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Christians in Arab Malta (5)

The Latin conques
started from Christ
■ Simon Mercieca

Frans X. Cassar

In our two previous contributions,
we discussed both Ibn Al Athir’s
story about the reconquest of the
fortress of Malta by the Byzantines
in 982 and the attack on Drejba in
1039, and explained why these
two stories are strongly inter-re-
lated. In this contribution, we wish
to return to Al Athir’s work to dis-
cuss another reference to Malta,
which complements these two
events.

Al Athir’s world history, the al-
Kāmil fi t-tarīkh, was edited by Carl
Tornberg and published in 14 vol-
umes in Leiden (Holland) under
the title of Ibn al-Athīr Chronicon
quod perfectissinum inscribitur be-
tween 1851 and 1876. Al Athir
covered what he considered to be
the history of the world up to the
year 1231, and his chronicle be-
came a historical canon for anyone
wishing to write about the Arabs.
The first part of this work covers
up to AH 310 (AD 923) and is an
abbreviation of the work of Tabarī
with minor additions. Ibn Athir
also wrote a history of the Atabegs
of Mosul at-Tarīkh al-atabakīya,
which was published in the Recueil
des historiens des croisades (vol. ii,
Paris). Other works by Al Athir
are Usd al-Ghdba, which contains
an account of 7,500 companions of
the prophet Muhammad (5 vols,
Cairo, 1863), and a compendium
(the Lubāb) of Samani’s Kitāb ui-A
n.~db (cf. Ferdinand Wüstenfeld’s
Specimen el-Lobabi, Gottingen,
1835).

Despite the fact that Al Athir has
been known for so long, and refers
more than once to Malta, some of
his references are never quoted in
relation to our mediaeval history
as they challenge the way the Arab
history of Malta began being writ-
ten from the 19th century onwards.
The reason for this is partly due to
the way Michele Amari inter-
preted Al Athir’s text. Amari ques-
tioned Al Athir’s historical
chronology with respect to Malta,
with the result that he has posi-
tively or negatively influenced
subsequent historians. 

In the process, a peculiar situa-
tion was created whereby Al
Athir’s world history, the al-Kāmil
fi t-tarīkh, is now considered one of
the most important and reliable
sources on the history of Sicily
under Arab rule. What happened
in Sicily between 800 and 1062 is
normally taken from Al Athir’s
source, but one cannot say the
same about the history of Malta. 

In our opinion, this is due to two
facts. First, Sicilian and European
mediaevalists started to follow
Amari’s text as though it was sa-
cred. The same cannot be said of
Arab and Muslim historians, who
had no problem questioning

Amari’s text, particularly when he
misread references to Malta. Sec-
ondly, Al Athir’s works contradict
Western sources when it comes to
the history of the re-Christianisa-
tion of Sicily. For the Italians, the
whole process started as a grand
Western Reconquista which, in
Sicily, was brought about by the
Normans, who originated in
France. Nineteenth century histo-
rians erroneously identified the
beginning of this story with Al
Athir’s text. For Al Athir, this story
had nothing to do with the recon-
quest of Sicily by the Normans. It
only marked the end of the domi-
nation of the Kalbids’ rule in Sicily.
It was the western historians who
interpreted this story as being the
beginning of the end of the Arab
period in Sicily. But to avoid link-
ing these events, as Al Athir did
with the city of Malta, Western
historians fabricated a historical
narrative that lacks historical cred-
ulence.

It should be remembered that
Amari was writing at the time of
the Italian Risorgimento, when the
South was conquered by the secu-
lar northern state of Piedmont.
This conquest was viewed by his-
torians at large, and by Amari in
particular, as a war of liberation.
Those historians who followed
Amari blindly had every interest
in supporting such a formulation
of a historical narrative, in particu-
lar when these same historians

shared Amari’s political agenda
that the reconquest of Sicily was a
European event. Stating that it all
started in Malta would have de-
meaned such a grand historical
narrative. 

Given that Amari himself refers
to Malta as l’isola piccina, it was in-
conceivable and unacceptable for
a very small island to hold a
higher political status than Sicily.
This would have endangered the
plans of Italian politicians, friends
of Amari who wanted Malta to be
part and parcel of the risorgimento,
for they considered Malta a terra
irridenta, but once united to Italy
she was to be subjugated to the
bigger island of Sicily. 

This false historical narrative
served the local situation well. The
period of Arab Malta was kid-
napped by our history of seculari-
sation. Stating that Malta was
Christian during Muslim rule
would have given credence to the
local Roman Church, which sus-
tained the idea that Malta was
Christian from the time of St Paul.
Therefore, denying the true fact
that Malta had a strong Christian
community in the 11th century be-
came a political expediency for
those who had an interest in less-
ening the importance of Christian-
ity in the history of our islands,
because such a historical fact
started to be seen as a stumbling
block in the process of the secular-
isation of Malta. What Karl Popper

termed as ‘the falsification of sci-
ence’ can be found applied and at
work in the history of Arab Malta.

Yet, if proof is needed on how
politicised this story became, it is
to be found in Al Athir’s text. De-
spite the fact that Al Athir felt it
necessary to reaffirm the Byzan-
tine conquest of Malta in 981 when
he discussed the events that hit
Sicily in 1052, Western historians
still continue to refuse associating
these events with Malta. On the
other hand, the fact that Al Athir
felt it necessary to make direct ref-
erence to this episode reconfirms
that he was referring to the same
place which, for 71 years, had been
under Christian rule. 

This time, Al Athir discussed
how Malta became entangled in
an internal feud over a woman
that developed among the Arab
rulers of Sicily at the turn of the
11th century. According to Al
Athir, these events that he re-
counts happened in the year of the
Hegira 444. Now, 1st Rajab AH 444
corresponds to Tuesday, 27 Octo-
ber 1052. In Metcalfe’s opinion,
this internal feud was the true rea-
son for the Arabs’ decline and
their eventual loss of Sicily. The
whole story began after one of the
main Arab rulers in Sicily, Ben Al
Thamna, found himself in serious
trouble with his kinsmen. Like the
previous articles, this reference is
being translated into English by
Frans X. Cassar.

Given that Amari
himself refers to Malta
as l’isola piccina, it
was inconceivable and
unacceptable for a very
small island to hold a
higher political status
than Sicily. This would
have endangered the
plans of Italian
politicians, friends of
Amari who wanted
Malta to be part and
parcel of the
risorgimento, for they
considered Malta a
terra irridenta, but once
united to Italy she was
to be subjugated to the
bigger island of Sicily
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Al Athir’s text is as follows:

Al Athir did not express any am-
bivalence in the way he wrote the
place name Malta. Malta is written
in the conventional form that the
Arabs started to use to refer to our
island. Malta is now written with
an alif.  Unlike Latin, the Arabs
had only one place known as
Malta written in this format. Yet,
despite this fact, all Amari’s West-

ern followers refused to recognize

the town of Malta to stand for
Mdina and started to associate the
toponym with the Calabria city of
Mileto. Identifying the toponym
Malta with Mileto made it easy for
Amari to speak in terms of a con-
quest that started out from Cal-
abria and the European mainland.  

In itself, this association with
Calabria has created a number of

historiographical conundrums.

The first problem is linked to the
actual date of the event. Count
Roger and the Franks were not in
Mileto in the year 1052, which is
the year when Al Thamna fought
with his kinsmen. Count Roger
was still in France at the time.
Therefore, to explain this short-
coming, western historians did not
admit that Amari was mistaken.

Instead, they say that Al Athir’s
narrative is slightly exaggerated
and his dating a bit problematic. It
should be pointed out that Al
Athir is normally considered reli-
able when it comes to dates. This
is one of the instances, when, be-
cause his narrative contradicts the
western line of historic thought,
his timeline is considered erro-
neous by Western scholars.

Some Western scholars went as
far as to argue that, perhaps, Al
Athir exaggerated the Christian
presence in this place which he
called Malta, for the simple reason
that Mileto of the mid-11th century
did not have a big Christian com-
munity capable of going to the aid
of one of the Arab factions of Sicily.

Metcalfe refers to this passage in
his book Muslim and Christians in
Norman Sicily. He narrates this
event from Al Athir’s perspective
but refrains from making refer-
ence in his text to the land from
which these Christians came, that
is, the town of Malta. Metcalfe
thinks that Al Athir’s story is a
“presumably fictionalised histori-
cal set piece”. He describes the sit-
uation as one of civil war, which
was turned into a Christian recon-
quest “when Ibn al-Thamna ap-
proached a ‘group of Franks’ and
is depicted in a direct conversation
with them” (p. 26). But, later on, in
his historical narrative, he accepts
the alliances that the Muslim Sicil-
ian leaders made with Christians
as historically possible, showing
“that the invasion was unlikely to
have been driven by religious fac-
tors alone, in spite of the implica-
tions to the contrary made by both
Muslim and Latin historiogra-
phers” (p. 32).

Yet Arab historiography agrees
that Malta was strong enough in
that period, and capable of send-
ing forces to intervene abroad. At
least, this was the view of Al Mar-
rakeshi, who had written about
the armies of Malta attacking and
killing most of the inhabitants of
Djerba 11 years before. There are
other Arab chroniclers who held
the same view but these will be
dealt with in a separate study.
Therefore, the Malta that these
Arab chroniclers wrote about had
the required population capacity
to engage in foreign battles.

The only strong argument pro-
duced in support of the fact that
the Malta of Al Athir stands for
Mileto in Calabria is that Roger’s
chronicler, Malaterra spoke about
an encounter between the Count
and Al Thamna. But contempo-
rary historians are now dating this
encounter to 10 years after the nar-
rated event by Al Athir, that is, in
1062. But Al Athir does not ex-
clude this encounter. He also
speaks about it in another part of
his text. In fact, Al Athir explains
the efforts made by the Arabs, in

particular, the lord of Africa, Al
Mughiz and his son to regain
Sicily. Al Athir specified that “the
lord of Africa was stricken by
what had been caused by the
Arabs and died of a broken heart
in the year four hundred fifty
three”. Now, the year of the He-
gira 453 began on Sunday 26 Janu-
ary 1061. Therefore, it seems clear
that Al Athir and Malaterra are
discussing two separate events. Al
Athir himself acknowledges that
this period of tension within the
Arab world extended to 1061, the
period, which according to
Malaterra, marks the encounter
between Roger and Al Thamna in
Mileto. 

This brings us to the passage
where Al Athir speaks about
Roger. First of all, the way Al Athir
constructed his sentence in Arabic
can lead to more than one inter-
pretation. It can mean that Al Athir
is referring to the time of the events
he is recounting, or else he could be
referring to his own time when
and how Malta came to be known
when he was writing the chronicle.
Both interpretations are possible.
However, the confusion increases
as Al Athir refers to both Count
Roger and his son King Roger,
with the same name and title. 

Unfortunately, the English trans-
lation does not render any credit
to the Arabic idiom. It is translated
into English as: “At the time, its
king was Roger the Frank among
a group of Franks”. But in Arabic,
the way Al Athir wrote the sen-
tence, “at the time” could refer to
the period when these events hap-
pened, or to the time that he was
writing his narrative. In the case of
the latter, he would use this sort of
rhetoric to accentuate that he was
referring to Malta which was by
then under Norman rule – thus, in
polite wording, he was saying that
it was lost to the Arabs. In the pub-
lic memory of the Arabs during Al
Athir’s time, Malta continued to be
associated with King Roger II. This
requires a separate analysis.
Amari and the rest of the western
scholars who followed his narra-
tive, preferred to read the expres-
sion “at the time” as meaning in the
time of Count Roger, even though
Roger was not yet in Italy in 1052.
On the other hand, those mediae-
val Arabic chroniclers, who dis-
cussed Al Athir’s text about al
Thamna and his wife, associated
Roger with either the commander
who conquered Malta or with his
son. The latter considered King
Roger as the one who had effec-
tively taken the island from the
Muslims. 

In the next study, we shall start
discussing these texts and explain
how different Arab authors in me-
diaeval times narrated this story
about a strong Christian commu-
nity in the town of Malta.
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