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he migratory flow that

Malta has been experi-

encing in recent times is
giving rise to a number of issues,
which are of diverse nature and
magnitude. However, there is no
doubt that one of the controver-
sies that is leading to a public
debate concerning these illegal
migrants is definitely about
race, These illegal migrants are
mostly of African or Asian ori-
gins and, more importantly,
they are of a different skin
colour from the Maltese popula-
tion; in others words the great
majority of these migrants are
black. Is it correct to conclude
that this phenomenon is some-
thing new to Maltese history?
Did Malta experience migration
of black people during the past?

In ithes past thirly years, the
History Department at the Faculty
of Arts.— Umvermty.oi.@tlalba, has
continuously supported its stu-
dents to undertake studies on past
Maltese population. These studies
began slowly to unearth hidden
social realities including the pres:
ence of black slaves in Malia.
Maore recent to our times, Godfey
Wettinger published a scholarly
article on this past reality entitled
Black African Slaves in Malta. (It
was published in Mediterranean
Seascapes, ed. Simon Mercieca —
Malta University Publishers Ltd,
2006, p. 65-82). These slaves were
of both® sexes. Usually, male
slaves were employed for manual
work, such as construction pro-
jects or as rowers on the galleys.
Well-to-do families bought female
slaves to assist in the household
chores. In some cases, a pregnant
female slave was also bought to
provide the service of wet-nurse.
There is no need to repeat that
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The ownership of
black slaves in Malta

DR SIMON MERCIECA points out that the presence of African and Asian
immigrants amongst us is not a new phenomenon for in the past Malta had
already experience the migration of black people

amongst these female slaves, there
were those who were black.

The Church documents also
give information about how
these slaves were referred to at
the time. The most common
expression was for a slave to be
called “etiopico” (for a male) or
‘etiopica’ (for a female). Some
scholars have mistaken this
term to mean a person coming
from Ethiopia. In these church
records, it simply meant a black
person. This expression was
commonly used in the seven-

the other an expression of respect.
Definitely, the owner wanted to
have his or her slave included in
the painting to show his or her
opulence. At the same time, by
including the slave, I am con-
vinced that the owner was
expressing his respect towards the
slave by considering him part of
the family nucleus. Judging from
the period and times, these slaves
were definitely better off, in terms
of dress and living, in respegt to
certain endogenous people. This
situation does not seem to have
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pointed out, that during this
period, men and women were
not subjected to slavery on the
principle of their skin but for
religious reasons. Muslims sub-
jected those Christian subjects
with whom the Ottoman Porte
had no diplomatic relationships
into slavery. In return, those
Christian countries, which were
excluded from this form of rela-
tionship, subjected Muslims into
bondage. Thus, Malta had its
share of white slaves. The white
slave was literally described as
schiavo bianco whilst an olive-
skinned slave was called ‘olivas-
tro’.

The presence of black slaves
amongst Maltese families or in
society at large was expressed
with certain prominence even in
art. One has only to go to Saint
John's Co-Cathedral, and visit the
tomb of Grand Master Fra Nicolao
Cotoner (1663-1680) to realise
that of the two slaves, sculptured
in marble, carrying on their shoul-
ders Cotoner’s urn, is a black
slave. This image reminds the vis-
itor of the state of captivity of this
black male slave. Other images
can be proposed, which represent
black slaves in private families.
The inclusion of the image of a
black slave in the painting, assist-
ing its mistress is on the one hand

fal,' fewer. Male slaves elther
sought to return back home
after succeeding to get ran-
soined or those who rememed
on the island sought to inte-
grate themselves with the rest
of the population. Thus, they
sought baptism and eventually
obtained their freedom so that
they got married. They either
married another manumitted
female or else their spouse or
groom would be someone from
the lower strata of society, usu-
ally a paid-off harlot. Thus,
through marriage they now
became fully integrated in
Maltese society.
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Photo taken from a book of Pinto’s tomb showing underneath the
image of a Turkish buonavoglia and a Negro black siave

There was also another reality
primarily involving female slaves
and this was concubinage. One
should not exclude cases where
slaves were owned and used, in
the past, also by rich women as a
form of gigolo. However, these
are rare instances and it is very
difficult to unearth and extract
such a hidden reality from histori-
cal documents. On the contrary, it
is easier to discover the presence
of females slaves owned in partic-
ular by single male masters most-
ly priests and knights. This does
not exclude that amongst these
female slaves some were black.

It should be pointed out, that
concubinage, in Malta, was an
accepted reality, particularly up
to the end of the seventeenth
century. The local population
not only knew about this reality
but also approved it. On the
other hand, it was only in the
eighteenth century that the
Catholic Church began to take
this issue rather se;iously and
applied restrictive measures to
curb what was by then begin-
ning to be considered a mil-
lenarian abuse.

Concubinage was not something
new to Malta. It already existed in
medieval times but, during this
period, the concubine was usually
Maltese. During the Knights’ peri-
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od, it had become customary to
take as concubine one of the cap-
tured young female slaves with
the consequence that they were
having children from their master.
Again, the documents do not spec-
ify the paternity of the children
born to slaves, and this irrespec-
tive of whether the slave was a
black or white. However, in these
cases, the owner usually appears
as the godfather of the infant.
Then, the final indication that the
master/owner was also the father
of the baby results in the will. It is
not rare for someone to come
across wills, formulated by
knights or rich priests, in which
part of the family fortune was left
to the offspring of their slave.
Among those who resorted to this
system in their wills one finds the
name of Mattia Preti and the
pri¢st-benefactor of the Tarxien
parish church, Gwann Barbara.

Furthermore, the presence of
black slaves was not a new reali-
ty confined to the sixteenth cen-
tury that came into being after
the knights of Saint John came
to Malta. References to black
slaves are also to be found in
medieval documents. Their pres-
ence on the island, at the time,
was a well-known and accepted
fact, to the extent that they were
represented in church iconogra-
phy. In fact, the most important
painting to be commissioned
during the late medieval period,

‘both: in terms of artistic value
-and in terms of the commission-

ers of the painting as well as
location, is the main painting for
the Mdina Cathedral. This
painting is a polyptych, that is, a
retable made up of the main
panel, surrounded by a number
of panels, showing the life of the
apostle Paul. One of these panels
is dedicated to Saint Paul’s con-
version on the way to Damascus.
In this panel, the painter showed
St. Paul lying on the ground
whilst the background is taking
over by the figure of a number of
persons on horse back.

. Continueson page 32-33 ",
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Behind St. Paul’s horse, in the
middle ground, the painter
added the figure of a young

black boy. Whether the inclu-
sion of this particular personage
was intended fo express a
Maltese medieval reality or not,
is not the point of my argument.
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The point being made here is
that the insertion of such an
image did not create any con-
troversy and this is due, in my
opinion for the fact, that Malta
had black slave at the time. The
presence of black slaves was all
over the Mediterranean, includ-
ing in the present day Middle
East, which by then in Muslim
hands. The addition of such a
figure could be an allegory to
this reality, where young black
boys were enslaved by Arabs to
be turned into eunuchs serving
in the houses of rich Muslim
masters.

The story of this painting points
out that, at some stage in our his-
tory, race issues became part of
the agenda of the local elite since
the image of this black slave was
covered up and it was only
recently brought to light after the
painting was subjected to meticu-
lous restoration. It is not clear
whether this painting was cov-
ered up when it was still in its
place behind the main altar or
after it had been removed. It was
removed towards the end of the
seventeenth century to make way
for a new pala d’altare by Mattia
Preti that still acts as the back-
drop of the Cathedral church.
One may be inclined to think that
the image of the black slave was
censored after it was removed
from its place, and the retable was
deposited in ene of the side
rooms (but still on show) of the
Cathedral. It is very likely that the
figure was covered. It is a known
historical fact that some of these
panels were restored by Giuseppe
Hyzler and his assistants around
the middle of the 19th century.

ing to other paintings, which
were perhaps also considered
slightly indecorous, it is rightly to
conclude that the censorship on
this image was imposed during
the nineteenth century.

There exist all the good histor-
ical ingredients to make it
extremely plausible that such a
censorship was implemented in
the nineteenth century. It is a
fact that, during the British
period, Malta too would be

over taken by the zeal of
Victorian Puritanism. It was
the period when a number of
eighteenth-century ideas on
sexual morality got mixed-up
with nineteenth-century theo-
ries of racial superiority. The
image of a black person
amongst the audience welcom-
ing St. Paul was definitely con-
sidered as something indeco-

rous. In terms of modern par-

lance, our medieval ancestors
had no idea of the correct pro-
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onto the souls in purgatory began
being censored by having the
naked breast or nipple of the vir-
gin covered up.

The students of the Faculty of
Arts undertaking demographic
studies in the late sixties and
early seventies were pioneers in
revealing that what people
thought, about an idyllic
remote past, was a false percep-
tion. Let us hope that this year,
which is dedicated to intercul-
tural dialogue, helps us,
Maltese, to better understand
our history and remember that,
when we had the chance, we
had no problem to subject
black people into slavery.
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