visited ships that came into the harbour to find out whether 'Lutheran' services had been 

held on board; and nor were Protestants forced to attend mass, either.41 Indeed, they could 

even be protected as happened in 1608 when the Cardinal Inquisitors ordered Mgr 

Carbonese not to molest the English corsair, Captain Edward, and his men,42 whose forays 

against the infidels were of inestimable service to Christendom.43 They enjoyed freedom of 

action provided that they did not enter church during Mass or other Divine service44 and did 

not offend in any way the Catholic faith.45 

Unlike their ancestors in the distant sixteenth century they had no Catholic 

background, and had been brought up in the new faith. As in Spain46 those of them who 

appeared in the Tribunal did so voluntarily in order to be converted to the Catholic Church. 

38 AIM, Corr. 13, f. 143r. 

39 Ibid., ff. 53r, 54r. For this traditional Maltese pageant, Gorg Aquilina, I1-Gimgha I-Kbira tal-Belt. 

40 For these proceedings see AIM, Proc. 78A, ff.224r-228v. 

41 Pauline Croft, 'Englishmen and the Spanish Inquisition', The English Historical Review, vol. 87 (1972), pp. 
249-268. 

42 AIM, Corr. 1, f. 343r. 

43 AIM, Corr. 2, f. 91r. 

44 AIM, Corr. 18, f. 229r. 

45 Victor Mallia-Milanes, 'English Merchants' Initial Contacts With Malta: A Reconsideration', Melita 
Historica, vol. VI, no. 4 (1975), pp. 356-9. 

46 William Monter, Frontiers of Heresy, p. 250. 
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Figure 4.1 Self-denunciation of Protestants (1744 - 98) 
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Between 1743 and 1798 there were ninety-five such instances in the Maltese Holy Office. 

As Figure 4.1 shows the greatest concentration was in the ten-year period 1754-63, with 

forty-two examples, or 45.9 per cent of the total. A plausible explanation for such high 

incidence could have been the Seven Years War. For instance, John Bottomly of Hull,47 

Thomas Sciard of Scotland,48 George Habuet of Dorchester49 and James Cove of Essex50 

were all on board English ships when they were caught by French men-of-war and brought 

to Malta as prisoners-of-war. 

Most of the self-accusers whose confession could be identified were Lutheran or 

Calvinist, though half of them are vaguely described as 'Protestant'. The great majority were 

inhabitants of the British Isles5l but as Table 4.3 shows there was also a sprinkling of 

Swedes, Germans, Danes, Swiss, French, Dutch, Prussians and Americans, with Hungary, 

47 AIM, Proc. 124B, f. 835r. 

48 Ibid., ff. 917r-922v. 

49 Ibid., f. 923v. 

50 Ibid., f. 933v. 

51 Cp. converts in Charles II's Spain: Gennans, 43%; Swiss, 16%; English, 14%; French, 13%; Dutch, 9%; 
Scandinavians, 5%. William Monter, Frontiers of Heresy, Table 17, p. 252. 

III 



Table 4.3 Origin of Protestants and their sects (1743-1798) 

'P rotesta nt' Anglican Presbiterian Lutheran Calvinist Zwinglian TOTAL 

England 37 1 - 1 1 - 40 

Sweden 1 - - 9 - - 10 

Germany - - - 8 1 - 9 

Denmark - - - 7 - - 7 

Switzer!and - - - ., - 4 1 " 5 

France - - - - 4 - 4 N 

Holland 1 - - 2 1 - 4 

Ireland 4 
., 

4 - - - - -
-

Scotland 1 - 2 - 1 - 4 

Prussia - - - 1 1 - 2 

America 2 - - 1 - - 3 

Hungar~ - - - 1 - - 1 

Norway_ - - - 1 - - 1 

Turin 1 - - - - - 1 

TOTAL 47 1 2 31 13 1 95 



Norway and Turin supplying one case each. Only one was a woman, Marie Russion of 

Montpellier; she followed her husband, Jean, who two years previously had migrated to 

Malta as a potter. 52 Most were sailors and soldiers on board merchant- and battle-ships, 

though a number, like Johann Gottfried, were corsairs. This Lutheran from Saxony, who 

had enrolled with the corsair captain, Andrea Scarinci, at Corsica, stayed in the Levant for 

three months, after which he came to Malta with a prize. 53 Others were carpenters,54 or 

pilots55
; whereas Michele Laub of Copenhagen had been sent to Malta by the king of 

Denmark to attend the nautical school.56 Federico Augusto Umbtein, a thirty-two-year-old 

German, was a surgeon57 but Carlo Haffner of Strasbourg was a corporal in the Malta 

Regiment or, as it was then called, the Reggimento del Quartiere.58 James Scelen of Berne 

had first enlisted as a soldier with the troops of the king of Sardinia, then with those of the 

Republic of Genoa and the kingdom of Naples; when the galleys of the Order visited 

Syracuse he escaped from that garrison to Malta.59 

Proselytising was assiduously pursued and the English Catholic consul, Alexander 

Young, was indefatigable in trying to convert several of his countrymen, for which purpose 

he translated the catechism into English.6o James Cole, an English hairdresser, was 

particularly active, too. He lent religious literature and showed the 'errors of Anglicanism' 

to John Casey of Newport61 and to the two Londoners, Thomas Fennelll2 and Edward 

52 AIM, Proc. 120C, f. 1389v. 

53 AIM, Proc. 122A, f( 153r-156v. 

54 AIM, Proc. 124B, f. 923v. 

55 AIM, Proc. 120A, ( 436r. Among the latter could be mentioned John Casey of Newport who worked on 
board the ship captained by the Venetian vice-admiral, Condulmer. AIM, Proc. l35A, f. 334v. 

56 AIM, Proc. 126A, f.422v. 

57 AIM, Proc. 131B, ff. 746r-753v. 

58 AIM, Proc. 134B, ff. 718r-725v. 

59 AIM, Proc. 121C, ff. 1546r-v. 

60 AIM, Proc. 95, f. 116v. 

61 AIM, Proc. 125A, ff. 334r-341 v. 

62 Ibid., ff. 342r-349v. 
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Harden, a sailor on board the corsair ship of the Grand Duke of Modena.63 In this activity 

Cole was supported by Peter Swan of Guttonborg. When the Protestant, Johann Berg, a 

seventeen-year-old artist from Amsterdam, arrived in Malta, Swan conducted him to 

various churches in Valletta, where he heard prayers and sermons.64 The Capuchins of 

Floriana,65 the Dominicans66 and the Minor Ob servants of Valletta,67 carried such 

missionary work, too; but the convent of Santa Teresa of the Discalced Carmelites at 

Cospicua appears to have been the centre of conversions. It was here that Raphael Robinson 

of Newcastle came68 to seek advice from padre Carlo Felice a Santa Rosi9 and his 

companions, Fr Claudio a Nostro Sacrament070 and Fr Riccardo a Sant'A ngelo. It was at 

the hospital though that the latter met the Anglican Isaac Austin; and here it was, too -

where he stayed for two months - that James Grand was 'enlightened of the falsehood of the 

Protestant sect,.7! So were Richard Raftel, who abjured in the hands of Mgr Zondadari in 

the room of the guardiano of the Holy Infirmary; 72 William Milmar; 73 the Irishman from 

Dublin, Richard Walsh;74 and John Moore, who was much edified by the inmates' 

recitation of prayers, twice or thrice a day.75 

63 AIM, Proc. 132A, ff. 87r-94r. 

64 AIM, Proc. 1368, ff. 601r-602v. 

65 AIM, Proc. 127A, f. 279r. AIM, Proc. 1348, f. 718v. 

66 AIM, Proc. 124A, ff. 106v, 342v, 459v. 

67 Ibid, f. 294v. 

68 AIM, Proc. 1248, f. 867v. 

69 AIM, Proc. 1318, f. 747r. 

70 AIM, Proc. 1328, f. 708v. AIM, Proc. 135A, f. 402r. 

71 AIM, Proc. 1238, f. 565v. 

72 AIM, Proc. 1328, f. 696r. 

73 Ibid, ff. 1042r-v. 

74 AIM, Proc. 137, f. 153v. 

75 Ibid, f. 145v. 
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An obstinate opponent of such converSIOns was the fore-mentioned John 

Dodsworth, the English consul in Malta. He was a restless character who countenanced 

Englishmen who disregarded Malta's neutrality and conducted war operations in Maltese 

territorial waters.76 To protect himself he hoisted the British coat-of-arms over the door of 

his residence but he was disavowed by the British government itself77 and replaced by 

Angel Rutter. Though a Catholic he reserved the most debasing words for those Protestants 

who joined the Catholic faith, describing them as drunkards and canaille. The Dominican, 

Fra Waldauro Spucches, a Palermitan who lived at Valletta, and one of the interpreters of 

the Tribunal, claimed before the Inquisitor that his efforts to convert Northerners were often 

being foiled by Dodsworth. The latter would have liked that captains threw the Dominican 

overboard when he went to talk to the crew; 78 and he even so much as coveted the authority 

to punish all those who were reconciled to Catholicism.79 William Simpson of Jarmouth, 

England, claimed he had been incarcerated precisely because of his conversion.8o When in 

November 1755 Dodsworth was asked to allow an English sailor held at the Castellania, or 

lay prisons, to go to the Holy Office to abjure his faith, he accused the Inquisitor of 

interfering with his affairs. He even reprimanded his assistant, Daniel Collins, who was 

endeavouring to convert a Dutchman, ill at the Sacra Injermeria, and he forbade him to go 

there any more. 81 

Dodsworth claimed the right to reclaim Englishmen who sought refuge in the 

convents. At the time of Mgr Passionei, two young sailors, each of the age of twenty, 

escaped from their ship anchored in the Grand Harbour, and went to the Inquisitor's palace 

asking to become Catholics. The Prelate, who also undertook to pay the expenses for their 

upkeep, put them under the charge of a Disca1ced Carmelite, who was to teach them the 

76 Joseph Galea, 'English Privateers in Malta And A British Consul's Misfortunes In The Eighteenth Century', 
The Malta Year Book, 1973, pp. 377-388. For the same article see Revue de l'Ordre Souveraine Militaire de 
Malte, vol. XVI (1958), pp. 218-227. 

77 R. Cavaliero, 'John Dodsworth, a Consul in Malta', Mariners' Mirror (Nov. 1957), pp. 306-321. 

78 AIM, Proc. 124A, f. 67v. 

79 Ibid., f. 66v. 

80 Ibid., ff. 69r-v. 

81 Ibid., ff. 66r-67r .. 
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rudiments of the Catholic faith. They enjoyed sanctuary only for nine or ten days, until 

Dodsworth one morning came to fetch them and took them both with him.82 The next 

Inquisitor, Mgr Salviati, sent three Englishmen to the Dominican convent of Porto Salvo at 

Valletta. They were instructed by Fr Spucches and they were given the last room in the 

convent's lower corridor near that of their mentor. After a few days Dodsworth sent his 

servant to Fr Giacinto Maggi, the parish priest, to inquire whether the three sailors were 

really there. Some time later the consul himself met the parish priest and expressed surprise 

that he had put his convent in danger of being attacked. When the friar denied that there 

were any Englishmen hidden in the convent Dodsworth replied that he would refrain from 

conducting any search simply to avoid doing any harm to the community. Nonetheless, at 

lunch time, while the friars were leaving the refectory, six English officers were seen going 

round the convent; they went up to the terrace, where the fugitives had first been hidden, as 

well as into the church. 83 

Dodsworth may well have been apprehensive lest those converted did so only to stay 

behind in Malta rather than because they were really convinced of the truth of 

Catholicism.84 In this he was only echoing the mind of Cardinal Barberini who in 1643, in 

answer to the entreaties of Mgr Gori Pannellini that Rome intervened that converts 

recovered their salaries,85 had expressed himself thus -

'The fear that fewer heretics would reconcile themselves if they don't recover their salaries is not 

substantial; it is rather evidence that conversions are of pure interest and not the result of a healthy 

conscience'. 86 

This was also the opinion of the Catholic captain, the Irishman Peter Bommart, who, when 

three of his sailors deserted his ship, appeared before Mgr Durini and belied that they 'had 

been called by God'. The case of Carlo Federico Gramstorff of Stockholm is a classic 

82 Ibid., ff. 74v-75r. 

83 Ibid., ff. 71 v-72r. 

84 In 17th-century Valencia the excuse would be to find work. William Monter, Frontiers of Heresy, p. 251. 

85 AIM, Corr. 8, f. 44r. 

86 Ibid., f. 59r. 
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example. He had enlisted as a sailor for seven scudi a month on board an English ship; 

then, regretting this agreement, he decided to stay in Malta.87 This was not an isolated 

instance, William Wallen88 and George Grigg of Edinburgh did likewise. The latter had 

sailed in the Mediterranean for three years; in 1759 his ship entered the Grand Harbour, 

and, so he claimed, 'I left the service and stopped on this island to realise what I had been 

meditating for three years and become a Catholic,.89 Ship captains were reluctant to release 

their men, who were to be replaced by others. As a precautionary measure the crew could be 

placed inside the Government prisons and even, as happened to a Swedish Lutheran who 

expressed his wish to embrace Catholicism, put in chains.9o John Jones had to escape from 

a warehouse where he was staying with other sailors to go to the Inquisitor'S palace.91 

There is no sequel to this incident, but John Walls, who had deserted his ship at Smime and 

became a Catholic in Malta, was forced on board by Dodsworth.92 

Protestants were not the only 'heretics' to embrace Catholicism. Some Greeks did 

likewise. The Greek community, some five hundred strong, had followed the Hospitallers to 

Malta from Rhodes in 153093 but by the second half of the eighteenth century94 few 

families were left on the island. This is corroborated by the Status Animarum for the year 

1797, which lists only fifty-nine communicants for that year, and by the paucity of baptisms 

and marriages for the period 1750-1800, seventy-six and twenty-four respectively.95 Those 

of them who could be identified in the Proceedings of the Inquisition were mantle-makers, 

87 AIM, Proc. 131 B, ff. 722r-727v. 

88 AIM, Proc. 122B, f. 606v. 

89 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1592v. 

90 AIM, Proc. 124B, f. 938v. 

91 AIM, Proc. 124A, f. 459v. 

92 AIM, Proc.121B, f.696v. 

93 Stanley Fiorini, 'Demographic Growth and the Urbanization of the Maltese Countryside to 1798', 
Hospitaller Malta, 1530-1798, p. 299. See also the same author's 'The Rhodiot Community of Birgu, A 
Maltese City 1530C - 1550', Library of Mediterranean History, no. 1 (1994), pp. 183-24 \. 

94 AIM, Corr. 94, ff. 177v, 241v. 

95 Parish Archives, Greek Catholic Church, Valletta - Libro dei Battesimi, delle Conferme e dei Matrimonii. 
Libro Secondo. 
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corsairs,96 caulkers,97 galley convicts98 and servants to knights.99 They had their own 

consul, Giuseppe Elia Luri lOO who, on 1 January 1762, received among other merchandise, 

150 oche currants and a sack of sesame. IOI These were only a small sample of goods that 

Greek vessels brought to Malta. Such commodities included not only wheat, by far the most 

common import, but also flour, barley, cheese, honey, oil, tobacco, rice, olives, beans and 

wood for the construction of ships. 102 Some, for instance Pietro Casulachi and his 16-year­

old son, Manoli, of Candia, found themselves here only accidentally, having been rounded 

up by Maltese corsairs in their villages. 103 In this case they were released on the initiative of 

the Holy Office who offered its services to Catholics and schismatics alike so that, as Mgr 

Stoppani put it, 

'they did not endure the hard condition of slavery to the prejudice of the Catholic religion. ,IO~ 

This co-existence between the two faiths, which also involved helping the Greek Orthodox 

recover their goods taken by Catholic corsairs, is evidence of the tolerance the Roman 

church showed towards the Greeks of the levant who 'have never been denounced as 

schismatics'. \05 The dividing-line between the two faiths must not have been a hard and fast 

one and Don Silvestro Bruno, the Papas of the Catholic Greek church at Valletta, left out 

the words jilioque procedat when reciting the creed and was reported saying that Easter 

should fall on the day celebrated by the Greek Orthodox. 106 Don Constantino buried two 

96 NLM, Arch. 570, f. 187r. 

97 AIM, Proc. 1208, [. 958v. 

98 AIM, Proc. 1138, f.303v. 

99 AIM, Proc.131A, f, 303v. 

100 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 154r. 

101 NLM, Arch, 6529, f. 67r. 

102 NLM, Arch. 6528-6529, passim. 

103 AIM, Proc. 123A, ff. 373r, 385r. 

104 AIM, Corr. 95, f. 13r. 

105 Ibid., ff. I9v-20v. 

106 He was even reported of saying that Pope John XXII was a woman, who got pregnant - AIM, Proc. 122A, 
ff. 17r-26r. 
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Muscovites at his church at Vittoriosal07 and another Papas, Don Giuseppe Cuccia, 

received mass stipends from them. 108 

On the other hand in the period under survey I have come across eight cases of them 

who left their church to join that of Rome. Even in this case the preferential treatment is 

apparent since they did not abjure formally their old religion but simply made a profession 

of faith. They came from Athens; 109 Tripolitza, the capital of Morea; 110 the Greek islands 

like Argentiera; III Transylvanial12 and Russia.l13 Two of them were Papas, one of whom, 

the 55-year-old Lafronio Macri, was a monk of St Basilio and a former abbot of the 

monastery of St John the Baptist. I 14 The other, one Crisanto, came to Malta in 1790 after he 

had been ordered to leave Silesia after Prussia had declared war against Russia and the 

Emperor. He was in search of some Greek parish that could afford him a living. I IS 

As in the case of the Greeks the documentation in the Inquisition archives regarding 

Jews in eighteenth-century Malta is so fortuitous and sporadic that it is greatly difficult to 

retrace with some form of precision a picture of their activities. This uncertainty does not 

concern the Jewish slaves who lived in Malta during the rule of the Order of St John. 

Members of this community, which has been ably studied by Cecil Roth,116 included 

107 AIM, Proc. 129, tT. 163r-176r. 

10S AIM, Proc. 135A, f£ 169r-196r. 

109 AIM, Proc. 135A, ff. 199r-224v. 

110 AIM, Proc. 130, f£ llOr-113v. 

III AIM, Proc. 120B, f£ 665r-666v. 

112 AIM, Proc. 131A, f£ 303r-308v. 

113 AIM, Proc. 129, ff. 228r-233v. AIM, Proc. BIB, ff. 386r-387v. AIM, Proc. 132B, tT. 575r-576v. 

114 AIM, Proc. 130, ff. 110r-113v. 

115 AIM, Proc. 135A, tT. 199r-212v. 

116 Cecil Roth, 'The Slave Community of Malta', The Memorah Journal, Dec. 1929, pp. 219-233. This article 
is repeated as the second part of the same author's article 'The Jews of Malta', Transactions of the Jewish 
Historical Society, vol.l2 (1931), pp. 212-242. 
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shoemakers,ll7 tailors 1 18 and pawn-brokers 1 19 while others served in the Holy Infirmaryl20 

or on the Order's galleys. 121 But were there any free Jews resident with their families? On 24 

February 1544 Paul 111 had granted the Jews a charter by which they were allowed to settle 

at the papal city of Ancona.122 However, on 12 February 1729 Mgr Serbelloni reported 

there were only three Jews then resident in Malta,123 and references are generally to 

individuals rather than to communities. Whatever the case they must have been as in 

Friuli l24 and Naples l25 only a very small number not to be compared at all to the situation 

in 1240 when 2.94 per cent of the total population were Jews. By 1493, the year of their 

expulsion from the islands, they numbered some five hundred, that is 3 per cent of the 

Maltese population, 4 or 5 per cent that of Gozo and almost 30 per cent that of Mdina, the 

capital of Malta. It was a thriving and fully integrated community, doing watch- duty and 

angara service (corvee work) and engaged in trading and in the purchase and sale ofland. 126 

What was the legal status of those Jews who occasionally resided in Malta in the 

next three hundred-odd years? And what was their position in the community? Were they 

assimilated within Maltese Christian society or did they live on its fringes without taking 

any part in communal life? Present research cannot as yet answer these queries satisfactorily 

but it does not seem that such Jews as may have lived in Malta were an oppressed 

117 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1561r. 

118 AIM, Proc. 132B, f. 

119 AIM, Proc. 124B, f. 537r. 

120 AIM, Proc. 127B, ff. 502r-v. 

121 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1561r. 

122 Brian Pullan, The Jews of Europe and the Inquisition of Venice, 1550-1670, pp. 173-4. 

123 AIM, Corr. 94, f. 226v. 

124 Pier Cesare Ioly Zorattini, 'The Jews and the Inquisition of Aquilea and Concordia', Jews and Conversos. 
Studies in Society and the Inquisition, YosefKaplan, ed., p.235. 

125 Giuseppe Coniglio, 'Societa e Inquisizione nel Vice Regno di Napoli', Annuario deIl'Istituto Storico 
Italiano per l'Eta Modema e Contemporanea, vols. XXXVI-XXXVIII (1985-1986), pp. 130-134. 

126 For an excellent study of the Jews in this period, Godfrey Wettinger, The Jews of Malta in the Late Middle 
Ages. 
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minority.127 They did not live in a ghetto and one, Samuele Farfara, who lived in Malta for 

more than five years, resided at the palace of the Grand Master and kept the key of his 

room. 128 True, like all infidels, they entered Malta only with the Grand Master's permission, 

under punishment of arrest and the confiscation of their goods.129 They also had to present a 

memorial to the Inquisitor130 for which they paid 1 scudo to the chancellor on their first 

application and 4 tari on each successive confirmation. I3! They could not lend money at 

interest,132 approach fortresses and other military positions; it was prohibited them to hawk 

their wares in the streets but only trade in the Valletta market. 133 In accordance with Paul 

1 V' s Bull Cum nimis absurdum of 1555 134 they wore a yellow, finger-wide ribbon tied 

round their turban to differentiate them from the Christians. 135 They were not supposed to 

go abroad at night time, either; though the Tunisian merchant, Juda Sitbon, disobeyed this 

order and went several times to the theatre and even to see the fireworks at Valletta. He had 

arrived in Malta together with his servant in 1768 and lived in two rooms at the far end of 

the barriera or quarantine post. They were locked inside at the first Ave Maria by an 

officer of the Gran Visconte, who then opened it in the morning well before sunrise. This 

was no act of discrimination against Jews but affected all inmates in this place of 

127 A. Mifsud, 'Tracce dell' Antica Vital ita Giudaica Maltese', estratto dall' Archivum Melitense, vol. 4, no. 1 
(1912). 

128 AIM, Corr. 94, ff. 216v, 226v. 

129 NLM, Libr. 704, f. 102r. 

130 AIM, Corr. 95, f. 2v. On 1 Aug. 1716 the Cardinal Inquisitors left it to the Pro-Inquisitor's discretion 
whether to let Sabatai Gignati come to Malta from Venice with his son and servant to attend to his business 
affairs which demanded his presence here - AIM, Corr. 21, f. 61r. 

131 NLM, Libr. 703, f. 21 r. 

132 The literature on this particularly Jewish activity is vast. See, among others, Reinhold C. Mueller, 'Les 
Preteurs Juifs de Venise au Moyen Age', Annales, E.S.C., (1975), pp. 1277-1302. Yom Tov Assis, 'Hebrew 
Moneylenders in Medieval Santa Coloma de Queralt', Jews and Converson. Studies in Society and the 
Inquisition, Yosef Kaplan, ed., pp. 21-38. Anthony Molho, 'A Note on Jewish Money-lenders in Tuscany in 
the Late Trecento and Early Quattrocento', Renaissance Essays in honour of Hans Baron, Anthony Mo Iho and 
John A. Tedeschi, eds., pp. 99-117. 

133 Codice Rohan. Del Dritto Municipale di Malta, pp. 254-261. 

134 Anna Antoniazzi Villa, "Per la Storia degli Ebrei a Venezia ; Pier Cesare IIy Zorattini ed I 'Processsi del 
Sant'Uffizio di Venezia contro Ebrei e Giudaizzanti", Nuova Rivista Storica, vo167, nos. 1-2 (1983), p. 139. 

135 NLM, Libr. 703, f. 21 v. Philip Skippon, A Journey Thro' Part of the Low-Countries, Germany, Italy and 
France, Annsham Churchill, ed., p. 621. 
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quarantine. During daytime anybody could enter at will; and according to the testimony of 

Giuseppe D' Andria, a Ragusan living in Floriana, Judas was often visited by prostitutes and 

frequented a nearby warehouse. 136 

The Sitbon family, which also included Samuel and Elia, was extremely active in 

the business between Tunis and Malta. Juda travelled several times from Tunis and Sous se 

in 1768 137 and imported not only live animals, especially oxen,138 and calves, but also 

beans, canary seed, spelt,139 dates, camel skins and tobacco,140 barley141 and maize. 142 He 

was also engaged in the transit trade and on 27 June 1768 he brought to Malta on board the 

Ragusan ship La Madonna del Rosario, S. Biagio e S. Nicola (captain Luca Sargotta) 833 

jars of oil, 69 jars soap, 13 jars sallow, 2 sacks of couscous, 6 jars butter, 970 salted oxen 

hides, 380 heads of oxen and 11 dozen tanned sheep leather. 143 Commerce between the two 

countries, as L. Valensi has already observed,144 must have been thriving. On 6 August 1760 

three Jews had arrived in Malta on board a Ragusan checcio from Monastir, bringing 179 

casks of oil for Jusef Coen and Company.145 And if this evidence is too flimsy about 

information on imported products other references may give us some clue about such 

contacts. Between 1743 and 1782 nineteen Jews loaded seventy-two ships from Tunis to 

Malta. In 1753 Abraham da Paz, a Jewish merchant, sent 170 quintali olives and 11 bottles 

136 AIM, Proc. 129, ff. 335r-338v. 

137 NLM, Arch. 6529, passim. 

138 Ibid., ff. 404r-v. 

139 Ibid., f. 398v. 

140 Ibid., f. 363r. 

141 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 29v. 

142 Ibid., f. 128v. 

143 NLM, Arch. 6529, f. 383v. 

144 L. Valensi, 'Ies relations Commerciales Entre la Regence de Tunis et Malte au XVII le Siec\e', Cahiers de 
Tunisie (1963), p. 81. 

145 NLM, Arch. 6529, f. 6r. 
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of oil to Malta. 146 Salamon Nataf,147 Jacob Herif,148 Mustafa, son of Hamsa,149 and Friza 

Abile, 150 all of Tunis, were other traders with Malta. Abraham Busnah, who h~d his 

warehouse at the marina of Valletta and was, possibly, in frequent contact with north 

Africa151 had in his service Aaron Acris; the clerk, Jacob; and Raffaele, a Jew from Susa. 

He seems to have been of some importance since he was visited by several merchant Jews 

who sometimes ate together. But, again, what was their share in the exportation of local 

goods? 

There is no indication that Jews were persecuted for their faith; and those who 

molested them - throwing stones at them or insulting them on their way to their burial -

could be sentenced to five years on the galleys.152 Jews worshipped at their synagogue, 153 

baked their unleavened bread for the Passover and had their own cemetery, which had been 

paid for by the Cassa deg/i Ebrei of Leghorn. 154 Those who like Abraham;155 David Lopez 

Barganza;156 the lame and bearded Gioacchino Battista de Caros;157 and the tall and well­

built Emanuele, who lived at Hens' Street, Valletta158 turned Catholics they must have all 

done so on their own free will. True, Isaach, a dark Jew from Gerba, was manhandled but 

146 NLM, Arch. 6528, f. 278v. 

147 Ibid, f.474v. 

148 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 30r. 

149 Ibid, f. 86v. 

150 Ibid, f. 60r. 

151 For the contact of Portuguese Jews at Amsterdam with their country of origin, Yosef Kaplan, "The Travels 
of Portuguese Jews from Amsterdam to the 'Lands of Idolatry", Jews and Conversos. Studies in Society and 
the Inquisition, Josef Kaplan, ed., pp. 197-224. 

152 Codice Rohan - Del Dritto Municipale di Malta, p. 260. 

153 AIM, Proc. 78A, f. 119r. 
154 NLM, Libr. 429, vol. vii, ff. 178r-179r. 

155 AIM, Proc. 120B, f. 930r. 

156 He was one of eleven passengers who arrived in Malta on 28 June 1758 on board a French tartana - NLM, 
Arch. 6528, f. 595r. 

157 AIM, Proc. 127B, f. 502r. 

158 AIM, Proc. 124C, f. 1561r. 
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that was only because he had stolen four tari from Giuseppe Falzon. If persecution existed 

it must be supposed that during Holy Week the Jews were well on their guard to protect 

themselves against some possible molestation by Christians. But such incidents as the 

following annul such impression. On Friday, 1 April 1757, the feast of Our Lady of Sorrows, 

Claudio Azzupardo, the procurator of the Sodalita della Beatissima Vergine dei Dolori, was 

receiving alms at the entrance of the convent of the Friars Minor, Valletta. Towards 4.30 

p.m., while the faithful were gathering at the Oratory nearby to assist at Vespers, a six-year­

old Jewish boy slapped an Ecce Homo of papier mache' exhibited on a small table.
159 

It 

must not be imagined that had he feared savage reprisals he would have had the temerity to 

commit such an act. Not only were Jews not harassed but they themselves perpetrated 

offences against Christians. Take the next case. On Saturday, September 1749, towards 3 

p.m., Moyse Buynac, a Jew who wore a large wig and a dark blue jerkin, entered the above­

mentioned church and went round the altars; as he looked fixedly at the paintings he spat 

each time on the ground. 160 

Moyse was only expelled from church and was not summoned by the Holy Office. 

Those who appeared before the Tribunal were generally slaves accused of witchcraft161 

though instances of Judaizing do crop up. Giuseppe Lopez of Algiers, for instance, was 

heard saying, '/ have been a Jew and 1 am still one!' and took the scapular and the rosary 

from round his neck and threw them on the flOOr. 162 Ludovico del Mar not only regretted 

his conversion but he also blasphemed his new faith; though according to his wife, who 

reported him herself to the Inquisitor, he had had an epileptic attack which must have 

affected his mind badly.163 No such attenuating circumstance is mentioned in the case of 

the converso Raimondo Spuic, whose delator was also his wife. He never recited the rosary, 

159 AIM, Proc. 124B, ff. 665r-667r. 

160 AIM, Proc. 121C, ff. 1540r-1543v. 

161 See, for instance, AIM, Proc. 121B, 639r; AIM, Proc. 121 C, ff. 1363r-v. 

162 A f IM, Proc. 120B, . 924r. 

163 A f IM, Proc. 124C, .1561v. 
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heard mass, confessed or received Holy Communion; Holy Mary, he claimed, was no 

Virgin, and he laughed at Christians who adored 'a piece ofwood,.164 

These are not the only incidents of Judaizing. Though Bernardo Nicolao Bemai, a 

Jew from Leghorn, was baptised in the chapel of the Holy Office he pitied those who left the 

Mosaic law and his great wish was to leave for London as soon as possible where he could 

live as a Jew. Christianity, he maintained, was another form of idolatry and a dirty religion 

full of inventions, which labelled mysterious anything like the Holy Trinity which could not 

be understood. He had only mocking words for the temptation of Christ: 

'This God must be of paper to let himself be transported from one place to another'. 

And every time he came across the name of Jesus in a small book of Christian doctrine, he 

spat at it, saying, '1 don't believe in you!'. He possessed two phylacteries or pieces of leather 

containing passages from Scripture which the Jews wear on their head and on their arms 

while praying; besides, he sang Jewish songs and fasted the Noveals, commemorating the 

destruction of Jerusalem. 165 

Another case of Judaizing concerned Girolamo Tamaio y Nigron. He had been 

publicly baptized by his parents at Madrid at the age of twelve but then at the insinuation of 

other Jews, who lived secretly in Spain, he had abandoned Christianity for JUdaism. 166 To 

excuse himself before the Inquisitor he put up the story that he had gone to Algiers 'to 

baptize all those Turks who had not yet reached the age of reason'. Here he assumed the 

name of Jacob Gomes from Tetuan where, not to arouse the suspicions of some Jews, he 

was even circumcised. 167 Another Judaizer was Alberto Molin, son of Racamin Farfara of 

Tripoli who, at the age of thirteen, came to Venice where he stayed with Samuele, his 

grandfather and a merchant. He was baptized at the instance of the Hospitaller Knight, 

Sabastiano Molin, in the church of San Giovanni Battista dei Catechumeni. After six 

months he returned to his father but a Rabbi gave him a penitence of three hundred and one 

164 AIM, Proc. 120A, ff. 370r-371v. 

165 AIM, Proc. 132B, ff. 943r-952v. 

166 AIM, Proc. 120C, ff. 1361r-1366v. 

167 AIM, Proc. 121A, ff. 25r-30v. See also AIM, Proc. 120C, ff. 1361r-1366v. 
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fasts, and prohibited him to talk to Christians and enter their houses. Alberto started 

observing the Jewish rites and at the instance of his father he also took a Jewish wife, but 

when a child was born to him he baptized her secretly before she died. 168 

It was because of his parents, too, that Bemardo Nicolai Bemai of Leghom 

embraced again Judaism. 169 Amadeo Giuseppe Maria Pescarolo of Turin did not heed his 

father's threats and was baptized secretly by Mgr Cattinara, archbishop of Turin. But when 

he was in strait financial conditions he started corresponding with the Jews of Leghom and 

Holland and apostacized - 'although internally I intended to remain a Catholic'. Together 

with his wife and their little child they made their way on an English ship to Alexandria. 

Here they stayed first at the house of the English consul and then with the Jew, Salamone 

Owen, before taking up residence in the Jewish quarter. He lived as a Jew, assented to his 

child being circumcized and maintained himself at his co-religionists' expense, frequenting 

the synagogue and observing the Jewish rites. With the help of the consuls of France and 

Venice he went to Rhodes and then to Smime where he lived among the Jews. From here 

the whole family boarded a French ship, captained by Nicolo Rebeu to Malta and on 4 

January 1751 he presented himself before the Inquisitor. 170 

An unidentified Jewish neophite was allowed to leave Malta before being baptized. 

He had arrived in 1780 with letters of recommendation from the Prefect of Missions in 

Tripoli, which he presented to Mgr Lante. The Inquisitor not only paid for his stay at an inn 

in Snow Street, Valletta; he also sent his captain, Don Pasquale Galea, to the archpriest of 

St Paul's, urging him to take good care of him. The Jew attended catechism lessons in the 

evenings, when he received particular help from Fr Antonio Re but he left for Leghom after 

seven months without receiving baptism. 171 The documents do not mention whether he kept 

his word but in the case of Emanuele de Servi we can follow the story to its end. Mgr 

168 AIM, Proc. 1278, ff. 1021 r-v. 

169 AIM, Proc. 1328, ff. 907r-9IOv. 

170 AIM, Proc. 122A, ff. 391r-397v. 

171 AIM, Proc. 1328, ff 948r-v. 
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Serbelloni put him under the care of the Discalced Carme1ite, padre Giuseppe Vittorio a 

Sant' Angelo, who instructed him for sixty-five days. He edified all who saw him hearing 

mass, saying the rosary, abstaining from meat on feast days and saluting any friar he met at 

the convent with the words 'Sia lodato Gesu Cristo'. He would have liked to have as 

godfather the Inquisitor or some other person of quality, like a Hospitaller, to help him earn 

his living. When they refused he decided to go to Rome, hoping to receive the 100 scudi 

supposedly given to catechumens there and set up himself as a tailor. Mgr Serbelloni, 

therefore, commissioned Giuseppe Attard, the captain of a brigantine to take him to Rome. 

Emanuel's desire to receive baptism, however, was only a sham; he wanted to die as a Jew 

and on his way to Rome he read the psalms and refused to eat such food prohibited by his 

religion, eating instead the unleaved bread (pane latto in modo di pizza 0 ciambelle) he had 

brought with him from Malta. He even had a letter of recommendation written by Farfara 

the Jew to the leaders of the ghetto at Rome. These paid the captain all expenses and sent 

Emanue1e to Leghorn to stay with his uncle, a merchant. ln 

In the documents of the Inquisition there is also reference to two Jews who after 

joining the Catholic church apostised to Islam. One was Giuseppe Fedele of Leghorn who, 

in 1750 proceeded to Rome for the Anno Santo and thence to Naples where he enlisted for 

three years as a soldier in the Albanese Regiment. From Ancona he embarked on a Greek 

vessel to the Levant, where, in a tavern, and, as he later claimed, 'somewhat drunf(, he 

apostacised. 173 The second case concerned Giuseppe Maria Caprili of Udine. He had 

become a Christian at Trieste, at the Jesuits' church, having the Knight Hospitaller, 

Zindildolf as god-father. He later moved to Tunis, where the Bey, knowing that he was a 

medical doctor, urged him to stay on and exercise his medical profession there. 174 

By the late eighteenth century the Inquisition no longer minded the Protestants as 

long as they did not offend against Catholic sentiment and did not indulge in proselytising. 

Rather, like the Greek Orthodox and the Jews they could be largely ignored and some of 

172 AIM, Proc. 112B, ff. 417r-456v. 

173 AIM, Proc. 124A, ff. 391r-399v. 

174 AIM, Proc. 124B, fT. 641-648v. 
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them even joined the Catholic church. The new challenge came from Islam,175 which is the 

subj ect of the next chapter. 

175 For this preoccupation of the Holy Office see Anita Gonzalez Raymond, 'Les EscJaves Maures et 
I'Inquisition dans les lIes Espagnoles de la Mediterranee (1550-1700), Revue d'Histoire Maghrebine, 16eme 
Anmie, nos. 53-54 (July 1989), pp. 101-122; Raphael Carrasco and Anita Gonzalez, 'Le Probleme Morisque 
dans les les de la Mediterranee', Revue d'Histoire Maghrebine, 1 Jeme Annee, nos. 35-36 (Dec. 1984), pp. 39-
70; Raphael Carrasco, 'Morisques et Inquisition dans les lIes Canaries', Revue de I'Histoire des Religions, vol. 
CCll (1985), pp. 379-387. 
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v 

APOSTASY 

By the late eighteenth century Islam had replaced Protestantism I as the chief 

antagonist of the Catholic Church.2 Malta, being so near to the African coast and with its 

large population of Moslem slaves, was particularly exposed to the 'violent whirlwind of the 

wicked Moslem faith'. Inquisitors were therefore given specific instructions before they left 

Rome to watch out against these 'tiring tempests,.3 And it was the Religion's duty - so Mgr 

Durini reminded the Grand Master - to attack the 'barbarians' wherever they were to be 

found. 4 

Malta was regarded as safeguarding the frontier between Islam and Christendom. 

However, this religious cleavage was elastic· and followed conflicting lines. The 

conventional representation of a rigid dividing-line was unreal in actual fact since it ignored 

I Brian Pullan, The Jews of Europe and the Inquisition of Venice, 1550-1670, p. 22. 

2 WiIliam Nobles is a rare example of a Protestant who turned Moslem. At the age of seven he set out on a 
voyage to the Indies but was shipwrecked off the French coast. He made several voyages to Genoa, Turin, 
Alexandria and Constantinople but at Candia he deserted after quarrellirig with the ship's captain and took up 
residence with an English renegade. He abjured his religion, being given the name of Brahmin, and even 
married a girl with whom he only cohabited for fourteen days. Later he came to Malta where he became a 
Catholic -AIM, Proc. 132A, ff. 133r-144v. 

3 See, for example, AIM, Mem. 3, f. Iv. 

4 AIM, Corr. 48, ff. 104r-v. 
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existing conditions. Besides diplomatic considerationsS in border territories like Malta, 

where historical and geographical circumstances brought Christians and Moslems together, 

cultural contact was not impossible. Put differently, the constant religious and ideological 

confrontation between Islam and Christianity did not prevent connection between the two 

groups. Unmistakable friendly relations, for instance, were exhibited in 1755 when the Bey 

of Tunis freed seventeen slaves,6 in return for which the following year the Grand Master 

sent the galley squadron to help him against the Algerians and his predecessor's son.7 Such 

signs of friendship were also shown on the election of De Rohan to the Grand Mastership 

when the 'commander' at Tripoli sent Hag Mahmet Aga with his congratulations;8 and still 

in 1781 when Maltese merchandise found on a Ragusan ship captured by Moroccan corsairs 

was returned to its owners.9 

Yet, the most important reason not to identify Malta and North Africa into two 

irreconcilable blocks was their essential economic interdependence. Though they still 

preyed on each other's shipping lO Malta carried on a considerable trade direct with the 

Regencies which were the island's granary and meat supplies. 11 To circumvent its statutes 

of perpetual war with the Infidel the Order made use of foreign ships, especially French and 

Ragusan, but even Italian vessels were frequently employed. A few Maltese craft did make 

their way to north African ports, too, so that on 8 Oct. 1761 Mustafa, a Tunesian supercargo 

arrived on board the Maltese martingana San Nicolo, carrying forty-three oxen and two 

5 In 1765, for instance, the Pope instructed Pinto order his ships not to attack Turkish merchant vessels in the 
Adriatic so that the peace that then reigned between the Ottomans and the Latin West would hold - AIM, Corr. 
lOO, f 279r. 

6 NLM, Arch. 6528, f 401r. 

7 AIM, Corr. 96, ff. 17r-v. 

8 NLM, Arch. 273, f. 83r. 

9 The case occurred in 1781 when the king of Morocco, Mhammet bin Abdalla, sent his ambassador, Sidi 
Muhammet bin Abdilheidi, to De Rohan to settle the matter - NLM, Arch. 273, ff 266r-v, 278r. 

10 Femand .Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phi lip 11, vol. 11, pp. 
865-886. 

11 Jean Mathiex, 'Le Ravitaillement Moghrebin de Malte au XVllle Siec\e', Cahiers de Tunesie, no. 6 (1954), 
pp. 191-202. 
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barrels of tobacco. 12 The documents of the Quarantine in Malta are full of references to the 

arrival of several Turkish merchants. These generally arrived on board Christian ships as 

on its side the Government of the Order of St John was very parsimonious with issuing 

passports to Turkish captains, the safe conduct issued to rajes Salem ben Kranina of Tripli 

to bring his 8-cannon brigantine to Malta with food supplies being one such rare example. 13 

The object of this kind of foreign relations was to subject the economy of the Moslems to 

the merchant navy of the Christian states. 

Christians even settled within Moslem territories. When Francesco Spiteri was at 

Alexandria on business matters there he met Gaspare Calleja and Francesco Refalo, where 

they exercised the trade of tailors. 14 At Tunis, Antonio Archetti of Brescia, brother of 

cardinal Andrea, made various building projects for the Bey.IS At Tripoli, Pasquale Muscat 

of Mdina was employed as butler at the French consulate;16 and the Roman, Melchiore 

Lovoisier, acted as the Pasha's French secretary.17 There were other residents in this city, 

among whom Benedetto Bellia, where he stayed for three months in 1768, selling pots, 

pilchards, wine and acquavite; there he had a sister married to an apostate, and a brother 

who was a tavem-keeper. 18 These residents must have led a comfortable life and had 

nothing to do with those 'miserable Maltese, the disgrace of Christianity', who, as a 

missionary at Tripoli informed the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, went through 

the streets 'half naked' and lived on what they received as alms. 19 

12 NLM, Arch. 6529, ff. 62r-v. 

13 NLM, Arch. 566, ff. 182v-183r. 

14 AIM, Proc. 1218, f. 866r. 

15 AIM, Proc. 1368, f. 525v. 

16 AIM, Proc. 120A, f. 401r. 

17 AIM, Proc. 1238, f. 528r. 

18 AAM, Corr. XVII (1771-1780), ff. 531-532r. 

19 Ibid., ff. 532r-v. 
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There were various means how Christians reached Barbary or the eastern 

Mediterranean. Fra Quintino of Lisbon, a religious of the Order of St Paul the Hermit, ran 

away to Tunis when his relatives sent him no more money?O It was to this city, too, that in 

1771, the surgeon, Gaetano, directed his way. He took with him Saverio Navanzin, a one­

armed lad of Vittoriosa, who entered the service of renegade Christians there, including a 

Maltese.21 The two buonavoglia, Giovanni Maria Vella and the Gozitan, Fedele Zamrnit, 

together with the slave, Ibrahim, escaped on a boat from Rinella Bay to Zuara.22 Soldiers 

could desert their garrisons and sailors abandon their ships. Giuseppe Voti ofVittoriosa, for 

instance, had enlisted as a corsair on the mezza-galeotta of Pietro Schiavone. As he was 

timely warned of the inhuman way with which the captain usually treated the crew he 

refused to embark, but was taken by force and loaded with chains. So desperate was he that 

together with a Messinese he swam to the land at night when five miles distant from Cape 

Bon.23 Again, at the presidios, or coastal forts, virtually places of deportation, life could be 

so unbearable and burdened by debts that soldiers, Braudel assures us, would desert for 

Islam.24 It was, however, as slaves that most Christians found themselves in Moslem 

lands.25 Some soldiers, like Bartolomeo Jovares of Catalonia, were captured during 

military conflicts. This fusilier had been stationed at Maniglia, when in 1776 the Turks 

besieged the fortress, and he and forty others offered to set the enemy's trenches on fire. 

Eight of them were ambushed, whereas the rest, including Bartolomeo, were taken slaves to 

Morocco.26 Ambrogio Taddeo of Mursia, who was stationed at Oran, was captured in one 

of the frequent engagements with the Turks;27 and another Spaniard, Giuseppe Demauro, a 

short, twenty-one year-old young man of Granada, was seized while at Ceuta and taken to 

20 AIM, Proc. I25C, f. I295r. 

21 AIM, Proc. 13IB, f. 35Ir. 

22 AIM, Proc. I32A, ff. 398v-399v. 

23 AIM, Proc. I33A, ff. 92r-v. 

24 Femand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phi lip 11, vol. 11, p. 862. 

25 Charles-Andre lulien, History of North Africa, pp. 308-310. 

26 AIM, Proc. 132B, ff. 599r-v. 

27 AIM, Proc. I28A, f. 20 I r. 
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Fez.28 Others were simply on duty at the presidios so that Sebastiano Gherrero of Serpo, 

Portugal,29 was enslaved when he went to fetch wood and water.30 Some Christians like 

Giovanni Abela of Zejtun, who worked on board the privateer owned by Domenico, a 

Portuguese, were captured in naval engagements, corsairing31 being a common cause of 

slavery. Corsairs could even be caught on land and it was while Gregorio Cassar of 

Cospicua was repairing some old barrels on the shore at port Heiman that he and his fellow 

companion, a blacksmith, were enslaved.32 It was most unfortunate, too, when a ship was 

driven into some 'Turkish' harbour by a storm.33 

Not all captives though were directly involved in the Holy War and ordinary men 

and women were carried off during incursions made by Moslems on Christian territories.34 

The case, however, applied only remotely to late eighteenth-century Malta. Stories of 

abduction, especially of females, still stirred the imagination of the Maltese and if the 

launching of some possible assault was constantly in the air such exploits belonged to a 

former age. Malta was by now impregnable not only because of the awe-inspiring 

fortifications around the Grand Harbour but also because a line of watch-towers ran along 

the shores of the island. Slaves were caught while fishing or carrying merchandise like 

wheat/5 rice,36 wine/7 flour/8honey,39 cotton40 and coa1.41 It was while he was a sailor on a 

28 AIM, Proc. 1368, f. 545r. 

29 NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 126r. 

30 AIM, Proc. 130, ff. 142r-v. 

31 On this topic, Peter Earle, Corsairs of Malta and 8arbary; Femand 8raudel, The Mediterranean an'd the 
Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip 11, vol. 11, pp. 865-886; Michel Fontenay, 'Corsaires de la foi ou 
rentiers du sol? Les Chevaliers de Malte dans le corso mediterraneen au XVI le siecle', Revue d'Histoire 
Modeme et Contemporaine, vol. XXXV (1988), pp. 361-384; Michel Fontenay, 'Les missions des galeres de 
Malte: 1530-1798', Guerre et Commerce en Mediterranee, IXe-XXe Siecles, Michel Verge-Franceschi, ed., 
pp. 111-112; 1. de Courcy Ireland, 'The Corsairs of North Africa', The Mariner's Mirror, vol. 62, no. 3 (1976), 
pp. 271-283. Also the same author's 'Rais Hamidou: The Last of the Great Algerian Corsairs', The Mariner's 
Mirror, vol. 60 (1974), pp. 187-196. 

32 AIM, Proc. 1328, f. 511 v. 

33 AIM, Proc. 1218, f. 1010T. 

34 Ellen G. Friedman, Spanish Captives in North Africa in the Early Modem Age, pp. 3-32. AIM, Proc. 126C, 
f. 1307r. 

'5 , AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 322r. AIM, Proc. 77A, f. 35r. 
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Spanish warship transporting lime to the fortress city of Aluxema that Giovanni Ximenes of 

Malaga was caught by two Algerian sciambecchi.42 Again, Christians within Turkish 

territory not only paid the tribute; they also experienced the arbitrary rule of their 

conquerors. This is shown in the case of Anastasio, who had left the Morea in 1762 and 

went to Tunis where he set up shop as a tavern-keeper. When the Russians conquered 

Navarino the Bey decreed all Greeks from the Morea slaves in his kingdom - one hundred 

and thirty-four of them. There was also a trade in Georgians and Circassians, who were sold 

and transported in all the Ottoman Empire; like the negroes of Africa they were objects of 

commerce and not prisoners of war, and as such could not be ransomed.43 

The number of slaves in the Ottoman Empire has never been established but we do 

have some pointers to guide us. Maltese captives must not have been as significant as other 

nationalities but in 1722 as many as 106 applied for one of the Maltese ransom trusts. Most 

of them were at Constantinople (31 cases) but there was also a good number at Tunis (22), 

Algiers (18), 'Barbary' (10) and Tripoli (9) as well as a few at Rhodes (4), Scio (2), Canea 

(1), Dulcino (1), Jerusalem (1) and Negroponte (1) whereas six have their provenance 

unknown.44 Unfortunately, the documents rarely refer to the place of origin of the 

applicants. One exception was the list for 1717 which, as it is to be expected, refer to the 

cities round the harbour area as the place where most of the slaves came from. As Table 5.1 

shows these amounted to 45.2% of all applicants. With the replacement of the galley by the 

'6 
J AIM, Proc. 1238, f. 494r. 

37 AIM, Proc. 1328, f. 894v. 

38 Ibid., f. 745r. 

'9 
J AIM, Proc. 1238, f. 972r. 

40 AIM, Proc. 129, ff. 80v-81r, 85r. 

41 AIM, Proc. 1248, f. 944r. 

42 AIM, Proc. 133A, f. 234v. 

43 Lucette Valensi, 'Esclaves Chretiens et Esclaves Noirs a Tunis au XVII le Siecle', Annales. E.S.c. vo!. 22, 
no. 6 (1967), p. 1280. 

44 PA CSt Paul's, Valletta) Venerenda Confraternita della Beata Vergine della Carita, Legato Denapoli, 
Redenzione delgi Schiavi, vo!. 3, ff. 38r-39r. 
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Table 5.1 Residence and place of origin of Maltese slaves, 1717 

Algiers 'Barbary' Constantinople Rhodes Tripoli Tunis 

Cospicua 1 1 - - 5 1 

Luqa 2 - - - - -

Mdina - - 1 - - -

Qormi - - - - - 1 

Senglea 1 - - - - 1 

Siggiewi - - - 1 - -

Valletta 3 - 1 1 - 1 

Vittoriosa 2 - - - - -

Zabbar 1 - - - - -

Zejtun - - - - - 1 

Gozo - - - - - 1 

Unknown 4 - 3 - 1 6 

Total 14 1 5 2 6 12 

Reference: Parish Archives (St. Paul's, Valletta) Legato degli Schiavi, vol. 3, ff. 26r-v. 
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sailing ship and the necessary decrease in the demand for rowers45 as well as with the 

decline of the corso in the eighteenth century46 the number of slaves must have diminished 

sensibly. At Algiers, they numbered seven thousand in 1749 but by 1767 they were reduced 

to two thousand six hundred and sixty-two; after the plague of 1787 and some huge 

ransoms they shrank to something like five hundred.47 At Tunis, in the seventeenth century 

they numbered 6112,000; in 1780, two thousand.48 

When the hostages arrived at their destination those who were not claimed by the 

ruler of the place were put up for sale at the market place.49 The mornings were reserved for 

their inspection, when, almost naked, they were sold by auction. They had their teeth 

examined to ascertain whether they could eat the hard biscuits distributed on corsair ships. 

The inspection of the hands was particularly important because it revealed not only their 

addiction or otherwise to labour but also through palmistry whether they were destined to 

live long, or whether they would escape.50 The price varied considerably according to their 

quality5l - nobles, religious, knights of Malta, young pretty women, craftsmen - being the 

more valuable. 52 

45 Michel Fontenay, 'Le Maghreb barbaresque et l'esclavage mediterraneen aux XVle et XVI le siecles', Les 
Cahiers de Tunisie, vol. XLV, no. 157-158 (1991), pp. 16-17. 

46 R. Cavaliero, 'The Decline of the Maltese Corso in the XVlllth Century. A Study in Maritime History', 
Melita Historica, vol. 2, no. 4 (1959), pp. 224-238. 

47 Salvatore Bono, I Corsari Barbareschi, pp. 220-221. 

48 Lucette Valensi, 'Esclaves Chretiens et Esclaves Noirs a Tunis au XVII le Siecle', Annales, E.S.C., vol. 22, 
no. 6 (1967), p. 1276. 

49 AIM, Proc. 133A, f. 234v. AIM, Proc. 134A, f. 207r. For a general survey of this topic see Giovanni Zalin, 
'Traffici e Schiavi nel Mediterraneo tra Cinque e Seicento', Archivio Storico Italiano, vol. XV I (1885), pp. 
463-474. 

50 For a heart-rending description of an auction sale as a result of the separation of members of the same 
family, Gaston Bonet-Maury, 'La France et la Redemption des Esclaves en Algerie a la Fin du XVI le Siecle', 
Revue de Deux Mondes (1905), pp. 901-904. 

51 Pierre Dan Histoire de Barbarie et de ses Corsaires, pp. 438-440. 

52 Salvatore Bono, I Corsari Barbareschi, pp. 221-223. 
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Slaves were kept in great establishments called bagni,53 which belonged either to 

the state or to private individuals, though the latter could send their slaves to the 

government's by paying a small tax. Those, who like Giuseppe Rodriguez of Madera, 

Portugal, were assigned to row on the galleys, found themselves in 'great torment,.54 Life 

was unbearable on board corsair vessels,55 and there are instances when the men had their 

nose or ear cut off. Agricultural workers were in no better condition, especially if they were 

sent into the interior, away from the towns and from contact with other Christians, where 

their hope of ever being redeemed was slim. Public works were as toilsome;56 though work 

in the bakeries, so Michel' Angelo Cachia of Cospicua, who himself had been in captivity, 

asserted, was 'most exhausting', too. 57 He instanced the case of Gioacchino Mercieca who 

had such a job at Algiers and was made to work night and day, being treated with so much 

cruelty that though he was advised by the doctors to go and cure himself at the hospital the 

algazina lashed him four times on the face. 58 

Comments such as these by apostates, however, must not be taken at their face 

value. These self-accusers tried to make the Inquisitor believe that they had denied their 

faith only because of the beatings and the ill-treatment they had received. Besides, if the 

level of civilization which Godfrey Fisher would like us believe reigned in the Barbary 

Regencies must be exaggerated,59 description of uncontrolled licence by, for instance, the 

intolerable Father Dan60 
- a French Trinitarian who visited Algiers on a ransom expedition 

in 1634 - was made on purpose to excite Christians all the more to donate as much as they 

53 Pierre Dan, Histoire de Barbarie et de ses Corsaires, pp. 411-412; Stephen Clissold, The Barbary Slaves, 
pp. 53-68. For the description of one of these bagni, Alberto Sacerdoti, 'Le Plan du Bagne de Tunis dit de 
Saint Leonard et de Kara Ahmed', Revue Africaine, vo!. XCIX (1950), pp. 149-152. 

54 AIM, Proc. 1318, f. 422v. 

55 Salvatore Bono, I Corsari Barbareschi, pp. 228-230. 

56 AIM, Proc. 133A, f. 304r. 

57 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 97r. 

58 AIM, Proc. 133A, f. 89v. 

59 Godfrey Fisher, Barbary Legend. War, Trade and Piracy in North Africa, 1415-1830. 

60 His well-known book Histoire de Barbarie et de ses Corsaires was written partly to demonstrate the 
Moslems' cruelties, their brigandage and their superstitions. 
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could for the redemption of captives. Though slaves, in fact, could be given a 'miserable 

pittance' on which to live,61 and suffer much overwork, it must be borne in mind that a slave 

was 'an asset to his Moorish or Turkish master and so was worth preserving in good 

condition,.62 Indeed, instances of fair treatment are rather cornmon.63 This was especially 

the case when the slave exercised a craft; some were caulkers,64 carpenters,65 rope-makers 

and stone carvers,66 coopers and lathe tumers.67 A captive was an investment, and ifhe got 

ill or died he had to be replaced by another. There are even examples when the master 

allowed his slave to exercise freely some job. Both Antonio Sancis of Alamanca,68 and the 

Maltese, Matteo Scolaro,69 kept taverns during the time they spent in slavery, the former at 

Tunis, the other at Algiers. Gregorio Cassar of Cospicua paid the Bey of Tripoli, his master, 

a daily allowance for letting him exercise his craft of tailor.7o Treatment depended on the 

type of work done and on the master one had. Giuseppe Voti, who was owned by the Bey of 

Tunis, was well-dressed and lacked nothing; 71 and even Francisco Pinto of Porto preferred 

to be sold to him than to any other master.72 In contrast the Bey of Costantina ill-treated 

Tomaso Camilleri of Senglea with the stick and even kept him locked up in the palace. 73 

61 AIM, Proc. 132A, f. 401r. 

62 G. N. Clark, 'The Barbary Corsairs in the Seventeenth Century', Cambridge Historical Journal, vol. 8 (\ 945-
1946), p. 22. 

63 Godfrey Fisher, Barbary Legend, pp. 97-10S. 

64 AIM, Proc. 124B, f 6S0v. AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1306r. 

65 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 29Sr. 

66 AIM, Proc. 131 A, ff. 77r-82v. 

67 AIM, Proc. 132B, f. S11 v. 

68 AIM, Proc. 121A, f 311r. 

69 AIM, Proc. 129, f. 83r. 

70 AIM, Proc. 132B, f. Sllv. 

71 AIM, Proc. 133A, f. 100r. 

72 AIM, Proc. 128B, ff. 74r-v. 

73 AIM, Proc. 135B, f. 608r. 
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On one matter there is general consensus among historians. Christian slaves were 

allowed to exercise their religion freely74 so that after a day's work the fore-mentioned 

Gioacchino Mercieca stayed at the front door of his master's house, holding the rosary in 

his hand and saying his prayers, being especially devoted to Our Lady of Mount Carmel. 

This was an aspect of the Moslems' respect for the 'People of the Book'. More important, 

they did not want to lose the price of their human merchandise or its services, which they 

would forfeit if slaves recanted the Catholic faith. The Neapolitan, Vito Esposito, tried hard 

for three days to make the Pasha of Tripoli accept his apostasy but his demand was refused 

'since as a Turk he would not do the work he did as a Christian'. 75 At Algiers, Christians 

were allowed to attend the church of the bagno and that of the hospital; others were free to 

pray at the chapels of Christian consuls. There was never a shortage of priests to conduct 

religious services. For one thing, a number of the captives were clerics themselves, one of 

these being the Maltese Fr Giuseppe Calleja76 whereas four Capuchins were captured while 

they were on a Genoese ship between Sardinia and Leghorn.77 The Redemptionist fathers 

were not just concerned with ransoming slaves and during their stay they also administered 

to their religious needs. The Trinitarians did the same and the documents refer to similar 

activities by the Capuchins, Friars Minor and Jesuits. Christian captives heard mass, 

confessed, and communicated; and in Morocco they founded confraternities (confradias) 

which held processions on feast days and on the first Sunday of every month. At Tunis, 

days of obligation were celebrated with dances and processions, not only inside the bagno 

but even through the streets of the city. Holy Week was particularly commemorated at 

Algiers, where the adornment of the churches was not inferior to any city's in Spain. 78 

74 Pierre Dan, Histoire de Barbarie et de ses Corsaires, pp, 429-431. 

75 AIM, Lettere Consulari, vol. 13, f. l09r. 

76 PA (St Paul's, Valletta).Venerenda Confratemita della Beata Vergine della Carita. Legato Denapoli - Libro 
delle Consulte e Relazioni, vol. 5, p. 14. 

77 AIM, Proc. 126C, f. 1307r. 

78 Ellen G. Friedman, Spanish Captives in North Africa in the Early Modem Age, pp. 84-86. 
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Slaves did not necessarily end their days in captivity and there were various means 

how they regained their freedom. 79 They were exchanged with Moslems8o or, as in the case 

of Giuseppe Barbara of Valletta81 and Francesco Manet of Girgenti,82 set free after their 

master's death. 83 The Bey of Tripoli emancipated Vito Imperato of Naples after two years 

to thank him for taking care of his son.84 The hope of the great majority though lay in being 

ransomed.85 At Algiers, the price of a French slave increased tenfold in a century, from 

about four hundred livres in 1690 to four thousand and five hundred livres in 1793. The 

same was the case in Morocco, where the price increased from 2/400 livres in 1624 to 4200 

livres in 1765. These prices concerned those captives who were redeemed in groups. Those 

who were bought individually fetched a higher price which in the period 1778-82 ranged 

from 4200 to 4500 livres, as compared to 1800/2000 livres for those redeemed in batches.86 

The availability of ransom money though did not necessarily guarantee freedom to the 

slave. Domenico Drago, a Genoese enslaved at Gerba, remained still in servitude even 

though his mother had written his master enquiring about the price of his ransom. 87 The 

document does not explain why he was not let go but the sum offered could be 

unacceptable to the owner88 or, knowing the ability of his slave, he was reluctant to let him 

79 On 4 May 1772 entered Grand Harbour the Maltese tartana, captain Alessandro Libri, carrying six 
passengers who had been held captives at CorfU - Nicola Camilleri ofSiggiewi; Francesco Xerri and Giuseppe 
Tabone of Cospicua; Jgnazio Sciberras of Valletta; Antonio Indrivet of Senglea and Angelo Farrugia of 
Zabbar - NLM, Arch. 6530, f. 101r. 

80 AIM, Proc. 123B, f. 988r. 

81 AIM, Proc. 127 A, ff. 154r-v. 

82 AIM, Proc. 136B, f. 585v. 

83 For such examples see Giovanni Marrone, La Schiaviru nella Societa Siciliana dell'Eta Modema, p. 277. 

84 AIM, Proc. 132A, f. 386v. 

85 On this subject see the informative pages in Femand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean 
World at the Time of Philip 11, vol. 11, pp. 887-889; Stephen Clissold, The Barbmy Slaves, pp. 102-129; 
Peter Earle, Corsairs of Malta and Barbary, pp. 86-91; Michel Fontenay, 'Le Maghreb barbaresque e 
I'esclavage mediterraneen aux XVI et XVII siec\es', Les Cahiers de Tunesie, vol. XLV, nos. 157-158 (1991), 
pp. 23-29. 

86 Jean Mathiex, 'Trafic de I'Hommme en Mediterranee aux XVI le et XVI I le Siec\es', Annales, E.S.C. 
(1954), no. 2, pp. 162-163. 

87 AIM, Proc. 120C, f. 1433r. 

88 AIM, Proc. 133B, f. 459v. 
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