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words: “ Ecco Malta posta fra I'lsole d'ltalia, e per conseguenza nell Europa” .
The years 1545 to 1550 were characterized by a certain [ull in the Habsburg-
Ottoman struggle for supremacy in the central Mediterranean as the two
camps took some breathing space. Nonetheless, corsairing activities still
went on and tensions ran high on both sides.? From Malta, the Order of St
John fully participated in the incessant Habsburg-Ottoman Mediterranean-
wide struggle.” Late fifteenth-century Malta had been fully aware of the bitter
consequences intrinsically implied in its frontline existence.* By the 1540s
the negative implications of being on the frontier were further accentuated.
Maita belonged to a Christian commonweaith led by Charles V and opposed
to the Muslims. It was this overall reality that had brought about an accidental
change of ruler,® which in turn brought the islands further at the heart of the
conflict and linked them with the North African outpost of Tripoli. Notarial
documents reveal that the 20-odd years political link between Malta and
Tripoli created a substantial amount of commercial links as well.f

Mid-sixteenth-century Malta was a predominantly agrarian society. Its
strategic importance was beginning to assert itself now that the island was
the headguarters of the Knights of St John, but most of its economy was still
dependent on agriculture. This in turn made land the most valuable asset one
could possess. Notwithstanding the fact that the acts under study give only
fragmentary evidence, a general picture of the environment of mid-sixteenth-
century Malta can still be elicited. In contrast with nowadays’ largely built-up
landscape, mid-sixteenth-century Malta was much more rural. Fields, gardens
(that is, places where horticulture was practiced) and vineyards, interspersed
by isolated farmhouses or clusters of farmhouses of the Hal Millieri type,
dotted the landscape of much of central and southern Malta.” Very prominent
natural features of the landscape were the valleys, as in gued Inchita.® Some
fields were left fallow, so that when the Noble Gregerio Xerri sold to the
Noble Perio de Maczara of Syracuse a field at Dejr il-Bagar, it was specified
that parts of it were left uncultivated.”

Not all land was private land, some of it being the highly cherished public
lands and spaces known in Maltese as xaghri, which are literally pockets of
workable soll in the limestone landscape.'” Some lands were feudal holdings,
meaning that their owners had owed sorme military obligations to the Crown,
for serfdom had long disappeared from Malta."' One example is the feudi di
la marsa which belonged to the Calava family.'?

The use of space for residential purposes is dynamically related to the physical
and social environment. Changes in this environment affect the utilisation of

space and alterations in the man-built environment resulting from shifts in
the pattern of utilisation of space affect social behaviour.'® A considerable
number of people did not live in a constructed house, Quintinus in fact noticed:
‘they dig caves and these are their houses’.'" After all, caves are particularly
suited to the Mediterranean climate since they keep cool in summer and
warm in winter. It is significant to note that some houses had a cave attached
to them, probably illustrating some intermediate stage from troglodytism to
constructed houses.'® Quintinus also observed that most houses had very
primitive roofing,'® so that when the noble Nicola Bondino bought a house
from Mareo and Paolo Grixti (father and son) for 2 uncie, it was considered
worthwhile specifying that this house had a roof of slabs.”” A house in Birgu
might even have an upper floor and be worth 70 gold ducats.'® Some houses
had water cisterns, which guaranteed a supply of water. These houses also
tended to have trees with them.'® Most houses, even those in urban areas like
Rabat and the Castle of Gozo, often had a plot of land attached to them.*

There has been an assumption that in pre-industrial Europe, every family
occupied a space of its own, but this was not necessarily so.*' For example,
Margerita Burg and Thomaso Falzon (mother and son) decided to share their
house with Joanna Mifsud to whem they sold a room in their house for 18
tareni redeemable after 6 years.? It would appear that, generally speaking, in
rural areas people who shared a house were relatives.® On the other hand,
in urban areas, virtual strangers were forced to live in close proximity owing
to poverty and a shortage of affordable housing.® Thus, for instance, Matheo
Haius of Rabat leased half a house from Josepho Sillato of Rabat paying 8
tareni a year. The other half was leased to the Honourable Petro Vaccaro and
his wife Clara.®®

In these traditional face-to-face societies, nicknames were cormmeon cainage
and sometimes even Notary Muscat used them to identify his clients.
Nicknames were as much a means of unambiguous identification, as they
were a means of social control.?® They were a popular and unofficial form of
personal and family nomenclature and as such were anly very rarely recorded
by notaries, scribes, and priests.?” The information contained in Table 1 is
therefore all the mare valuable.
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Title Name Provenance Nickname Referance

Mi rliarclia
Noly. Not W birres

HRabat armon
Table 1, Nicknamas which appear in the acts of Notary Juliano M

Notarial Acts, Historical Research and Notary Juliano Muscat

Ihe cardinal point about notarial acts is that they were essentially private
records. Although the notary was a public figure of great weight in society,
his records were intimately private. Every act was the result of the L‘;:':n‘nr\q
together of different pa

ties in front of the notary to record some aspect of

their da ly lives.”* Most of these transactions took place J}e‘weer'- private

citizens. Sometimes, however, ¢ finds institutions dealing with individuals

tas hired the Honourable Juliano Vellz

=

as when '.he UnIVE

Irgu to go to
Licata to buy grain.®

The notarial profession exhibits a long tradition in the Mediterranean, dating
back to Roman times.* Waley points out the enormous number of notaries
to be found in the thirteenth-century Itallan city-republics: there were 2,000
in Bologna, 1,500 in Milan, and 600 in Padua. According to Waley, 'rhe fact
that notaries were literate disrupts the conventional picture of medieval
society, comprising literate clergy and illiterate laymen, and accords them a
unigue role in society.®' Both Waley and Dalli discuss the notary's role as part
of an administrative set-up. They were people whose social pre-eminence
depended primarily on their ability to secure a t

tight hold over municipal affairs
They were literate, which was, at best, an instrum

t of social control and,
at worst, a weapon against potential enemies. ™ Among the first duties of all
notaries was to listen diligently. The notarial ac

written in Latin, do lose in

to the mother tongue, but they gain in proximity to the remembered

e of the individual, with all its

The significance of
notaries as links in the chain of everyday life cannot be dismissed. It was
their profession which gave a certain stability to society in that the keeping
of written records allowed for a more sedentary way of life for businessmen
and others. Thus, for example, when Joannes Harabi, a Maltese living in
Agrigento, sold to Nicola de Brincato a tuminata unum de terra in contrata ta
chilas app. tal chofor, the transaction could be performed through Matheus
Vella, a relative of Joannes Harabi, who presented Notary Muscat with the
necessary documentation from Notary Angelo de Aratio of Licata, and from
Notary Matheo de Capito of Agrigento.®

A

h an intimate and integral part of Mediterranean medieval

aving formed s

and early modern societies, the records left by notaries are crucial to the

-

econstruction of these same societlies Prominent histonians of the like of

Dopsch, Pirenne, Bloch, Duby, and Herlihy, have all made extensive use of

notarial documents in their works.” In Maltese historiography, notarial acts
were first utilised by Abela, although their greater use came after the Second

World War in the works of Bresc, Fsadni, Fiorini, Wettinger, and Dall

As a tool for historians, notarial records lend themselves to the study of a
variety of fields. For instance, they are useful for the history of politics and

institutions as when they show the workings of the universitas, how it

raised its money, and the relationship of its jurats with the new Hospitaller

Government. Wills and rmarriage contracts offer glim

into the religiosity

of the people

oncerned. Wettinger found notanal r for the

study of clerical concubinage® and he also used them to ;Jr:u:'h.n:ﬂ numerous

iature; ne cons siders

works about medieval Maltese noms

the most abundant and reliable source for place-names f‘-Jr.)I.:-.rui-_:.s |'ii1d to be
very careful in recording place-names since any error could invalidate their
documentation. Wettinger, using mostly notarial acts, unleashed a mass of
information on landownership and leasing, employment agreements and the
sale of agricultural products and farm animals.®” Hardly any other source, at
least prior to 1600, compares with notarial acts for the study of language and
linguistics. Most notaries also knew Maltese, a very important consideration
in a place where almost everyone spoke only the vernacular.®® Fiorini and
Brincat have also made extensive use of notarial acts for their linguistics

studies.™

Nonetheless, according to Violante, it is in the study of social relationships
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and mentality that notarial acts excel.* The history of mentality emerges,
for instance, in the use of formulae in notarial acts. Some historians dismiss
notarial formulae as mere repetitions; this is a criticism that Zemon-Davis
hauls at notarial acts. She argues that although marriage contracts, wills and
other contracts are plentiful and reveal much about the actions, plans, and
sensibilities of men and women who could not even sign their names, the
documents are dominated by notarial sequences and formulae.*' On the other
hand, formulae themselves are the result of centuries of social developments,
and as Violante points out, they reveal those deep innate under-currents of
materialism and spirituality which mould societies over the long duree.*

As an established notary, Juliano Muscat took under his wing Enrico Zarb and
Ferdinando Ciappara as his apprentices.*® Furthermore, he was also involved
in no less than four different business partnerships or societates. From the
number of references to it in R376/11, it emerges that the most important
of these societates for the year 1645 was the one in conjunction with the
Honourable Michaele Vassallo, Joannes Muxi and Joannes Muscat.® Their
main line of business involved the buying of cumin for export and the selling
of cloth.*® This societas also owned a shop in the Platea of Mdina, a very
advantageous spot for any business.*®

The two historians that have made most use of the acts of Notary Muscat
are Wettinger and Fiorini. Wettinger made extensive use of Juliano Muscat's
acts in his Place-Names of the Maitese Islands. He consulted the first ten
volumes from R376/01 to R376/10, except for R376/08. He also consulted
MS. 879, which is an original manuscript of Juliano Muscat.*” Wettinger also
referred to the acts of Notary Muscat in his compilation of explicit references
to the Maltese language in Malta's public records, from the fifteenth to the
seventeenth centuries.* Fsadni and Wettinger also consulted R376/34 in
connection with their work on the Cantilena.*®

Fiorini describes Notary Muscat in 1664 as being an 'aging, well-established
and experienced notary’.® He made use of a number of Notary Muscat's
volumes In order to provide a preliminary etymology of Maltese prior to
1600.%" In his work about Santo Spirito Hospital, Fiorini points out how the
main source of income for the hospital came from its real estate consisting
of an appreciable amount of land and other immovahble property, such as,
houses and warehouses.* Fiorini's main source of information were notarial
records, in particular, Muscat's, and he consulted a whole range of the
notary’s volumes.® From what Fiorini extrapolates and from what the acts in
R376/11 reveal, it would appear that Muscat was Santo Spirito’s most regular

notary. In register R376/11, the Noble Francesco Serrano and Simone Bartolo
are described as the procurators of the hospital.® They bought the income of
1 uncia a year derived from a house in Mdina in Bishop's Road (ruga appellata
dilo episcopato) from the Noble Jacobo Callus.® In conjunction with St Paul's
Cathedral, the hospital also owned a territory in Gozo called il casam di notar
Janmuzo, which was. leased to Raynelio Damfasina of Gozo for four years
for a total of 41 uncie.® Finally, in the marriage contract of the Neble Lady
Imperia Caxaro to the Noble Thomaso de Bonello, the latter's parents gave
him a plot of land known as dilo hospitali which had a lease of 12 tarini a year
payable to the hospital.®”

Employers and Employees

In the medieval frame of mind, clearly still evident in mid-sixteenth-century
Malta, a trifunctional society of oratores, bellatores et laboratores, that is,
those who pray, those who fight, and those whao work, was still in operation.™
It can even be said to have been reinforced by the sudden influx of a huge
corpus of bellatores like the Hospitallers. Those who prayed and those who
fought had no time for other business (such as the warking of the land), which
was also below their social status. They had to employ laboratores, thus
creating a whole set of employer-employee relationships.

Most employer-employee contracts in R376/11 concerned the hiring of an
administrator / worker, knewn as a gabellotto to manage or to work the land
The Reverend Pancratio Michalleff, Archdeacon of the Mdina Cathedral and
Procurator for the Bir Miftul Chapel, for instance, hired the Honourable Salve
Briffa of Mal Luga to work the lands of his benefice in Gudja and Hal Safi, for
four years for 2 uncie a year payable at Easter time.” Besides paying rent, a
aabellotto could have a number of other obligations. For example, when the
Reverend Domenico Cubelles, Bishop of Malta, hired Thomaso Haius and his
son Teramo to look after 8 garden for two years, they had to pay 33 uncie
a year, plant a number of citrus trees and thirty fruit trees, and they had to
give a number of aranges to the Bishop. They were also obliged to guard
against trespassing animals, failing which they had to pay fines according to
the damage perpetrated.”

The phenomenon of absentee landlords in Malta was an old one and always
a thorn in the side of the Maltese universitas, but they were still present
in 1545, extracting substantial incomes from their lands in Malta. Simone




Barthalo paid 21B uncie for an eight-year lease onthe territory ofdilo monti
calibo tothe Noble Lady Margerita de Falco and her daughter Lady Notella
de Falco, widow and daughter, respectively, ofthe Noble Orlando de Falco,
These ladies were from Agrigento, The middleman between de Falco and
Barthalo was aPalermitan, the Noble Hieronimo Calvo, who lived in Malta.®
Another substantial landholder inMalta was the Maczara family of Syracuse.
The Noble Perio deMaczara and his wife, Lady Clara Maczara de aragona.
owned lands atMriehel, bebll gizire and Dejr il-Bagar.™ They also owned a
garden incontrata sante marie ta xeuxa, known as deir is saf. which they had
bought from the Reverend Canon Matheo deSurdo." Joannes de Maczara,
son ofPerio and Clara, was also inpossession ofachurch benefice in Malta
known as fi hueleg in contrata di ben guerrade* Before returning to Syracuse.
Perio de Maczara made ail the necessary arrangements interms of choosing
the gabellotti for his lands and the conditions under which they were to
work.®*

Shepherds were hired totake care offlocks ofanimals, such aswhen the
Noble Alvaro de Nava and the Noble Joannes Lancea Inguanes leased to Salvo
Delie ofRabat their herd ofsheep and goats indilo monticalibo for two years.
Salvo had topay 4 tareni 10grani pet head for every sheep and 3 tareni 10
grant per head for every goat, also giving athird ofthe produce tothe owners.
Salvo was also togive the owners four cloaks and two lambs. After the two
years. Salvo was tokeep the wool from the animals, but only after giving
some ofitto the owners.®® This isbut one example ofhow the inhabitants of
Mdina dominated the economic life onthe farms and received most of the
profits. On the other hand, itshould be said that without their participation the
shepherds would not have had enough goats and sheep totend.®

Some people were not employed towork the land but to provide a service.
When the Monastery ofSt Peter of Mdina, known as la abatia vechia, needed
to have itswell waterproofed, ithired thecraftsmen Augustino Mifsud,
Michaele Michalleff, and Pancratio Grima, When the work was done,the
procurator ofthe monastery, the Noble Simone Bartolo, paid these artisans
the sum ofl5uncie 14tareni. They had covered 14 salme with battumj, the
Maltese term for waterproofing,” for 1 uncial tareni pet salma. The payment
was made on condition that the well would not leak within ayear's time. If a
leak occurred, Augustino and his partners had tomake good for it.®

Angelo Aczoppard ofH'Attard hired Antonio Cardona ofthe same casale to
cut and carry enough stone tobuild a house:

"Tatar's teni/petri  atcanton; sufficientt etmures tacts adopus edtftcttet fatytce unms domtts longitudinis
cannartim quinque exparte extennrij attitudinis .. decietoctocantimuq .. ettaglarej tuctflt cepitelti canal*

et balBsi dipalmi ocro (uno suffioenf/... perio lecroseu copertum™

The maczacanj. known inMaltese as mazkan. left over was tobe given
to Antonio. The work had tobecompleted within ayear and ahalf, with
Angelo paying Antonio 2 uncie 12 tareni." This contract can be described
as falling under the category opus adtascam. whereby aman received an
agreed sum of money for scrapping stone or some similar work that was easy
to estimate quantitatively.”” Despite the attested helief that mid-sixteenth-
century Maltese lived inprimitive huts, itis evident that the value ofstoneas
a primary resource and itsutilisation were not neglected. Although Antonio
Cardona may not have bheen amason, itisevident that hehad the capacity
to measure the quantities ofstone necessary for the piece ofwork planned,
which attests tothe presence of highly skilled craftsmen in mid-sixteenth-
century Malta

Masters and Slaves

During the sixteenth century, the recruitment of galley slaves for Mediterranean
warships ofall nationalities became an especially brutal type ofslave trade in
convicts.'® The extensive corsainng activities ofmid-sixteenth-century Malta
meant that the local market would bewell provided for. Slaves formed a
category ofmen and women without any form oflegal rights and familiesof
their own. They did not have even aname, save that given tothem by their
masters.”

Slaves were atthe mercy oftheir owner's whims and were expected todo
everything. They were usually meant for heavy work, asthe phrase ad usu
d magaseni shows. Contracts ofsale ofslaves could gointo afew details
about their skin colour, religion and name, but not always. Thus, for example,
we are only told that the Venerable Zacharia Cachie sold to the Noble Nicola
Xara. 'one black female slave', forl19uncie 15tareni.”” Aslave mother was
often sold offwith her child, aswhen the Noble Vincentio and Guaglarda
Vasco of Mdina bought ablack slave and her four-year-old son for 28 uncie
from the Honourable Antonio Vassallo,’® and when Joannes Michalleff sold
to Nicola Jacobo Haius ablack slave called Caterina with her black infant son
called Georgio for 26 uncie." The price ofslaves was determined both bythe
market situation and the qualities ofthe individual slave.””



