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The Advent of the Order of St John

Until the advent of the Order of St John in 1530, Malta was considered as one of
the many communes of Sicily, a state of affairs that was not altered in the first part
of the sixteenth century. This explains why in 1536, Jean Quintin d’Autun, a priest
and a French member of the Order of St John, described Malta as,
...part of Sicily and has its same customs, Malta became Roman along with Sicily, and
since that time it has always had the same rights and the same government.!

In what ways can we say. that the drastic changes brought about by the Knights
effected the everyday life of the inhabitants? Anyone who browses through the rich
archival records of the time cannot help noticing that continual transformations
were taking place in the lives of the Maltese throughout the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

The first Grand Master L'Isle Adam established the Magisterial Law Courts in
1533 and by the time of Grand Master d’'Homedes (1536-53) the Order was
allowed to enjoy the sovereign prerogative of coining money.? However the Grand
Master continued to exercise very limited authority at first, and it was only with
the passage of time that the Grand Master became conscdous of his dual position.
On the one hand, as head of the Order of St John, he was subject to the Order’s
statutes and was considered a primus inter pares by the other members of the Order.
In such drcumstances, a Grand Master was expected to rule according to the advice
of the Grand Council. At the same time, the Grand Master ruled Malta as feudal
overlord.” The Maltese became so dependent on their ruler that by the time of
Grand Master La Valette (1558-68), the areas that remained free of his control were
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indeed very limited. In fact, the more intensively the Grand Master dominated
the local administration, the more the Maltese shifted their allegiance from their
Universitd 1o the Grand Master.,* The more energetically the Grand Master's
soverelgn rights were exercised, the more restrictions there were on all sorts of
common customary rights.®

Little heed was paid to the ancient privileges and hberties of the Maltese. In
exercising its functions, the Universitd continnally appealed for justificaton of its
posiden. This argument was often based on antiquity, custom and traditions as a
source of authority, and intended to hedge the encroaching demands of the Grand
Masters.®

By the late sixteenth century, the Universitd became so weak and enfeebled, that
it busied itself with small measures, particularly the distribution of grain, and
generally played second fiddle to the Grand Master’s rule,” Yet it remained the
organ that vested the Maltese elite with oligarchic pretensions. It also served as a
symbol of Maltese traditions of liberty.?

In order w survive and grow, the Unizersitd had to depend on its usefulness as
an instrnment of the Grand Master’s government. As such, the Jatter did not wish
to get nd of the ‘people’s representadives’, but he expected them to be cooperative
and arquiescent, consenting to money grants when asked, offering construcrive
counsel, and not directing cheir energies to criticism or obstruction.®

Work and Social Life

It may be said that the siege of 1565 brought about a radical transformation to
life in the island. For most people it marked the end of an old era and the
beginning of wider horizons. This break with the past manifested itself at all levels.
Immediately after the siege, increased migration to Sicily coupled with the
continual abandonment of the countryside by a peasantry attracted to city life, led
to extensive rural depopulation. The widespread destruction of houses, fields, and
livestock changed the villages physically. New buildings and churches in a differenc
style were set up.’®

The new system created 2 dual social structure that becomes sensible
immediately after the Knights Hospitallers set foot on Malta and becomes even
more apparent after the siege of 1565 and the building of Valletta. This duality
did not exist at the social level only, but it alse pervaded the mental and cognitive
structures of Maltese society. Two different cultural blocs, strictly separated from
each other, formed two opposing camps, namely, Mdina and its suburb of Rabat
at the head of the countryside; Birgu (Vittoriosa after 1565) - and later Valletta -
the seat of the urbanised harbour area.

On the one side there were the typical classes of an agrarian society, consisting
of landowners, a small class of notaries, priests and clerks, and a mass of peasants.
These had their own ‘cultural traditions’, to which they were strongly attached.
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On the other side, there were the new town dwellers and other settlers, often in
the direct employment with the Order, who were ‘alien’, lived in the city,
cosmopolitan in their orientation and with no ‘ancient culture’ of their own. Yet
in the harbour towns social distinctions prevailed, the fundamental difference
based on economic affluence. The property owners and independent members of
the town such as merchants, craftsmen, shopkeepers and professionals spurned
those who were subservient or economically dependent by virtue of being
Iabourers, apprentices and servants.”

The Order came to represent a concentration of international capital, which
coupled to an incredible reserve of human resource, made possible a vast
programme of urbanisation, successfully carried through from the moment the
Order set foot on Malta in 1530. Even so, it is surprising to realise that all this could
be achieved from an island with a population-base of merely 30,000 in 1590."

The ereation of a new urban area arcund the Grand Harbour had effectively
revolutionised the human geography of Malta and the life of its peopie. But the
factor that dominated and conditioned Maltese life after 1565 was the emergence
of Valletta as the administratve capital of the Maltese islands. Urban theory
recognises cities to be, not merely dense concentrations of peaple, but above all,
concenirations of people doing different things, where the urban character derives
more from that variety of activity than it does from sheer numbers.*

In reality, to speak of the harbour area is to speak of a conglomeration of four
towns: Valletta was the polirical and economic capital. In the upper part of the city,
the Grand Master, the Grand Council and high society lived and exercised their
authority. The common people lived mostly in the lower districts, On the south
bank of the Grand Harbour, there were the ‘Three Cities’ of Vittoriosa (known as
Birgu before 1565), Senglea (or Isola) and Cospicua (previously known as
Burmola). Between them the four towns had a population of around 10,000, that
is, approximately one-third of Malta’s population in 1590.% The “Three Cities”
eventually came to form part of the popular district, together with lower Valletta
with their narrow streets packed with foreigners, merchandise, sailors and slaves.

The entire economy of Malta was archestrated from Valletta. The political
influence of the harbour towns on the countryside, the power of the Grand Master,
the highly concentrated nature of trade, all combined and contributed to the vast

“developmerit of the harbour area. This growth imposed an order on the area it

dominated, and established a wealth of administrative and trading connections.
As well as being a very busy area, handling practically all Malta’s foreign trade,
the harbour zone had by the early seventeenth century developed into a cultural
centre of some value.

The harbour wwns were mulrifunctional and together they performed roles that
were essential for the whole society. The creation of an efficient and well-organised
bureaucracy was to form the basic organ for the economic and political dependency
of the countryside. Thus the more technically effident the harbour towns became,
the more they increased the potential dependency of the countryside.”® The virtual
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Grand Master La Valette (1557-68) the victorious leader of the Great Siegs (Photo: MTA)
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monopoly of Valletta, over importation of all commodity items and over exports
including that of cotton (the major cash crop) enabled the new capital, from very
early on, to control all the production and redistribution within the Maltese islands:
it was, above all, the central sorting station.” Whether bound inland or abroad,
everything had to flter past through the Valletta harbour.

The harbour town dwellers were well aware of the influence that the state had
on their daily existence. The intensification of traffic and trade, the new technical
possibilities of administration, and the economic development of the harbour area,
is part of the picture of the systernatization of authority and the strengthening of
the Grand Master’s political role.

Urban Culture and the Influx of Migration

The heavy influx into the new urban areas of foreigners and people from the
countryside, starting from the sixteenth century onwards, altered the ethnic
character of the population of Malta. Even if the newcomers did not bring
distinctive culture of their own, as the case seems to be, their physical
preponderance managed to transform the distinctiveness of the Maltese lifestyle.
One may rebut that cultural patterns, exclusively attached to urban dwellers, may
be grouped wgether and defined as urban culture.'® After all, what is essential here
are not the internal contrasts of urban culture, but its different character from
peasant mentality. It was common for the early modern middle classes to mingle
with the ordinary folk on account of the ever-growing demaographic pressures,
Thus, both wealthy Maltese and the Knights often occupied sumptuous buildings,
while the workers were housed wherever space was available. The ground floor
of these imposing edifices usually contained stables, stores and workshops with an
entry from the street, sometimes with displays extending into the street itself."

Very aften a number of families had to share the same dwelling in order to be
able to pay the rent bill. Matrimonial contracts indirectly refer to the shortage of
space within the harbour towns. Thus, whereas it was normal for peasants to own
a normal house, maybe consisting of some rooms at ground floor level,™ it was
common for powor artisans to live in one-room cellars, whose only means of light
and air was the street door, The mexzanini, constructed above them, were likewise
small and ill-ventilated.® Except for the houses of the rich, tenements in the
harbour area were economically planned. Such an atmosphere made family life
difficult, and therefore most of the socialisation processes took place not in the
family, but at public levels.

Urban culture did not simply renew or transform earlier cultural practices, but
organised them according to fundamentally new principles based on a ‘market
economy’. Obviously city life was looked upon as ‘alien’ by the indigenous
population right from the very beginning of the Order’s rule, independently of
class attachments, ethnic identity and other traditional prejudices. The immense

77



MALTA - ROOTS OF A NATION

surge of activities generated both by the foundartion of Valletta and by the Order’s
presence, with its manifold interests, made the island one of the busiest centres of
the Mediterranean. It served to create a cosmopolitan atmosphere that impressed
itself on the character of Valletta and helped to enrich the country especially in
the more creative activities.® The Order of St John had thus managed to establish
a ruling system that seeped down the sodal scale and gave character to the harbour
drea.

But these dominant cultural patterns failed to infiltrate the entire structure of
peasant society. Philip Skippon, writing in 1664, could visibly distinguish city
dwellers from villagers. He sums up the situation, by noting that while most city
dwellers speak Italian well, the natives of the countryside speak a kind of Arabic.?
Godfrey Wettinger tends to agree with Skippon's view. He argues that,

...Gradually the townspeople became largely indistinguishable in oudlook from the

imhabitants of other towns in southern Europe ... 1n the countryside, however, old

forms of cooking, old musical instruments, much of the old types of houses ...
remained very much in use. There they still repeated the same old Maltese proverbs

... worked the [and in largely the same old way, hunted ... and held homely festivities.**

In practice, however, the Great Tradition certainly influenced village life that
went on to absorb and adopt elemenis of city life in a way to make it its own. The
cosmopolitan character of Valletta helped enrich the island-state, especially in the
more creative sectors. The architectural boom spilled from the new city into the
surrounding countryside and by the early seventeenth century, the parish churches
of larger villages like Qonni and Birkirkara, as well as, smaller ones like Balzan,
Lija, and Attard, could boast of a parish church that was built on a magnificent
scale.® Thus one could say thag urban culture possessed such a great integrating
force that it quickly achieved hegemony. 1t was able to create a imnode of behaviour
and a way of life by and largely accepiable to the whole society.

The cultural magnetism of the city was underlined by its political centrality.
Functioning as an administrative capital, Valletta broadcasted the fashions and
values of the Grand Master’s court.

Ideas and styles, fashions, manners, and habits, artists, architects, and Belgian
tapestries, were all imported from ‘trading Europe’, and paid for by the Order's
accumularing capital.

It attracted litigants to its Law Courts, and passed on the government’s
proclamations to the rest of the island. In the economic field, the city became the
harbinger of modemity with markets that

~wwere a5 much a meeting place for sccial intercourse as they were for business

ransactions.®

Artistic and coltural influence, information, and news were thus disseminated
to the country. Valletta, like any other early modern Eurcopean capital, was the
power house of cultural change. Together with the other towns of the barbour
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area, it monopolised the economic and administrative resources of the new state.
The influence of the new capital was so strong that the rural way of life in all its
manifestations became symbolically equated with a lack of cultural accomplishment,
a view particularly diffused among the intellectual elites,

In short the aggressive polides of the Order of St John vis-3-vis the neighbouring
Muslims, coupled with the cosmopolitan atmosphere ereared in the harbour area,
had drastically trausformed Maltese socio-cultural values, By the middle of the
seventeenth century, the Vice Chancellor of the Order Gio. Francesco Abela (1582-
1655) could point cut that apart from being averpopulated Malta was frequented
by a multitude of foreigners who eventually settled there.®” These settlers often
declared themselves to be dtizens of Valletta or inhabitants of Malta, suggesting
that early modern Malta was a haven teeming with foreigners.

Meanwhile many Maltese, attracted by the good work opportunities, the
abundance of food, and the relative safety of nearby Sicily from Turkish incursions,
were induced to settle there before and after the siege of 1565. This tendency often
verged on mass migration, especially in times of danger, and it was only during
the reign of Grand Master Lascaris Castellar (1636-57) that special measures to
check the outilow were enacted. Lascaris decreed that a special heence had to be
sought by thase mtending to emigrate from Malta. The Grand Master even enacted
regulations prohibiting the continued ownership of landed property by Maltese
living abroad and who showed no intendon of returning to Malta.®® Yet this
phenomenon of native Maltese leaving their island home was more than
compensated by the uninterrupted inflow of foreigners and returning migrants,

When the Hospitaller Order of St John set up their convent in-Malta, it found
a population who considered the Sicilian communes as sister-entities, in which
it was therefore natural for Maltese to set up home if so inclined.** At the time,
the majority of individuals viewed their commune with a Ioose transferable sense
of loyalty. This arritude facilitated the movement of people to and out of Sicily.
It seemns that, even until the early seventeenth century, there was litde feeling
amang the Maltese themselves that their commune was in any way distinct or
unique from others in Sicily. Malta kept its representatives or consuls in the
principal Sicilian towns, whose job was to ensure a regular supply of goods,
particularly commaodities, to the island. On the other hand, Sicilian businessmen
had their representatives in Malta, and artisans were engaged side by side in all
activities.*®

Human traffic continued to flow into Malta from Mediterranean Europe,
coupled with enforced setters or slaves throughout the Order’s rule. Slaves were
captured in warring and corsairing activities, mostly during swift raids carried on
the coasts of North Africa, and came to fortn an important labour force, employed
especially as galley-rowers, stone-cardiers, builders and domestic servants. Slaves
were relatively free 1o mix with all strata of Maltese and resident society and were
allowed to take pari-time jobs in order to gain money for their eventual
redemption. Yet, it was not uncommon for some of rhese slaves to accept
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Contemporary and early modern views of Valletia and the harbour ares, which developed
nlo a cosmopolitan centre during the Order’s vule (Photo: MTA and the National Maritime

Museum)
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Christianity, marry locally and in their turn become integrated within Maltese
society.

Population shifts, and the continual increased rhythm of trade and
communications made it necessary for the urban dwellers in the harbour area to
acquire the lingus francu which, in the early modern Mediterranean, consisted
primarily of Italtan words.

The Spoken Word aud Literacy

The Knights kept strong communications with Europe and strengthened both the
merchant fleet and the navy. At the same time, Malta served as a base for corsairs
against the Muslims of the Maghreb and the Turks in the Levaut. Fiually, one
should include the multitude of foreign men who contracted marriages with
Maltese women, notably in the harbour towns. It was therefore natural for
Margarita Bonnici of Vittoriosa, to refer to a herb she used for a love potion both
in Maltese and in france.®® Concurrently Minichella de Patti from Vitteriosa
apparently communicated with her French husband Antonio Gontier in Italian.”
‘Italian’ was then the language of trade in the Mediterranean® that Godfrey
‘Wettinger argues to have spread in the Maliese harbour towns at the expense of
Maltese, then reduced to the status of a local dialect spoken by servants, peasants
and the lower orders of society."

Yet it seems that up to the end of the eighteenth century, the Maltese language
was practicafly the exclusive language for daily communication used in the
countryside, and to alarge extent it contimued to be employed by the townspeople
100. People of all social conditions, including the learned and the rich, spoke
Maltese.% The evidence of Georgio Scala given in September 15988 further
vonfirms this view. Scala went to confess at the chapel of the Grand Master at the
crypt of the Conventunal Church of the Order in Valletta and then went © receive
communion at the church of the Franciscan Minors, There he met a friac whom
Scala assumed to be a foreigner because he spoke Italian rather than Maltese.*
The case of Dr Melchior Cagliares, a well-known judge of the Grand Master's court,
who wok the Grand Master’s side in a quarrel between his master and Bishop
Gargallo, strengthens this point further. In 1579 the Bishop excommunicated
Cagliares, so that no good Catholic was supposed to have dealings with him. The
Inquisition records refer to Cagliares’ reaction to the sentence. When the Rector
of St Paul’s Parish Church in Valletta, presumably a friend of his, one day failed
to greet the Judge whom he encountered in the town-square, Cagliares called out
in Maltese,

Le bbrox hecde kif fodlt lohrayn infixhil klik

[Do not worry, I will confound you as I did others].”?
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Thus, even the Maltese educated elite communicated in the local tongue
berween them. At the same time, Maltese was often associated with ordinary people
and popular culture.

By the late eighteenth century, this jargon seems to have developed into what
M. A. Vassalli labelled, dialeito della citta (city dialect), which he considered as the
most corrupt dialect of Maltese, due to the large number of foreign words it
contained. The presence of a great number of foreigners, as well as the use of
foreign languages, notably Sicilian, Italian, French and other European vocabulary,
led to barbarizzare lidioma nativo (the ‘barbarization’ of the native idiom).*®

This development induced Vassalli in 1796 to insist on the sodial need to cultivate
la lingua nazionale (the national language). Vassalli reflected upon the attitudes of
his times and admitted that Maltese seemed undignified and abounding in
‘barbarisms’ which, he concluded, were the result of the long neglect of the
language.*® Vassalli's ideal perspective of a defined Maltese culture and language
was to take root over a century after his death. His dream of Maltese consciousness
could only materialise with the widespread use of literacy.

At the end of the eighteenth century, a little before Vassalli put ink to paper,
very few Maltese could read and write and this seems to have been more evident
in the rural areas. For instance, at Qormi in 1773, out of 226 heads of households,
only 22 or 9.7 percent could sign their name.* And a signature does not qualify
an individual as literate. Written works were accessible only to the educated few,
the majority of whom were clerics. Hence, in spite of the theoretical existence of
writing and printing, only a limited elite could fully utilise the written word. The
net result was that oral culture continued to dominate the scene at least until the
early nineteenth century.*' Malta, like the rest of the Mediterranean, possessed a
definite literary class whose compositions were often transmitted to the illiterate
mass of the population in oral form.

Several authors have stressed the idea that writing could be an instrument in
the hands of the powerful, and employed to control and communicate. It has been
argued that in early modern Europe, writing was used to bolster up the power of
the clergy, the administrative class that exercised power, and a small cultural elite.?
It all becomes evident when one realises the importance that was attached to
notarial deeds. Indeed the Maltese, from all walks of life, had ever since the
fifteenth century resorted to the notarisation of all-important acts in both private
and public life.** Notaries, who were experts in legal formulas and terminology,
drew up a great mass of documentation, ranging from marriage contracts and
powers of attorney to official ordinances and petitions.

The differentation into high culture (written) and low culture (oral) was not
simply a cultural division that created also a distinction between two kinds of work.
Administrative, academic and professional work could only be aspired to through
the acquisition of a literary education; manual work required considerable
experience in the craft performed. This means that manual workers generally had
no motivation whatsoever to learn how to write. This seems to have applied to the
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gifted like the local engineer Mastro Thomaso Dingli, engineer in church
architecture of several important parish churches during the first half of the
seventeenth century. Dingli concluded his deposition in front of the inquisitor by
marking the sign of the cross rather than signing his name.* Thus writing created
a radical distinction between the literate and illiterate elements of society.*s

In the end, the kind of knowledge obtained from the literary tradition tended
to be more highly valued than the practical knowledge and experience acquired
by some form of manual participation.’® Hence written literature was considered
to be the highest form of expression, even though oral culture remained the only
accessible form of expression for the majority of the people. The frequent
promulgation of bandi (edicts), which were read out aloud in town and village
streets for the information of those present, was the only official way news fltered
to the masses.”” In such circumstances, literacy comes to be considered as the
established and respected tradition, while orality is transformed into a living art.
Nonetheless, there is a constant interplay between oral and written forms.*

Official Religion and Popular Religious Beliefs

Another influential literate group were the clergy. They had long been expected
to be literate in order to celebrate mass, since this oral performance was in fact ‘a
public reading from the service book, the Missal'.*? The clergy were obliged, or at
least expected, to recite other daily prayers, mostly readings from the Breviary.
They had to keep themselves up to date in their pastoral care by reading other
books as well ‘whether they were theological, devotional, or practical’.®
Occasionally priests could be insufficiently educated, at times even illiterate, a
situation revealed by Dusina’s Apostolic Visitation Report of 1575, that brings out
clearly the poor state of education among a large number of sixteenth century
Maltese clerics.™!

Most of those examined by the apostolic visitor had received their education a
generation or so before the closing of the last session of the Council of Trent (1564).
On several occasions Dusina had to remark that the priest concerned knew no
grammar, or that he only had a smattering of Latin, or that he could read, but
understand Latin very imperfectly. The priests’ knowledge of theology was just as
bad, so that in the end the apostolic visitor could express satisfaction with a mere
ten out of the forty priests he examined.®? Access to the ranks of the clergy appears
to have been rather effortless since candidates did not seem to require anything
more than a ‘right intention’ and a minimum capacity needed to fulfil the
appropriate duties.** Low standards were required from the candidates and many
clerics received their rudimentary clerical apprenticeship from their own parish
priest. ‘

Dusina was sent to Malta expressly to reform the diocese, and to upgrade the
standards according to the instructions of the Council of Trent. He therefore
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Grand Master Pinto (1741-73) (above), Grand Master Vilhena (1722-36) (boltom left)
and Grand Master Hompesch (1797-98) (Photo: Heritags Collection)
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insisted that a seminary be set up to train the secular clergy. Nevertheless, the
proposal of the apostolic visitor was not discussed prior to the meeting of 2
Diocesan Synod called in 1591. On that occasion Bishop Gargallo decreed the
foundation of a seminary, but the proposal got temporarily shelved. Instead, a
Jesuit College was established in Valletra on the insistence of the bishop himself.
Early evidence of the services provided by the Jesuit College is provided by the
cleric Andrea Caruana of Qormi who was sutnmoned before the Inquisition on
New Year’s Eve of 1603. In his evidence Caruana declared his ignorance of village
matters since he attended the Jesuit College and only returned to the village at
night time.* The Jesnit College must have served the diocesan requirements well
since it wok more than a century before Bishop Cocco Palinieri finally set up a
seminary in 1703.%

Uniil the eighteenth century the priesthood often constituted the only hiterate
system of the community at village level. The clergy also served as a link between
the gavernment of the Order of St John and the mass of the villagers. The position
of the parish priest was 5o strong that sometimes he took the place of the nowry
when awill had to be drawn. 1t also shows the sodal control exerted by the Church
over the majority of illiterare inhabitants.

In spite of this, there existed a4 fundamental tension between written and oral
cultures. The literate elite was increasingly inclined to have recourse to the written
word both in the public and private spheres; oral wraditions were based ‘on
nostalgic and utopian esteem for a sociely without writing, poverned by words that
everyone could hear and signs thar everyone could undersiand’.*

Inquisidon records in ltly likewise reveal the importance of che wrinten word
in the equipment of the cunning men and wise women in town and countryside
alike, and the belief in ite power to cure the sick, Amulets, with writings on them,
were so common, that diocesan synods frequenty denounced the ‘superstitious
words’ inscrihed on sheets of paper.® The inquisitors frequently admonished
people who believed in such practices, but apparently they were very much aware
that old habits dichard. In 1625 in an atrempt to eliminate these beliefs, the clergy
were ohliged to denounce anyone who practiced magic either to the bishop or the
inquisitor - a directive that was repeated in 1646.5

This approach explains why techniques employed by witches in sixceenth and
seventeenth ventury Malta were still in use dll I798 and perhaps beyond. Muslim
slaves and wise women were still preparing concoctions, reciting prayers and other
rites and formulas, making cinens, and suggesting the use of talismans and amulets
for protecticn against the evil eye ™ Indeed, some forms of magic still persist
arnong some sections of the populadon.® While the literate public had to be guided
and kept under control in order to avoid any indpient “heretical behaviour', the
illirerates presented a different problem due to their propensity towards and belief
n popular religion.

Some Inquisition cases refer to the wridng of books cn magic, some of which
appear to have been manuals on magical praciices, like the one found by twe
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priests when soll aged sixtzen. Amuong other recipes, the book in guestion
contained soggestions on how (0 acqoire immunity against fire-arms, and others
on love magic which the two accused tried to provure for themselves.®

Books on magic could alse be faund in che Bbraries of learned gendemen like
Notary Jaccho Baldacchino, who owned o eollection of becks on necromancy, His
accuser recalled some six of them with tides as: Centum Regnum, La Clavirola d;
Selmmone, ¥ Ragiel, i} librs delli esperiments Corneliv Agripbe, Ji Prestigii, and Le
cempostiions di guatiro ansili, the denoyncer was positive thar Baldacchine possessed
a much larger collecion

The existence of books on necromaney suggests, not ondy that the literate were
keen on witcheraft, but they also found dme to risk writing on prohibited topics.
Among such individuals, we learu about a certain Dr Galeazzo Cademusto, a
resident of Valletta, accused in 1379 of witchceraft pracuces, and even of having
written a book on necromancy described as lifro df diavoli (hook of devils) ™

Evidence from the lnquisition archives suggests that oral and literate culiures
not only coexisted, but they also interacted. Thanks to che widespread general
illiceracy, books and written papers were atributed an aura of mystery. Yet it would
be misleading to assume that the uneducated were the only unes who reserted to
such practices. Whereasa sound cducadon could control excessive credulity, it did
nat completely destroy faith in popular beliefs. Thus, the literate were sometines
s¢ keen about magical pracrices that they possessed whele sections of their private
libraries dedicated to the topic. In a general overview of the Reformation
sympathisers in Malta the Cawbridge anthropologist Jack Goody peints ouc that
the disserninarion of ideas, contrary o the teachings of the Catholic Church, was
only partly aided by the advent of printing and the dirculagon of the book. He
argues that the radical ideas themselves ‘struck chords in the minds of the
inhabitants because they corresponded to existing doubis'.®

The Makings of a Maltese Culture

The developments which tack place in Malta in the century following the advent
of the Oxder of St John, and especially after the sicge of 1565, can be said to have
profcandly transformed Maltese society, as well as the cultaral values of its
inhabimnts.

Around the harbour area, the Order areated a new urban environment within
which was concentrated most of the Order’s artention and activiry, intensified after
the feundation of Valletta in 1566. The division between the urban centres around
the harbour and the campagna, as the rest of rural Mzlta was called, wax to remain
a penmnanent feature throughout the Order's rule and after. These drastic and
rapid changes were accompanied by the rise of a social class of subjecis or familiares,
on whom the Order rended to rely heavily for rthe running of its burcaucraric
tnachine. Undoubredly, events were able to take this determinate course because
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the geography that really counted was the one established by the lanes of
eommunication. As a consequence, Malta was drawn nearer to Europe, simply
because it happened to lig nearer 1o the comrmunication lane runming along the
southern coast of Furope. I8 old and intimate ties with Sicily ave an inevitable
corollary of this simation,

The old isolation of Malta melted into chin air, when in 1530 the Hospitaller
Order of St John were granted the Maliese islands - originally together with Tripoli
- as afief on such generous terms that the Order turned the island inte 2 soveraign
state in 2ll senses of the ward. Various categories of foreigners, attracted by good
work opportunities, settled in Malta, importing social, cultural and ideclogical
components, which were different from those originally predominating in the
island.

Consequendy carly modern Mahese culture cannot be considered as samne kind
of uniform, heinogenesus stracture, Rather one has to think in terms of various
culturally distingt groupings, that simultansously managed to create a cultural
hegemony under a dominant elite on the lines propounded by Roland Mousnier
for seventeenth centiury France, Mousnier argues that, in a sociery of orders, sodal
groups are arcanged hierarchically, in a descending scale of status and privilege.
The organising principle in such sociexies is the social esteem accarded to the
group’s economic role. This system, point out Mousnier, is different from a ‘sociery
of classes” in which individuals are legally equal, formal privileges do not exist, and
social stratificion follows oue's function in the economy.®

By contrast medieval Mala had essenuially been a peasant society. Mdina served
primarily ag a small fortified ‘urban’ centre thar carried on the whittled-down
funcation of the old mvitar, where the old municipality met, where it held i3 Yaw
courts, angd where most of the notables kept an official place of residence. Farming
was practically the sole capital resource of the Blands, coupled with some shipping
activity, and corsairing on the side, The land was reughly equally shared out
between the Churth, the landowners, and the peasants themnselves.

With the establishment of the Order of St John in Makta in 1530, the island
immnediately entered a phase of ransformadon. Overvight, the texrure of society
ook on a cosmcpolitan character with the insertion of more refined sccial
standards, and of a more numercus class of highly skilled artisans. The Order kept
a small but highly efficient navy; so that the overall effect of vastly mereased
maritime exchanges, rogecher with the flourishing practice of corsairing, exerted
a beneficial influence upon the backward rural economy of tay Malta. In showe
the Hospitallers had introduced a European style urban civilisation into Malta,
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