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finds those who, having obtained a degree, do not bother o as much as
submit a short abstract of their thesis for publication in Storja.

With the advent of the electronic media and the now relatively
easy accesibility to new library acquisitions, more professional library
services, and increasing printing costs, it may become necessary to
revise some of the coordinated input which Storja has sought to put on

offer to its readers. However, we still believe that, in spite of difficulties |

and seemingly thankless tasks, the project at hand is a worthwhile
one. It is to be hoped that Storja's self-sustenance will continue to be
possible through the support of readers, skilled researchers and writers,

generous sponsors (the Farsons Foundation and the French Embassy)

advertisers (AX Holdings), and any others, including the local university,
who may partially help to subsidize its continued existence. Storja so
far persists largely through the very voluntary efforts of those committed
to its ideals, substantially as these were first put forward in 1978.
Twenty-five seminal years have rolled on since then, but still we are

here committed to the same educational cause, albeit in quite different e : ,
{ period’ in Maltese history, published around twenty years ago, marked

times.
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Charles Dalli

‘Greek’, ‘Arab’ and ‘Norman’ Conquests
in the Making of Maltese History’

My present contribution does not seek to replace existent works on
Malta’s history from the fifth century to the eleventh. T. S. Brown's

§ contribution on ‘Byzantine Malta', published a quarter-century ago

In the seminal collection of essays edited by A. 1. Luttrell, stands as
an excellent exemplum of historical scholarship. Mario Buhagiar's
contributions in the fields of early Christian archaeology, the evaluation
of different forms of written and non-written evidence across the whole
period are well-known. Godfrey Wettinger’'s re-evaluation of the ‘Arab

a turning point in the writing of Malta's past. Anthony Luttrell's various
contributions help focus the scholar in a context fraught with dead-ends,
overshadowed by many an unanswered (and possibly unanswerable)
question. The publication by Joseph M. Brincat of the fourteenth/
fifteenth century text on Malta compiled by the geographer al-Himyari, is

{ certainly to be credited with creating a new opportunity for reassessing

the interpretation of this distant period of Maltese history. Last but not
least, Nathaniel Cutajar’s research into the early medieval archaeology
of Malta promises to provide indispensable new insights on centuries
where written records are, at best, slight and fragmentary.?

A painstaking reassessment of the availabe documentary
evidence, which forms as central an aspect of history as the laborious
unearthing of new facts, lies well beyond the scope of this paper.
My present objective is to discuss (and, at times, question) the way
medieval Maltese history has been traditionally reconstructed around
the concept of conquest. This. device has enabled a view of the past
through a peculiar ‘looking-glass’, magnifying the initial (and inevitably
violent) contact to epic proportions; by contrast, the long centuries of
community-building which follow, lack the same dramatic vibrancy.

A graduate of the University of Malta and of Cambridge, Charles Dalli is a lecturer at the
University of Malta. His publications include the book Iz-Zmien Nofsani Malti (2002).
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As expected, the mundane fails to attract the chronicler's attention,
and pales into insignificance. A look atthe first half ofMalta's "Middle
Ages' should prove this point; the first five hundred years orso are
largely composed of two monolithic and mutually exclusive time-blocs,
the 'Byzantine' and 'Muslim' eras. The chronology ispunctuated bya
handful of dates which record conquests, or would-be conquests; dates
such as 870 and 1091 would seem to set the whole tone for the 'foreign
dominations' in between.

The whole period extending from the A D530s to869/870 is
traditionally referred toas the 'Byzantine period' inMaltese history. By
contrast with this massive and undifferentiated period of more than three
centuries - forming roughly athird ofthe islands' 'Middle Ages' - each
political/dynastic succession from 1091 onwards, covering Malta's long
association with 'Latin Christendom', ispainstakingly differentiated.

The early modern historians who first reconstructed and classified
Malta's Middle Ages, especially G.F. Abela, knew nomore about the
island's 'Angevin period" (1266/8-1283) than they didabout Malta's
long centuries as an outpost ofthe Eastern Roman empire, except for
the fact that the short period of'French domination' inMalta confirmed
the island's alignment with Sicily - and, therefore, Christian Europe.
This I1snot todeny that there are plausible reasons which might justify
taking the 'Byzantine period" asone whole, including the central factor
of uninterrupted imperial rule. Nonetheless, the effort to'align' Malta's
past with the (perceived) paths of'western Christian European' history
was acentral historiographical choice, while alternative viewpoints were
discarded. An alternative approach could encompass the wider Maltese
experience from late Roman Antiquity tothe establishment of Muslim
rule. Another perspective, wider still, might reassess the 'Roman' and
'Byzantine' (that is, Eastern Roman) periods as two chapters in Malta's

'Roman millennium' stretching from the third century B Ctothe ninth
century AD.

The Muslim period of Maltese history, theother broad 'non-
Western' chunk of Maltese medieval history, has remained equally

undifferentiated, despite political discontinuity marked bythe rise of
the Fatimid empire from 909, not to mention the century orso of virtual
independence Sicily enjoyed under its Kalbite emirs in the late tenth and
early eleventh centuries. The identification of'Muslims' with the ‘rulers’,
neatly closed the chapter of Islam in Malta with the Norman intervention
in 1091, thus effectively banishing from history thethousands of
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Muslims who remained subjected to Christian rule in Malta and Gozo at
least until the mid-thirteenth century.

What follows isadiscussion of accounts of conquests, and would-
be conquests, ofMalta from AD 533/5 to 1091. Itisalso, iInasense,an
effort to'rehabilitate’ the fourteenth century compiler ofKitab ai-Rawd
nl-Mi “tar fi Habar al-Agtar, “Abd al~Mun “im al-Himyari, as the earliest
historian tostructure a coherent account ofmedieval Maltese history
around the concept of conquest.

An Ancient City inhabited bythe Byzantines'

What traditionally hasheen regarded as the'Byzantine', or
Eastern Roman, period in Maltese history, that is, the whole period
extending from around AD 533 to 869/70, isunquestionably the longest
political time-bracket Inthe last two millennia ofMaltese history. Malta
formed part ofthe Eastern Roman empire for more than three hundred
years, much longer than the British, Hospitaller, Catalan-Aragonese, or
Indeed the Arab periods. The emperor Justinian's conquest of the Vandal
kingdom of "Africa’ heralded the beginning of the Byzantine 'reconquest’
in the central Mediterranean region. The Byzantines dependend on
access toSicilian ports granted them bythe Ostrogothic rulers ofthe
Island, toreplenish their ships with vital provisions and thereafter set out
against the Vandal kingdom.® The reference tothe Maltese islands in
Procopius's Bellum Vandalicum states that 'the fleet touched at(or 'put
in') the islands ofMalta and Gozo' on its way to Africa.” The Byzantine
passage to Africa captured Gibbon's imagination:

‘At length the harbour of Caucana, onthe southern
side ofSicily, afforded asecure and hospitable shelter.
The Gothic officers who governed theisland Iin the
name ofthe daughter andgrandson of Theodoric,
obeyed their imprudent orders, toreceive the troops
of Justinian like friends andallies: provisions were
liberally supplied, thecavalry was remounted, and
Procopius soon returned from Syracuse with correct
information ofthe state and designs ofthe Vandais.
His intelligence determined Belisarius to hasten his
operations, and his wise Iimpatience was seconded by
the winds. The fleet lost sight ofSicily, passed before
the Isle ofMalta, discovered the capes ofAfrica,ran
along thecoast with a strong gale from thenorth-




