Godfrey Wetting

THE ARCHIVES OF PALERMO AND MALTESE MEDIE
A FIRST REPORT *

Since the government of the islands of Malta and Sicily for the whole
of the Middle Ages was subject to that of Sicily, inevitably one expects the

central government archives at the Archivio di Siato, Palermo, to be of vital
importance to the Maltese medieval historian. Their significance was fully re-
cognized in Malta back in the seventeenth century, and the early erudite hist-
orians and antiquarians like Commendatore G F. yela made full use of such
transcripts as came their way of documents preserved i ' at
Palermo (1). However, little pro 3 5 he collections of
documents originating from the administration at Palermo were built up during
asighteenth century, but y any e\ ce survices of purposive historical
alermo  ar § concerning alta and Gozo right
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Towards the end of the eighteenth century the notorious Abate Vella
published a long series of spurious documents concerning Sicily as well as
Malta during the Muslim period (6), an enterprise which deservedly cost him
several years of imprisonment but which has confused generations of hist-
orians (7). It should be realized that no archival documentation for the Muslim
period on Malta or Gozo has survived anywhere. Nor is this surprising since
nothing more than the merest fragments of such documentation have survived
for any other country during that period (8). However, Sicily does have a small
number of platee or lists of serfs on land donated to ecclesiastical institutions
going back to Norman times (9). They are written in Arabic and Greek, and
are immensely long, one of them extending to no less than seven metres.
Only one platea is in the State Archives of Palermo, but microfilm copies of
others can be consulted there and photo-copies made, For Maltese studies
they are highly interesting because of the considerable light they shed on
Maltese medieval nomenclature, whether surnames, nicknames or place-names.
They were inadequately published a century ago by Salvatore Cusa (10), but
Maltese scholars have remained completely unaware of their contents and
importance because the Public Library at Valletta failed to acquire a copy.
At least six of the serfs thus documented seem to have had some kind of
connection with Malta and two others with Gozo:

Abu Bakr al Mal{i)ti Ghisa al Mal(i)ti
Ghomor bin al (Mal{i)ti Mefrig al Mal(i)ti
Ghotman hig brother Nighma al Ghawd(i)si
Awlad al Mal()td ‘Ali hisg brother

6. G. Vella, Libro del Consiglio di Egitto tradolte da Giuseppe Vella cappellano del

sacro ordine gevosolimitano, abate di S, Pancrazio (Palermo, 1793): Codice diplomatico

di Sicilia sotlo il governo degli Arabi, pubblicato per opera e studio di Alfonso Airoldi
arctvescovo i Evaclea, giudice dell'apostolica Legazione, ¢ della regia monarchia del
regno di Sicilia jPalevwmo, 1789-92), 6 vols

7. D, Scind and Adelaide Baviera Albanese, L'arabica impostura (Palermo, 1978). A_A.
Caruana, Frammentoe eritico della storia di Malta (Malta, 1899) reveals an inclination
to accept part of the contents of the Vella documents as genuine,

8. U, Rizzitano, Storia e cultura nella Sicilia saracena (Palermo, 1975) ,esp. Ch, II Nuovi

fonti arabe per la storia del musulman; dj Sicilia’, originally published in Rivista
degli Studi orientali (Rome, 1957): M, Talbi, L'Emirat Aghlabide, 184-296/800-909
(Paris, 1966),

9. P, Bulgarella, Nozioni di diplomatica Siciliana (Palermo, 1978), pp. 42-44: 1. Peri,
Uomini, citia e campagne in Sicilia dell'’X] al XIII secolo (Roma-Bari, 1978), pas-
sim but especially Ch, III ‘La terra: il castello, il borgo, i casali’.

10. S. Cusa, I diplomi greci ed arabi di Sicilia pubblicati nel tzsto originale, tradatti ed
Wlustrati, vol. I (Palermo, 1868). Vol, 1T was never published; it had to contain all
the critical apparatus which is totally missing from vol, I. On Cusa's edition see F.
Gabrieli, ‘Un secolo di studi Arabo-Siculi’, Studia [Islamice, vol, 2 (1954), esp.
pp.95-96.
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Among the traditional Maltese surnames appearing among the names of these
serfs of Norman Sicily, most of them Muslim, cne finds:

Buhagiar Sammut Curmi
Busalib Far Gibasa
Borg Zghendo (Ghaxaq
Tabone Galea Ghebejjer
Agius Brincat said
Fitien Caruana Debbus
Zammit Xerri Felu
Sultana Qatet Buni

The old Gozitan surname Mintoff (originally Mintuf) is represented by the
entry Ibn al Mentouf, a serf of the monastery of Monreale who lived at
Calatrasi in May 1178 (11).

Quite a few of the serfs' names are identical with at least a component
element of innumerable Maltese or Gozitan place-names indicating that the
latter probably originated as personal references and had no descriptive signi-

cance:
Bagqan Hida Ferha
Busrawel Mahluf lamim Wali
Ramadan Gaghfer Mejmun whallis
Ghamiq Barka Ghatiq Muftah
Berbri Taghqub Ghasri ribba
Trux Sammati Biez Dibag
Ghabid Mgieghed Abu I-Ghagin Marzuq
Qajjed Ghallun Ghammar Hazrun
Mhalhal Salama Balluta Zongor
Usif Jahlef Hlas Gawhat
3in Gemaghha Razun (vhoamor Fieres
(Jarraba Ghazi Abu Langas 3
f:rha!.bdlln Gabrun Gabbar Samra

The tabulari, collections of mostly notarial documents concerning property
rights put together by religious corporations suppressed soon after the Unifica-
tion of Italy, spanning the whole Norman and later medieval periods, contain
some 6361 documents (12). A couple of them concerning Malta and Gozo have
been recently published by H. Bresc in Melita Historica (13). Others have been
published from seventeenth and eighteenth century {transcripts in these

p.169
12. Ministero per i beni cultorali e ambientali, Ufficio centrale per i beni archivis-

tici, Iimerari Archivistici Italiami: Sicilia, pi.
13. H. Bresc, ‘Malta dopo | Vespro Siciliano’, Melita Historica, vol. VI, No, 3 (1974),
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archives (14) or in the manuscript collections of the Biblioteca Comunale di
Palermo (15). The possibility of further discoveries of similar documents in
such collections is evident but entails laborious research and the proportion
of documentation that is relevant to the history of Malta must be mirltimat, The
same can also be said about the vast collection of notarial registers in the
State Archives of Palermo (16). Any find would, however, be r:r.-fr:.-.up-.ur'lding'i\'
important, especially if it antedated 1400.

The main and most fruitful series of registers belonging to the medieval
government of Sicily, those of the Real Cancelleria and the Protonotario begin
to contain anything about Malta soon after 1350. They suffer from serious
gaps down fo 1392, but almost every volume of both series after that date
contains something about Malta and it is impossible here to do more than
indicate the wealth of information thus available to the historian. The present
writer has examined almost every reg
1530, but only some twenty registers
have been examined (17).

ster oi the Real Cancelleria down to

of the parallel scries Del Protonotario

Of fundamental importance in the study both of the loccal administration
of Malta and Gozo as well as that of family influence during the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries are the yearly appointments to 1mmif£1pal offices in
the two islands (18). These had to be registered both in the Real Cancelleria
series as well as in that of the Protonotario, but about a third seem to have
missed registration in the former during the fifteenth century. Most of th-;
missing ones may yet be found in the latter, but the two series overlap so much

14. €. Sci il€ T, Kolzer, H, Zielinski, ‘Zwej staufische Diploma i Malta aus
len Jahren 1198 und 1212', Deutlches Archiv fiir Erforschung des Mittelalters namens

der Monumenta Germaniae Historica, XXXIII, No2 (1977) .

15. R. Grillo, 'Un pernicioso contrasto tra la Malta dei Cavalieri e il Re di Sicilia’
Melita Historica, VIII, No, 2 (1981). e

16, See the references to Palermo notaries in F, Bresc, ‘The “Secrezia® and the Rowal
Patrimony 240-1450", pp.132,133; cf, with reference to Trapani z}:'r1;1!x

L b, i .
7 fallow sections were examined at least in part: Real Cancelleria (254

registers)

) tegisters), Leflere wiceregie (72 registers), Conservatoria

Tribunal del Rea! Patrimoinio: Misce

Yswa P ramtata
MEged (1% Tegisters),

ceilanea Archivistica (2 registers), Tribunal del Real Patrimonio: Maestro Portu-

tano (12 registers), Segreteriad del Regno: Ramo Protonotaria (1 register). All pages
( gister), | Iage

were individually exam 3 = -
were individually exam iance being put on the indexes accompanving e:
g C panying each

Dellg Descrittione di Malta Isola nel Mare Siciliamo (Malta 1647)

1 list of the jurats of Malta for the period 1400-1530 (reprinted in
li, Raccolla di Cose Antiche ¢ moderna riguardanti Malla e Goso,

Baron

Malta,

1843, pp.50-60), but hopelessly incorrectiy

that examining both is highly tedious and conducive to a considerable duplica-
tion of results.

The long series of capitoli published by Giambruno and Genuardi down
to 1458 can, of course, be extended right down to 1530 by means of the
entries in the Real Cancelleria registers, but all the capitoli concerning Malta
are still available in Maltese archives in the original or in official copy form (19).
Still it has been possible to discover three hitherto unknown capitoii belonging
to the island of Gozo (20).

Defence and the provision of wheat have a prominent place in these
registrations, the latter disappointingly usually merely wheat for the use of
the garrison of St. Angelo or the disposal of redundant wheat belonging to
the Crown, the former frequently consisting of the appointment of bombar-
diers and other garrison men or the dispatch and provisicning of vessels sent
with relieving forces to the island in times of invasion, both frequently duplic-
ated by entries in the Lettere Viceregie. Neither the one nor the other type
gives much away in the way of global statistics of wheat importation or the
size of relieving forces. Thus the relieving force of 1429 is illustrated by
documentation concerning the dispatch of individual ships as well as by interest-
ing details concerning the design of the flag carried by the relieving army
but no other more significant detail or whether and when the force
actually arrived in Malta (21). Occasionally some information is given about
the new armaments sent to Fort St. Angelo and the cost of repairs to the
walls, but hardly ever about the nature of the repairs or the extensions (o
the fortifications. Details are given about the Viceroys’' visits of 1485 and 1492
but only about the ships accompanying their trips not about the problems
which he tackled during stay in Malta.

The Real Cancelleria, like the Protonoiario, is particularly rich on me
documentation of royal grants of land, feudal or otherwise. Of course, the
transfer or land between private individuals is not registered in these sources.
Nor do the latter contain anything about the lands of the Church except for

. Genuardi, Capitoli iediti delle citla demonsaliy d; Sicilia (Pa-
322-338 for Gozo, and pp.374-444 for Malia, Originals are to be

dral Museum, Md,, Cathedral Archives, Misc. Ms. 34, Others are

19, S, Giambruno and

lermo, 1918), pp.

found mainly in C
also to be found at the National Library of Malta, Valletta

20. See the document published in the Appendix

20, The new Gozo capitoll are dated 24 July 1467, 26 June 1479 and 6 Apnl 1321 and
are to be found in A[rchivio di] S[tato] P[alermo], Real Cancelleria, vol. 119, fols
240v-241, vol, 141, fol. 605v and vol, 269-270, fols, 365v-369v,

21 See Appendix




the rare gifts of Crown land toecclesiastical institutions. I'nfact ecclesiastical
affairs areonly represented by (a)occasional collations to royal benefices
including some ofthehighest appointments inthecathedral, (b)documental ion
of the administration of thetemporalities of the Maltese diocese during
vacancies, and(c)theoccasional grants of favours from theCrown requested
by thebishop. This paucity of documentation, though entirely in the nature
of things, is particularly unfortunate since themedieval ecclesistical archives
of the archdiocese of Palermo, which could be expected to contain court
proceedings on appeal from thechurch courts of Malta, have reportedly not
survived their accidental involvement in thefighting of theGaribaldi era.

The in-fighting between theleading three or four families of Malta, as
it isreflected inthecontinual disputes between thecastellan, thesecreto and
the town mayor of Mdina, gets frequent mention, usually manifesting itself
in thenon-payment by thesecreto of thesalaries of thesoldiers garrisoning
St. Angelo commanded by thecastellan andinjurisdictional disputes between
the latter andthetown mayor. Thefrequent marriage alliances between them
merely added another element to thecauses of their never-ending quarrels
and mutual recriminations butthese aredocumented elsewhere.

A large proportion oftheviceregal letters tothetown officials of Malta
and Gozo were sent inanswer to private petitions andcomplaints, requests
for favours, andapplications. Much biographical information is thus added to
what isavailable inMalta both forimportant personages like thefief holdersand
professional menlike Pietro Caxaro andforthemerest peasant or even his
wife or widow who dared complain to theKing's officials at Palermo of
abuses andinjustices allegedly committed by powerful menontheisland. The
permission t-,odoctors and notaries to practise their profession is regularly
entered intheReal Cancelleria registers, andoccasionally anagreement forthe
employment ofthetown grammar schoolmaster is also recorded.

Several documents concern persons whowere exiled to Malta from Sicily
and others from Malta exiled tothelarger island, a subject almost completely
unrecorded inthesurviving Maltese archives themselves, butwhich has aroused
some interest owing tothemisreading ofa passage from Dante which seemed
to refer totheuseof Malta as a prison by itsmedieval rulers (22). Though

22. Dante, parodist), I X ,52-54:
Piangeri 1'altro ancora )a ditfalta
Dell'empio suopastor, rhesara sconcia
si, chepersimil nons'entrd in Malta.
G. Siebzehner-Vivanti, Diiionario delta Divina Commedia {Firenze. 1954), s.v. Malta:
'prigione speciale perecclesiastici colpevolf di gravj reati. chesitrovava a Bolsena.
Secondo altri: prigione ingenerale buia e fangosa.'
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the court registers of thecentral government at Palermo were mostly des-
troyed inthelast war(23), petitions forforgiveness, which were dealt with
on an administrative level, have survived in the Real Cancelieria, providing
the social historian with a necessarily limited butinvaluable source of inform-
ation onthetype andlevel of crime prevalent atthetime onthe Maltese
islands andin Sicily. Several of theMaltese exiled to Sicily had allegedly
been involved in murder; atleast oneoftheSicilians wasdeported to Malta
for having forged Apostolic briefs (24).

An interesting subject, even if forthetraditional historian merely of
marginal importance, isthat of thecapture anddespatch totheKing himself
of falcons andother birds of prey (25). This is pretty closely documented
almost throughout theperiod 1400-1530, anda study of itshould arouse the
interest at least of ornithologists and those historians w h obelong tothe
wholist school of history, andpossibly also of thegeneral public.

Among themost important documents of theReai Cancelleria are those
recording thegranting of Malta and Gozo as a county or marquisate during
the last years of the fourteenth century. They have long been known to
Sicilian historians w h ohave taken them into account in their histories of
Sicily during thetime of thetyrants (26), butMaltese historians have sofar
had torely ontheir reports of what they conain. A ninteresting study would
involve a comparison or contrast of these documents with those concerning
the pawning of Malta on Monroy in 1421 (27).

Special notice should betaken oftheprofuse newdocumentation on Gozo,
an island reputed tohave lost allitsmedieval archives, administrative, notarial
and ecclesiastical, during thel551assault oftheTurks. TheReal Cancelleria
and presumably theProtonotario registers contain notonly a large proportion
of thesets oftown officials ofthepost-1400 period parallelling those of Malta,
but also a surprisingly large number ofother documents concerned with rough-

23. A Giuvifrida, La giustuia ne! medioevo siciliano  (Palermo. 1975),p.7.

24" A SP, Real Cancelleria, vol.178(1490-91), toU. 336v-337v.

25. Fortome references tothe subject seeH . Bresc. "The"Secrezia" andthe Royal
Patrimony in Malta: 1240-4454?'. pp.137-138.

26, Eg.l .Lalumia, T quattro vicari' in Stone Siciliane (Palermo. 1969). vol.l1, pp.
260, 264-65. 288.290.299and 300.

27. G.Wcttinger, "The Pawning ofMalta toMonroy", Melita Historica VII, No. 3 (1978).
The vitally important Monroy documents in ASP, Proinnotfiro. vol.23,were dis-
covered only because thetemporary non-availability of theReal Cancelleria registers
owing tostructural: repairs forced thepresent author toturn to th eProlonotaro regis-
ters instead. Asitturned out.theReal Cancelleria hasa brief gaparound 1421 and
does notcontain anyoftheMonroy documents of that time.
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