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ABSTRACT

Black magic and witchcraft are an integral part of every society, and Malta is no exception.
Witchcraft practices can be traced back to antiquity, culminating in the witch-hunts of the
Early Modern period. In Malta, the use of black magic was by far, the most common crime
prosecuted by the Inquisition. This study aims to understand the local witch-craze
phenomena which took place in the late 16%" century. Building on existing work by local
historians, it looks into the anthropological aspect of witchcraft and seeks to answer the
following questions: What are the main factors which compelled individuals to recourse
to witchcraft practices? What do we learn about the existing community through such

choices?

Based on a review of literature and trial records of the Inquisition, two case-studies of
arraigned witches are chosen. Analysis of primary and secondary sources demonstrate
that women, specifically unattached female healers, were more at risk of being accused
of witchcraft. Results indicate that witchcraft practices were a result of social elements
which were present in the late 16™ century society. On this basis, it is concluded that
witchcraft trials of the Inquisition provide a wealth of information for the study of social
behaviour and a basis for historical interpretation. Thus, recommendations for further

anthropological studies of historical documentation are put forward.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Contextualising the Study

The study of Black Magic and the Inquisition in Malta is relatively a recent one. The
opening of the Archives of the Inquisition in 1968, granted access for research on the
subject, kindling a remarkable interest in the Inquisition and its predominant control over
profane activities. Besides serving as a source of information on the institution itself,
Inquisitorial documents offer opportunities for anthropological research, particularly
during periods where, despite rigorous suppression by the Inquisition, an increase in
witchcraft-related cases is evident. Social, cultural and religious beliefs of the community
can be better understood by studying the records of the Inquisition. Through the study
of the accused - the practitioners and the patrons - one can understand ethnological

characteristics of society at the time.

The first serious clampdown on witchcraft in Malta appears to have taken place in the
1590s, a period which witnesses the infliction of rather harsh punishments. Nevertheless,
despite the fact that “contemporary people were terrified by the prospect of being
tortured” (Gambin, 2004) by the Inquisition, people were not dissuaded from practicing
such beliefs. A sudden increase of witchcraft-related cases in the 1590s, specifically after
the terrible outbreak of plague in 1592-1593, reveals that, despite the fear spawned by

the Inquisition, society still resorted to banned practices related to witchcraft.

1.2 Objective

Analytical studies have shown that Inquisitorial documents, “may serve as the primary
source for study of matters which are not directly connected with the history of the
institution,” (Cassar, 1996). By studying the records of the Inquisition, one can better
understand the way of life of the community, their fears and their beliefs. Though the
practice of witchcraft and magic was consistent, we see an escalation of cases in certain
periods, specifically in the last decade of the 16" century. This research addresses this
phenomena: understanding the increase in witchcraft-related cases from an

anthropological point of view.



Chapter 1 Introduction

The Inquisition, its tribunals and its punishments arouse a great deal of curiosity. Equally
interesting is the study of the accused and the intention of performing the crime. Besides
the author’s ardent interest in the subject, the topic of witchcraft and the Inquisition is
one which generates the interest of many, locals and foreigners alike. The author aspires

to get to know the people behind the crimes and give meaning to their choices.

The purpose of this study is to use historical documentation to bridge the gap between
historical facts and anthropological familiarisation of the individuals behind the
accusations. It aims to evaluate why society resorted to the use of Black Magic during a
period in which Malta was predominantly controlled by Catholicism and the
Inquisition. The research aspires to identify the main factors that compelled individuals

to recourse to banned practices such as witchcraft and sorcery in the late 16" century.

1.3 Structure

This study identifies and defines reasons behind witchcraft accusations in late sixteenth
century Malta adopting an anthropological approach. The aim is to understand better the
perception of society at the time and to get to know the people behind the accusation,
bringing them to life. The study will serve as a source of innovative information for guided
tours, giving visitors an alternative, yet authentic experience through unconventional
commentaries in connection to the Inquisition in Malta and also Dark Tourism as a niche

market.

The first chapter gives a background of the study, underlining the importance of studying
historical documentation from an anthropological point of view, in order to acquire
knowledge about social behaviour during the period in question. The chapter also

highlights the objective of this study and summarises the structure of the research.

The second chapter provides a critical analysis of existing literature and contains
theoretical perspectives from different scholars. The literature review forms the
foundation and drives the refinement of the objective and research methodology as

described in chapter three.



Chapter 1 Introduction

Chapter 4 gives a descriptive analysis of the research findings and presents the results
with reference to the concepts outlined in the literature review. Subsequently, a

discussion and interpretation of these results ensues.

Chapter 5 presents the conclusion, whereby accomplishments and findings are noted. It
also explains the limitations encountered and recommends alternative ways of studying

this topic.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

“Our ancestors lived in a world of spells and counter spells, of belief in magical
relationships, in demonic apparitions, benign spirits, angels and so on.”

(Cassar, 2000)

Witchcraft, sorcery and popular beliefs are rooted within the history of modern societies.
Though generally tolerated ‘as part of the social fabric of daily life’ in the early medieval
period, the perception of witchcraft took on an entirely different meaning in early modern
Europe (Martin, 2002). Witchcraft was suddenly viewed as a threat and the attempt to
control witches led to the persecution and mass executions of between 50,000 and

100,000 people in Europe (Cassar, 2000).

The term witchcraft is not easily defined. Historians question the connection and
differences between witchcraft and religion; two social realities which are distinct yet so

easily intertwined.

“Has witchcraft [...] preceded religion? Or is it [...] the other way round? Is
there any fundamental difference between the two social realities, or does
witchcraft form part of all religious systems, even of the most highly
developed?”

(Ciappara, 2001)

The witchcraft phenomenon can be regarded as a belief in the supernatural and thus,
easily knotted with religion. Witchcraft was not viewed as ethically condemnable by the
larger population, but rather as an instrument which could be used for good intentions -
to cure the sick, to unearth hidden treasure and to foresee the future (Cassar, 2000). On
the other hand, the Catholic Church regarded these beliefs as ‘ignorance and superstition’
of common simpletons. As early as 1591, Bishop Gargallo declared these magical
practices as sin, and that maleficos, incantatores, sortilegos and striges, (wizards,
sorcerers, fortune tellers and witches) among others, were to be reported to the

Inquisition (Ciappara, 2001).
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2.2 The Local Scenario

In Malta, witchcraft denunciations correspond to the height of the ‘witch-craze’ in Europe,
reaching their peak in the 1590s. Data analysis of three Roman Inquisition Tribunals in
neighbouring ltaly, provided by Geoffrey Parker, confirm this increase in witchcraft trials:

" ... trials for sorcery or superstition were rare until the 1580s [...] but,
thereafter, heresy cases fell to around ten per cent, while each of the three
courts spent almost half of their time searching out and persecuting
superstition, magic, and sorcery ...”

(Parker, 1982)

Similarly, witchcraft was markedly the most common ‘crime of faith’ prosecuted by the
Inquisition locally. During the same period, thirty percent of all trials in Malta were related
to witchcraft, compared to seven percent in mainland Spain and eight percent in Sicily
(Gugliuzzo, 2017). Equally interesting is the indication that women were more likely to be
accused of witchcraft than the male sex. Inquisitorial records demonstrate that, similar
to European countries, the persecution of women in Malta erupted dramatically in the
late sixteenth century and “may be considered as a clear example of misogyny in Maltese
history” (Cassar, 2008). Women'’s physical, social and economic power, as well as their
role in everyday life, made them more susceptible of being accused of maleficum,
particularly through acts related to magical healing, love magic, protection against the
“evil eye”, black magic and divination. These acts of witchcraft were perceived as a
religious offence and fell under the authority of the Inquisition throughout the period of

its jurisdiction.

2.3 The Roman Inquisition in Malta

The term Inquisition is often linked to a tyrannical institution that exercises heinous
torture in an ‘oppressive, unjust and cruel manner’, (Bonnici, 1998). In its significance,
however, the term Inquisition is associated with a tribunal or a judicial court carrying out
investigations. In the time of its operation, the Inquisition induced great fear among many

and used to ‘strike terror in the hearts of the Maltese’, (Bonnici, 1998).
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The birth of the Inquisition takes us back to 1184, when the Catholic Church’s
preoccupation to eradicate heresy increased, and a new approach to investigate and
prosecute crime was introduced (Martin, 2002). Until the arrival of the Order of the
Knights of St John, Malta was under the jurisdiction of Inquisition Tribunal administered
by the Bishop of Palermo. It was only in 1574, with the arrival of the Apostolic Visitor and
Inquisitor Mgr Pietro Dusina that the Roman Inquisition tribunal in Malta became

disconnected from the Bishop and an authority unto itself (Cassar, 2008).

Asin the rest of Europe, the early Inquisitors in Malta aimed to control heretical behaviour
such as blasphemy, bigamy, apostasy, sacrilege and illicit sex (Ciappara, 2001), and it was
only in the early 1590s, after the famine crisis succeeded by the terrible plague, that the
Inquisition turned its focus to witchcraft. The publication of Pope Sixtus V's bull against
witchcraft in 1585-1586 is highly noteworthy in this setting, possibly leading to the sharp
increase in witchcraft cases in the last decade of the sixteenth century (Cassar, 2008).
Amongst the many acts condemned as sorcery, the Inquisition waged war on

‘superstitious healing’ and the belief in popular healers.

2.4 Popular Healing and Witchcraft

“Witch beliefs became widespread when medical knowledge proved
inadequate, while magic was always put forward as an explanation.”

(C. Cassar, 1993)

The common practise of magical healing in early modern Malta can be attributed to the
ineffectiveness of learned medicine and inapt physicians. Many historians agree that
learned medicine and magical healing “substantially overlapped and both were powerless
to heal serious illnesses,” (Di Simplicio, 2006). Physicians had little knowledge of the
functioning of the human body; their diagnosis was, very often, erratic and their
prescribed medical treatment was little better than that of popular healers (Cassar, 2008).
This, together with patient’s inability to pay the physician’s charges, made the latter an
unpopular choice in case of illnesses, with commoners opting to consult the local wise

woman instead.
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Popular healing practices were an accepted daily occurrence which “provided a source of
healing at a time when [...] pre-modern medicine was of little efficacy,” (Gentilcore, 1995).
The housewife was expected to provide much of the care in the household, which explains
why popular medicine was associated with the female sex. Older women’s ‘expertise’ was
sought, especially during childbirth, whether they were midwives or not. Typically,
midwives were old, illiterate and untrained women, who gained a reputation “based on
their own mothering experience”, (Cassar, 2004). In such cases, a combination of
midwifery experience together with healing activities containing practical magical
techniques were employed. Remedies included use of herbs with alleged healing
properties, together with prayers, charms and incantations. This, together with the high
mortality rate of infants during childbirth, predisposed midwives to accusations of

witchcrafts practices.

2.5 Conclusion

‘Perhaps society is best known through its heretics and dissenters...’

R. E. Greenleaf, 1969

Inquisitorial trial records provide opportunities for anthropological study enabling the
understanding of existing societies. Late sixteenth century documents of the Inquisition
indicate that, despite the domination of Christian religion in Malta, and despite the
people’s piety and dedication towards Christianity, thousands denounced themselves or
accused others in front of the Inquisitor (Bonnici, 1998). Contemporary people were not
dissuaded from practicing popular beliefs, even though they were terrified of the prospect
of being tortured and “in extreme cases ... needed to be dragged to court after being
arrested”, (Gambin, 2004). Regardless of the relentless dominance of the Inquisition,
witchcraft related cases increased. The unyielding persistence of the community to resort
to witchcraft presents better understanding of the social, cultural and religious beliefs of
the accused — the practitioners and their patrons — and the society in general, in late

sixteenth century Malta.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

3.1 The Study

“Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood
without understanding both.”

C. Wright Mills, 1959

The main focus of this research is based on witchcraft in late sixteenth century Malta. In
the previous chapter, the author attempted to define the term witchcraft and explain this
historical phenomenon locally, in relation to happenings overseas. What follows is the
methodology of the research, explaining the procedures and techniques employed to
answer the following question: ‘What are the main factors which compelled individuals to
recourse to witchcraft practices and what do we learn about the existing community

through these choices?’

3.2 The Sample

The Inquisition of Malta under the Knights’ of St. John operated over a span of 237 years
and was responsible for prosecuting individuals accused of a wide array of crimes related
to heresy. For the purpose of this study, the research focuses on one specific area
scrutinised by the Inquisition in a specific period; the use of witchcraft and sorcery in
relation to ‘popular healing’ in the last decade of the sixteenth century. The choice of
sample selection was determined by two factors; the author’s ardent interest in the topic,
coupled with historical evidence, through Inquisitorial records, of an increase in

witchcraft-related cases in the last years of the sixteenth century.

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Due to the nature of the research, the method applied to acquire data is the Content
Analysis Approach. Information is obtained through systematic reading and observation
of primary and secondary sources, in order to examine and analyse patterns in social
phenomena (Snelgrove & Vaismoradi, 2019). Two case-studies of renowned ‘witch-cum-

healers’ are studied to substantiate research findings.

-11-



Chapter 3 Methodology

3.3.1 Primary and Secondary Sources

The study employs historical documents as well as a wide array of bibliographic literature
as basis for research. Records of Inquisition trials (AIM) are a primary source of data
collection. The researcher also followed the work of local historians considered to be
pioneers in the field, namely Prof. Carmel Cassar, Prof. Frans Ciappara and Fr. Alexander
Bonnici. Primary and secondary resources are studied in view of bringing to the fore the
witchcraft phenomena in the local context, as well as to plan and create a half-day tour
(refer to Appendix 3), whereby participants will experience and appreciate the social

aspect of witchcraft practices.

3.3.2 The Qualitative Data

A qualitative data approach is a technique in which the researcher takes the role of an
observer and attempts to gain an understanding of the significance of social relations or
processes for the subjects being observed (Cohen, 2000). Historical research through
qualitative data is concerned with identifying relationships of past happenings and
assisting the understanding of human culture through observation of subjects (Berg,
2001). By adopting a qualitative approach, the researcher studies social patterns related
to 16™ century witchcraft and interprets the data which was collected from these
observations. Thus, the data collected in this study is presented in the form of a
gualitative report with use of quotes from primary and secondary sources to substantiate

findings.

3.3.3 The Case Study

To optimise the research, two case studies of notorious witches are examined, with the
aim of providing examples of real people in real situations (Cohen, 2000) and give research
results a more ‘human’ face. The purpose of the case studies is to investigate and analyse
the events and circumstances that constitute the life of the subject, “with the view to
establishing generalisations about the wider population” to which the subject belongs

(Cohen, 2000).

-12 -
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34 Limitations

Potential study limitations should be noted. Trial documents from the AIM are one of the
major sources in the research. Possible limitations presented by these sources are (1) the
partiality of these records, which were written by the scribes of the Inquisition, and are
therefore subject to bias; (2) the paucity of the historical record, which, even if totally
accurate, represents only a small portion of what essentially occurred during the period;
(3) the issue of language interpretation. Court cases of the Inquisition are written in
Italian. Language is constantly changing and words, which may have had a particular
connotation at the time in question, may have changed meaning completely at this

present day and age.

3.4 Conclusion

The research methods adopted in this study portray how the researcher aims to reach a

high level of reliability and validity. The following chapter contains the results and the

analysis of the data which was gathered through the research methods described in this

chapter.

-13-
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Chapter 4 Analysis and Discussion of Results

4.1 The Period in Question

The late 16™ century period marks a rise in witchcraft cases in Malta, a phenomenon
which corresponds to the increase of similar cases in Europe. This was by no means a
coincidence. Cassar (2008) argues, that the local witch-craze took off in the 1590s, since
by that time, the Inquisition had managed to control the spread of Protestant heresies,
an issue which was by far a principal worry. Having suppressed Protestantism, the Church
directed its energy towards educating its followers within its folds, thus shifting its
attention from anti-Protestantism to anti-witchcraft. This phenomenon is also discussed
by Ciappara (2001) who asserts that during this period, illicit magic, such as love magic,
healing magic and the evil eye, was “by far the single largest category of religious deviance
handled by the Inquisition”. Thus, one can argue that the increase in witchcraft cases was
not necessarily a result of an increase in witchcraft practice, but a result of the tightening

control and rigorous investigation of the Inquisition at the time.

Furthermore, historical transformations taking place in Malta at the time need to be taken
into consideration. The building of the new capital by the Order of St. John brought about
a wave of new settlers who migrated from rural areas to the new cities in the harbour, in
search of a better lifestyle. These newcomers, unaccustomed to the urban life, did not
abandon their peasant practices and beliefs. Cassar (2008) states that people found it
difficult to adapt, resulting into a “clash of mentalities” which may help to explain the rise
in prosecutions in the 1590s. This, together with the infiltration of foreigners, such as
travellers, traders and slaves in the harbour area, contributed to this ‘mentality clash’ and

increase in denunciations.

4.2 The Increase in Denunciations

The shift in the role of the Inquisition is a central element for the escalation in
denunciations and witchcraft trials. The inhabitants of the island were encouraged to
report individuals suspected of witchcraft, even by local parishes. Cassar (2018) states
that there are numerous instances were confessors refused to give absolution to
penitents unless they reported their denunciations to the Inquisition, be it self-

denunciation or reports against suspects. Furthermore, unlike Civil Court procedures,

-15-
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proof of a person’s guilt was not required by the Inquisitor; suspicion of transgression was
enough. Thus, many of those who approached the Inquisitor were not accused of crime,

but did so to denounce others (Bonnici, 1998).

Gugliuzzo (2017) observes that these denunciations can be seen as a reflection of village
conflicts and tensions. Personal quarrels and village enmities were pursued to great
extremes and people were willing to lie and falsely accuse others in order to get even.
Gugliuzzo further claims that the Inquisition was constantly faced with perjury, a common
tendency among the Maltese who “had no scruples about spreading false information to
taint the names of honest people”. Such disputes conceivably played an important role

in witchcraft accusations.

4.3 Resorting to Witchcraft: the Practitioners and their Patrons

Despite the Inquisition’s suppression, witchcraft continued to be a regular practise sought
by the island’s inhabitants. It was a source of livelihood to many, particularly to elderly-
widowed women who were “frequently driven to the margins of society”, (Cassar, 2002).
To the common folk, charms and incantations were considered as a form of assistance for
their safety; “as a source of relief to the problems and tensions they encountered in their
everyday existence”, (Cassar 2008). And whereas the educated sector of society outgrew

their belief in magic, the lower classes did not give up their old beliefs just as easily.

Bonnici (1998) argues that essentially, the Maltese were pious people who turned to God
in their hour of need, but “because of the low level of education, they could not
distinguish between faith and superstition”. Very often, magic practices overlapped with
religious beliefs. Trial documents show how incantations involved prayers to saints: “con
un certo profumo d’alcune misture dicendo il Pater Noster et I’Ave Maria a bassa voce” ?,

and even doing rituals whilst attending mass:

L« .with a certain perfume of some mixtures saying the Pater Noster and the Ave Maria in a low voice...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol.
19B case 46, fol. 497)

-16 -
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“...sentir una messa et che mentre il sacerdote era per elevar il Santissimo
Sacramento dovesse voltar la faccia in dietro et dir che egli se ne mentiva, con

calzoni in mano...” ?

Common folk were genuinely motivated to perform these rituals for all sorts of divine
interventions, particularly for healing purposes. The village healer or ‘wise woman’
provided remedies for various illnesses, ranging from common ailments, to more
unconventional disorders, such as removing the “malocchio” (evil eye), and infidelity,

which was also seen as an illness:

“curarlo con molti remedij di diverse misture [...] rafreddato del suo amore per

conto d’altre donne...” 3

Cassar (1996) affirms that one cannot make a distinction between magic, medicine and
religion; healing rituals overlapped with faith and official medicine, and the inhabitants of
Malta, be they practitioners or patrons, resorted to witchcraft when they were in

desperate need.

4.4 Misogyny, Women and Witchcraft

“Witchcraft accusations were culturally constructed, primarily meant to
control women's activities.”

(Cassar, 1993)

Women’s role in the late 16™ century was specifically defined within the domestic sphere;
that of being a devoted wife to her husband and family. In this conservative mode of
thought, the wife was always subservient to her husband, and it was unthinkable for the
learned and the elite to consider a woman’s social role, other than that of marriage.
Consequently, unmarried women and widows were seen as immoral and noncompliant

to the norms of society, and hence, more susceptible to attack. Unattached females were

2 “_.hear a Mass and while the priest was about to raise the Blessed Sacrament turn her face back and say that she was lying to
herself with trousers in hand...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 19B case 46, fol. 497v)

3 «__treat him with many remedies of different mixtures |[...] cooled down by his love on behalf of other women...”(AIM Proc
Crim. Vol. 19B case 46, fol. 497)
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seen as weak, “peculiar, unprotected and suspect” (Midelfort, 1982), and so, predisposed
to witchcraft. If a woman did not conform to this social standard it was seen as an act of
defiance, of social imbalance and an inversion of morality, all of which formed part of the
witch stereotype. Cassar (1998) claims that witchcraft accusations were part of social
control; by being accused of witchcraft, women were constantly reminded to conform to

conventional standards.

Furthermore, a woman’s role was that of a care-giver. Women nursed the sick and tended
to children at a time when hygienic conditions were poor and diseases were widespread.
Sudden deaths were common and at times, magic or maleficium seemed the only
justification for such events. This connection between women and healing, linked females
to witchcraft. Moreover, the conviction that females were likely to “succumb to any man”
and were “particularly prone to sexual desires”, strengthened the notion that women
were essentially immoral and were “capable of the worst treason against man and God”
(Cassar, 2008). Consequently, many women suspected of witchcraft, were described as a
‘whore and a witch’; “una donna trista et magara” (AIM Proc Crim 147A Case 83 fols. 56,

56v).

This hostility towards ‘defiant’ and ‘nonconforming’ women was shared by society in
general. The notion that women were more likely to engage in witchcraft appears to
have been widely accepted and this is reflected in the number of Inquisition trials of the

late 16" century period.

4.5 The Case-Studies

The rationale given thus far encapsulates significant elements which conceivably,
contributed to the overall rise in witchcraft cases in the late 16" century. Consequently,
it analyses the issue in question: the reasons why inhabitants still resorted to witchcraft

practices during this period of rigorous investigation by the Inquisition.

Practising magic as a form of livelihood, perjury and a low level of education are some of
the elements that are manifested in trials which took place in the late 1590s. What follows

is the analysis of two case-studies of notorious witches, namely Betta Caloiro and Isabetta
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Caruana, which demonstrate the elements discussed so far. A copy of the original
Inquisition sentencing documents of the two case-studies can be found in Appendix 1 and

2 respectively.

4.5.1 Betta Caloiro

Betta Caloiro (1519 — 1608) appeared in front of Inquisitor Fabrizio Verallo in 1599. She
was then a widow, aged 80 and was known as mineichiret, owing to the fact that she had
a twisted nose. From her deposition in front of the Inquisitor, we learn that as a child,
Betta lived in Burmola near the garden of St. Helen. Typical of women her age, Betta had
a reputation of being a healer-cum-witch. She was accused of practising ‘magaria’
(maleficent magic) and for consorting with the devil Farfarello, whom she revered and
invoked with the words: “o farfarello salomone vien qui” *, followed by a recitation of the
Ave Maria and the Pater Noster. Her relationship with Farfarello started at the age of
twelve, when, as she describes, she was hit by a strong wind in the neck, fell ill, and
immediately saw six young boys wearing colourful clothing and led by Farfarello. From
then on, she treated Farfarello as a saint and summoned him whenever she was in need

of his help:

“fosti solita a recitare il pater noster et I’ave maria quando invocavi il detto
farfarello drillando a Iui le dette orationi come santo, per riverirlo et

ringratiarlo et accio venesse presto et ti facesse del bene” >

Betta was also accused of having consorted with the said Farfarello to provide her patrons
with cures for several ailments. Unsurprisingly, these accusations included remedies for
sexual impotence, the malocchio (evil eye) and infidelity, all of which were considered as
illnesses, and treated as such. Most of the cures involved reciting incantations whilst
holding items of clothing belonging to the ‘sick’ person, such as calzoni (trousers) and
camicie (shirts), after which these items would be burnt and thrown into the sea. This

done, the unfaithful husband would return to his wife, “et no haria potuto conoscere

4“Oh Farfarello Salomon come here” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 198 case 46, fol. 499v)

5 “..you used to recite the Pater Noster and the Ave Maria when you invoked the said Farfarello by devoting to him the said
orations as a saint, to revere him and to thank him and summon him quickly to do you good...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 19B case
46, fol. 500v)
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carnalmente altre donne” . Other remedies for unfaithful husbands “perse dietro le
puttane”’, included concoctions made out of a mixture of herbs, such as rosemary, mint,
laurel leaves and salt amongst others, which had to be burnt and spread around the
house. Another remedy, which this time was to be ingested, included milk from seven
lactating mothers, donkey’s milk and flour from three married women, among other

things. The mixture had to be served to the husband in his meal.

The above denunciations were written and recited in the sentence giving. Following the
trial, Betta was willing to repent: “hai dimandato perdono e misericordia, dicendo che sei
pentita d’esser cascata in tal’errori” . She was convicted to eight years imprisonment,
ordered to recite the rosary every Saturday and to confess every month for two years.
Despite her contrition, she was, at times, overheard invoking Farfarello while

incarcerated. Betta died in 1608, aged nearly 90, still in prison.

4.5.2 Isabetta Caruana

Isabetta Caruana (née Cafor), widow of Joanello Caruana and a resident of Gozo, appeared
in front of Inquisitor Antonio Hortensio in May 1599. She was then aged fifty, and earned
a living through midwifery. Her reputation as a witch was well-known: “...una donna

magara per fama publica...”’

Isabetta was accused of witchcraft, heresy and of
worshipping the devil: “...supecta d’heresia... d’haver adorato il demonio...”*° These
accusations were repeatedly denied by the accused. Denunciations against Isabetta were
many, but perhaps the queerest accusation was that of having been seen flying on a

broomstick at night accompanied by another woman, presumably her daughter Romana:

“...esserti retrovata sens alter hore di note nel rabato del Gozzo a cavallo sopra
un lasta dal mezzo in su di tua persona nuda...accompagnata da un altra

donna correndo di qua et dila...” 1

6« .could not have known other women carnally...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 19B case 46, fol. 497)

7« .lost to whores...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 19B case 46, fol. 498)

8 «_.you have asked for forgiveness and mercy, saying that you have repented of falling into such errors...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol.

19B case 46, fols. 500v, 501)
° “...a publicly-famed witch...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78)

10« suspected of heresy...of having worshipped the devil...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78v)

11« seen in the early hours of night in Rabat of Gozo, riding on a broomstick, naked from the waist up... accompanied by

another woman running here and there...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78)
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This strange denunciation was put forward by a certain Valerio Cauchi, an inhabitant of
Gozo. Cauchi accused Isabetta of being “una trista donna et magara” and of having
witnessed the accused riding the said broomstick at night together with another woman,
whom he identified as Isabetta’s daughter. Isabetta denied the accusations, and

explained that her occasional night trips were due to her duties as a midwife:

“...alle volte occorse che alcuna donna volesse parturire di note fosti chiamata

et che sei andata come mammana...” 12

Cauchi’s second deposition in front of the tribunal reveals a plausible motive for such a
fabricated accusation. Cauchi accused Isabetta of being a procuress, a matter which was
confirmed by several other witnesses, and of having attempted to procure the services of
his thirteen-year-old stepdaughter to a Knight. As a result, the girl’s reputation was
tainted and the possibility of marrying her was scant. This enmity between Isabetta

Caruana and Valerio Cauchi helps to explain the extent of such a denunciation.

Another accusation was that seven years before, Isabetta had been seen dressed as a
male Muslim: “...vestita d’huomo et sola ed un turbante in testa...” 3 This was treated as
a serious charge, since associating with Muslims signified “the antitheses of anything
Christian” (Hoe, 2015). Furthermore, Isabetta was also accused of teaching distorted

rudiments of Christianity to younger girls:

“...tener che nostro Signore Gesu Christo no fosse nato dal luogho naturale
della Santissima Madre ma da’petto et che fu crucifisso che era di quattro mesi

solamente..” *

Unlike the first two accusations, which she continuously denied, Isabetta admitted to
these charges since it “never crossed her mind that her belief, or indeed her teaching, was

wrong” (Cassar, 2004). This clearly demonstrates the low level of education of the

12« at times it so happened that some woman needed to give birth at night so you were called and that you went as a

midwife...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78)

13« dressed as a man and alone with a turban on her head...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78)

14« .hold that our Lord Jesus Christ was not born of the natural place of the Holy Mother but from the chest and that he was
crucified when he was only four months...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78)
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accused, leading her to misinterpret Christian teachings, as described by the Inquistor

Hortensio, “per vera ignoranza” **> (AIM Proc Crim Vol 147A case 83 fol 78v).

Isabetta was subjected to torture on the strappado’® in order to confess. In the
sentencing, she was found guilty of witchcraft practices and heresy. She was forced to
admit her errors and was punished with a number of spiritual penances, including
attending Mass at the High Church in Gozo, during which she was to remain on her knees

holding a candle in hand.

4.6 Concluding Observation

Inquisition documents and witchcraft trials provide an exceptional opportunity for
anthropological study. Through these records, one perceives a particular world view and
way of life which made these practices and beliefs persist for so long, despite the

predominant control of the Inquisition.

The rise in witchcraft cases was essentially a result of a series of historical events, together
with socio-cultural elements present in late 16" century Malta. Deliberate criminalisation
of witchcraft practices can be seen as part of a larger purpose: to exert moral and social
control over weak members of the community. However, despite rigorous attempts to
suppress them, witchcraft practices and beliefs persevered well into the centuries that

followed, right until the end of the Inquisition’s operation.

15« from true ignorance...” (AIM Proc Crim. Vol. 147A case 83, fol. 78v)
6 Method of torture most commonly used by the Inquisition.
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Chapter 5 Conclusion

5.1 Conclusion: Witchcraft in Late 16" Century Malta

Archival documents confirm that in the final decade of the 16" century, witchcraft-related
cases increased in spite of relentless attempts to quell such popular beliefs. This research
aimed to identify the main factors which compelled individuals to resort to witchcraft
practices despite the rigorous suppression posed by the Inquisition, and thus, to
understand the prevailing community through these choices. Through systematic study
and analysis of primary and secondary sources, this research has shown how the
predominant factor which led to an increase in witchcraft cases is primarily attributed to
the tightening grip of the Inquisition in the period in question. The escalation in cases
does not necessarily correspond to the increase in the practice, but reflects the primary
concern of the Inquisition to eradicate popular beliefs, which consequently led to an

increase in prosecutions.

Based on a qualitative approach of historical evidence, the research reveals the factors
which propagated the witchcraft phenomena in late 16" century Malta. Witchcraft and
sorcery were a constant daily occurrence in the local scenario. Fear of misfortunes,
superstitious beliefs and a desperate need for divine protection, very often led the
common folk to appeal to God or the supernatural in their hour of need. Ecclesiastical
rituals were given a folkloristic twist whereby magical practices mingled and borrowed
from ‘official’ religious rituals (Cassar, 1996). Furthermore, through the analysis of case
studies, the study reveals a link between witchcraft, women and healing practices.
Unattached females who performed healing rituals for a living were perceived as
‘immoral’ witches and were predisposed to accusations, indicating a misogynistic

stereotypical behaviour towards women who did not conform to the ‘rules’ of society.
5.2 Recommendations for Further Studies

Based on these findings, further research is recommended. This study focused on the
analysis of two witchcraft cases in late 16" century Malta. One recommendation is to

use this research as a scaffold to study additional cases of witchcraft that took place in the

same period, thus extending parameters for comparative purposes.
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In addition, since this study was directed towards the active role of women in the field of
witchcraft, a second recommendation is to study the practice of magic from a male
perspective. Examining the involvement of men in the field of magic provides

opportunities to assess and differentiate male and female domains.

A final recommendation for future research is the impact of foreigners and their religions.
The Maltese were devout Catholics and their lives revolved around the teachings of the
Church. However this did not stop them from seeking the help of foreign individuals,
typically Muslim slaves, who were renowned for sorcery. This is another area which

requires further study.

5.3 A Final Thought

The Archives of the Inquisition have unleashed a myriad of information on the social
beliefs of a bygone society. Documents of the Inquisition shed light on the unconventional
culture that dominated the Maltese islands; doubts, suspicions, worries and ultimately,
the way of life of the existing society in early modern Malta. The Holy Office of the Roman
Inquisition was feared by many. Nevertheless, the Inquisition’s efforts to eradicate magic
and witchcraft in the late 16" century were unsuccessful. Witchcraft practices remained
engrained in the local social structure and persisted as a constant remedy for many

centuries.
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Synopsis of Guided Tour

One of the main intents of the research is to use the compiled data to organise a tour that
focuses on 16™ century witchcraft, with special reference to the examined case studies.
The tour aims at giving the audience a realistic and authentic view of witches. Narrations
and anecdotes used dispel the classic ‘myths’ revolving around witches and bring the
characters to life, by portraying them as regular individuals who practiced their trade for
a living. The audience is invited to step inside the shoes of a witch or a sorcerer and walk
in their footsteps, thus understanding where and how they practiced their trade, why they
were denounced, and follow their journey from arraignment, to trial and to punishment.

Hereunder is a synopsis of the tour.
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Figure 1: Map of proposed Tour

The tour commences in the harbour area of Birgu, specifically in Triq il-Mandragg. The
street is named after the Manderaggio or Mandracchio, a sheltered area of the Birgu
harbour where small galleys and fishing boats were once moored. The commentary
begins with the arrival of the Knights of St. John in Malta. It highlights the revolutionary
changes that occurred to the harbour area following this event, which led to an influx of
locals from rural villages to the maritime city of Birgu. People from all walks of life,
including renowned witches, flocked to the harbour in search of financial gain. An
explanation of what was considered to be witchcraft follows, thus introducing and

defining the topic of the tour.
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Moving to Hilda Tabone Street, the commentary focuses on the concept of the Collachio,
the area which was exclusively reserved for the Knights of St. John, especially after dark.
Here, the idea of black magic and prohibited practices is further explored, with
comparisons between the strict and pious life of the knights, to the poor and profane life
of the commoners. It accentuates how popular beliefs and superstitious acts were
frowned upon by the authorities, and anyone associated with such practices was brought

to justice, thus introducing the term Inquisition.

The tour proceeds through Triq il-Majjistral and then through Trig Pacifku Scicluna, to stop
in front of the Executioner’s House. Here the link between witchcraft and the Inquisition
is further explained through the description of the executioner’s job, and his association

with the Inquisitor’s Palace and the Law Courts of the Order.

From this point forth, the tour continues inside the Inquisitor’s Palace. The usual
commentary connected with the Inquisitor’s Palace is given a twist, centring on the
witchcraft phenomenon that took place in the late 16th century. The commentary
includes fresh narratives and peculiar curiosities disclosed in this study, to animate the

tour and to entertain the audience. Amongst other things the commentary includes:

Ll the witch craze phenomenon in 16™ century Europe and Malta
] examples of accusations and inquisitorial trials of witches

] ingredients used in potions and examples of incantations

] the combination of religious prayers and witchcraft

] references to demons and evil spirits

] discrimination against unattached females

. false accusations against innocent victims

Throughout the tour, special attention is given to the two characters studied in this
research i.e. Betta Caloiro and Isabetta Caruana. The story of these two renowned
witches unfolds in the rooms of the Palace, with different aspects about their life, trial and
punishments, narrated in the different sections of the site. By the end of the tour, the
audience gets to know the real women behind witchcraft accusations, shedding the

stereotypical label ‘witches’ living in late 16™ century Malta.
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