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Unit 1: MALTA UNDER THE ARABS AND THE NORMANS 
 
 
 
THE SPREAD OF ISLAM 
In 630 AD, Mohammed led a Muslim army against the city of Mecca. The people of 

Mecca did not put up much of a resistance and Mohammed and his army quickly 
conquered this city. The Muslims then went on to conquer the whole of the Arabian 

Peninsula, spreading the Islamic religion among the Arab people.  
 
The Arabs continued to conquer other lands in Africa and Asia and so the Islamic 
religion spread to these lands too. The Arabs also conquered lands which bordered 
on the Mediterranean Sea, such as Spain and most of the main islands, such as 

Cyprus, Crete, Sicily and Sardinia.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

The Arabs attacked Malta in 869 AD. However, they were repulsed by the Byzantine 
garrison. A year later, in 870 AD, the Arabs attacked Malta again with a stronger force. 

This time the Arabs conquered Malta from the Byzantines. Like other powers who had 
conquered Malta in the past, the Arabs wanted to occupy Malta because of its strategic 

position in the centre of the Mediterranean and for its sheltered harbours.  
 

MALTA UNDER ARAB RULE 

Arab rule in Malta brought about considerable change to the inhabitants of the islands. 
This was because the Maltese were Christians and had a Roman and Byzantine culture 
which were very different from the culture and religion of their Arab rulers.  
 
Under Arab rule, Malta was governed by an Arab governor called a Qajd or Qàdi. As 

in other lands they conquered, it is believed that the Arabs did not force the Maltese 
to convert to Islam. However, those Maltese who remained Christians were referred 

to as dimmi and were subjected to a special tax called ħarag.  
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During their rule over the Maltese Islands, the Arabs introduced a number of changes, 
the effects of which can be seen and felt to this very day. When the Arabs took over 

Malta, the Roman capital city called Melite was spread over the land which included 
Mdina and Rabat. The Arabs reduced the size of this city to the size of today’s Mdina. 

The name Mdina is of Arabic origin, from ‘Medina’ which means a ‘citadel’. They did this 
by constructing strong defensive walls and digging a deep ditch around it. It is thought 
that the Arabs reduced Mdina in size in order to be able to defend it better.  
 
Arab rule in Malta marks the origins of the Maltese language as we know it today. Arab 

(or Semitic) vocabulary and syntax started to form part of our language which is said to 
have had a Punic base. The Arabs also brought about changes in agricultural practices. 

They are said to have introduced citrus trees such as oranges, lemons and tangerines to 
Malta. The Arabs also introduced the cotton plant to these islands. It is also said that 

the Arabs introduced the practice of separating stepped fields by rubble walls to prevent 
soil erosion caused by rain and wind. The Arabs also brought about changes in place-
names in the Maltese Islands as well as changes in the names and surnames of people. 

In fact some of the oldest Maltese surnames are of Arabic (or Semitic) origin. 
 
THE VIKINGS  
In the past, the people who lived in Scandinavia, (made up of 

Norway, Sweden and Denmark) were called Norsemen or 
Vikings. In these countries these people lived in villages 
inhabited by large families. They built their homes out of wood 

or stone and roofed them with turf. Many Vikings were farmers, 
while others earned their living from fishing and other trades. 

The boys were taught to do their father’s work, while mothers 
taught their girls how to take care of the home.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
The type of writing used by Vikings was called runes. 
The Vikings were pagans and therefore believed in a 

number of gods. While Odin was their main god, they 
believed in other gods such as Thor, the god of 

thunder, and Freia, the goddess of fertility, 
among others.  
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The Runic alphabet used by the Vikings. 

Viking warriors and lonship. 
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https://www.google.com.mt/url?sa=i&url=https://hst101.wordpress.com/2009/11/20/vikings/&psig=AOvVaw1lLwlpnF4xrG-QTl-1QHWp&ust=1582634126528000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNiWj-CZ6ucCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
https://www.google.com.mt/imgres?imgurl=https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/08/Viking_longship.png&imgrefurl=https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viking_longship.png&tbnid=lAvdmnBeIPoYNM&vet=12ahUKEwj8347ZmurnAhXZOlAKHYn_CTkQMygiegQIARBZ..i&docid=Yq8E6i4XL0RmFM&w=3505&h=2021&q=viking longship picture&hl=en&safe=strict&ved=2ahUKEwj8347ZmurnAhXZOlAKHYn_CTkQMygiegQIARBZ


 
 
The Vikings were brave warriors and 

hardy sailors. From a young age, Viking 
boys were taught how to navigate and 

sail their famous longships. The longship 
was used for battle and was strongly built 
to sail long distances in rough seas. Since 

the countries where the Vikings lived 
were very cold for most of the year, 

farmers found it difficult to grow enough 
crops to feed the entire Viking population. 
Therefore, many Vikings were forced to 

leave their homelands and migrate to 
other warmer lands in order to make a 

better living for their families.  
 

It is said that the Vikings were the first people to inhabit Iceland and Greenland. 
Viking warriors also sailed in their longships and attacked countries like England, 

Ireland and France. Viking attacks on these lands used to leave a trail of death and 
destruction behind them as villages and towns were destroyed and often burnt to the 
ground. The Vikings would then carry off whatever was of use to them, including 

people who were then sold as slaves. Later on, bands of Vikings started to settle 
down in parts of the countries they attacked. These lands were often handed over to 

the Vikings by the leaders of the countries concerned if the Vikings promised to 
settle down peacefully and stop attacking the villages and towns of that country.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
HOW THE VIKINGS BECAME NORMANS  
In 885 AD, a large Viking army attacked France and threatened to destroy Paris, the 
capital city of this country. The French king offered the Vikings a large sum of money. In 

return the Vikings promised not to attack Paris but to settle peacefully in the land given 
to them by the king. This land after some time came to be called Normandy, which 

means the ‘land of the Norsemen’. The Vikings who had settled in Normandy came to 
be known as Northmen or simply as Normans which means ‘men from the North’.  

 

 

Vikings raiding a medieval village: 
http://www.hurstwic.org/history/articles/societ
y/text/raids.htm 

 

The Vikings conquer Normandy: 
http://www.viking.no/e/france/norm_
col_gb.gif 

 

Lands raids or explored by the 

Vikings 
https://vikingsista.weebly.com/blog/
archives/11-2014 
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In 1066, Duke William the Conquer of Normandy crossed the English Channel and 
conquered England. For over a century, England was ruled by Norman Kings. The 
famous Battle of Hastings of 1066 is recorded in the Bayeaux Tapestry ordered by 

King William to commemorate this victory. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

THE NORMANS IN MALTA  
In 1090, Count Roger, who hailed from the Norman noble family of Hauteville, 
completed the conquest of Sicily from its Arab rulers. In the following year, 1091, a 

Norman army led by Count Roger sailed from Sicily to attack Malta, which was also 
ruled by the Arabs.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The Normans did not meet with much resistance from the Arabs of 
Malta. The Arab governor or Qàdi, seeing the fear of the local 
population, decided to surrender and to meet with Count Roger in 

order to come to an were to fall into agreement as to how 
surrender the islands. The Norman monk Godfrey Malaterra 

recorded in his chronicle that this meeting was held in a tent 
outside Mdina. The Count laid down a number of conditions on the 
Qàdi and the local Arab population.  

 
 

William the Conqueror and the coat of arms of Normandy. 
Count Roger I and coat of arms of the Hauteville family. 
Centre: Norman warriors: 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/9781324170573822/ 
Right: The Norman Kingdom of Sicily under Roger II: 
https://about-history.com/history-of-the-emirate-of-
sicily/ 

 

Left: Norman ships crossing the English Channel in 1066: https://www.magnoliabox.com/products/illustration-of-
the-reconquest-of-sicily-from-arab-rulers-42-16962725 
Right: A section of the Bayeux Tapestry: https://www.historyextra.com/period/norman/5-bayeux-tapestry-facts-
what-is-it-why-was-it-made-and-what-story-does-it-tell/ 
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https://www.google.com.mt/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjLxLbjv4roAhWssKQKHeg4B_8QjRx6BAgBEAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.at%2Fpin%2F802203752357019417%2F&psig=AOvVaw3G03UTWsAznMLW5tNfa8u9&ust=1583743805967862


 
The Arabs were to continue governing these islands and they 
were also allowed to continue practising their Muslim religion. 

However, the Count ordered the Arabs to release their 
Christian slaves from captivity and he also bound them to pay 

a yearly sum of money to the Normans as taxes. The Arabs 
had to hand over to the Normans weapons, horses and mules. 
Thus, Count Roger, besides forcing them to pay a yearly 

tribute to him, did not really effect any real changes which 
affected the lives of the Arabs in 

Malta. 
 
 

NORMAN RULE IN MALTA 
Following the death of Count Roger in 1101, his son Roger II began to rule over 

Sicily and Malta, first as Count and then as king from 1130. It was under this king’s 
rule that real changes started to take place under the Normans. Under King Roger’s 
rule, the Arabs were no longer allowed to govern the islands and the Arab Qàdi was 

replaced by a Norman governor. The king also installed a number of government 
officials to take care of such things as his royal lands in Malta, the collection of taxes 

and public health. He issued a code of laws, called the Assizes, which was to be 
obeyed by all the people who lived in his kingdom.  
 
During King Roger’s reign, the union of Malta with Sicily was 

strengthened. The Arabs of Malta began to slowly adopt the 
European and Christian way of life of nearby Sicily. This slowly 
began to replace the Arabic and Muslim way of life of the 

inhabitants of these islands. However, the Arabic past of the 
islands is still evident up to this very day, especially in the 

Semitic (of Arabic) origin of the Maltese language as well as in 
the names of a good number of Maltese villages and place 
names.  

 
 

 
 

The centre of Norman power in the 

Mediterranean was in Sicily and not in 
Malta. This is clearly evident by the fact that 

while in Sicily one can still find an 
abundance of Norman architectural remains, 
such as houses, castles and palaces, in 

Malta such remains are not to be found. The 
so-called Norman House, at Mdina, was 

actually built centuries after the Normans 
ceased to rule over the Maltese Islands.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

King Roger II of Sicily: 
https://pixels.com/featured/king-roger-ii-
of-sicily-granger.html 

 

The Court of King Roger II in Palermo 
https://www.lookandlearn.com/history-
images/M005280/Roger-II-of-Sicily-who-surrounded-himself-
with-oriental-splendour 

 

Count Roger’s meeting with the 

Qadì in a tent outside Mdina. 
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There are a number of Maltese legends associated with 

the Normans in Malta. One of these legends relates that 
it was Count Roger who gave us the colours of the 

Maltese national flag. This cannot be true because in 
those days, royal standards and not national flags were 
in use. Another legend says that the Normans banished 

the Arabs from the islands. This legend is disproved by 
the discovery in Gozo of Majmuna’s gravestone, 

recording the name of an Arab girl named Majmuna 
who died in 1174. The writing on the gravestone 
reveals that Arabs were still living in the Maltese 

Islands many years after the Normans took possession 
of these islands.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
EMPEROR FREDERICK II HOHENSTAUFEN 
When Queen Constance, the daughter of King Roger II 

of Hauteville married Emperor Henry VI of the German 
royal family of Hohenstaufen, Sicily and the Maltese 

Islands passed from the Norman royal family of 
Hauteville to the German royal family of 
Hohenstaufen. The heir of Henry VI and his wife 

Constance was their son Frederick, who later became 
known as Emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen.  
 
It is said that Emperor Frederick II was very keen on 

falconry and that he wrote a number of books about 
this sport, which in those days was very popular 

among royalty and the nobility. There is evidence that 
during Frederick II’s reign these islands were used as 
a breeding ground for falcons, camels and leopards.                  
 

In 1241 Frederick II sent an Abbot named Gilbertus to 

hold a census of the Maltese Islands. The census revealed 
that there were still a large number of Muslims living in the 

islands, which meant that although many years had passed 
since the Maltese Islands had fallen under Norman rule, 
the change from an Arabic and Muslim culture to that of a 

European and Christian one was taking place quite slowly 
among the local population. In 1223 the Muslims of Lucera 

revolted against Frederick II’s rule. It is believed following 
this revolt, the Emperor ordered the banishment or the 
conversion of all Muslims living in his kingdom. However, 

the exact date when this decree was applied to the Maltese 
Islands is known certain – the evidence suggests two 

possible dates: 1223 or 1249.   

 

Emperor Frederick II 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikip
edia/commons/d/db/Frederick_II_
and_eagle.jpg 

Norman gold coins found in Malta. 
Majmuna’s tomb stone in Gozo. 
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UNIT 2. EUROPE IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

 
 
THE FEUDAL SYSTEM 
The feudal system, also known as feudalism, was a system of government used by 

kings to control their kingdoms in the Middle Ages. In this system of government, 
the king divided the lands of his kingdom between his most powerful and trusted 

noblemen (who were also known as feudal lords) such as barons and bishops. The 
nobles then divided the land given to them by the king into smaller parts and gave 
them out to knights. In return for the land given to them by the king, the nobles 

made a solemn promise to be loyal to their king and to provide him with their army 
of knights and soldiers whenever the king required them, especially in times of war.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The peasants living in the villages on their lord’s land farmed the fields. Besides 

having to pay taxes in money, the peasants were also obliged to hand over to their 
feudal lord part of their crops and to work on their feudal lord’s private land for a 
number of days a year without pay. In times of war, the male peasants had to serve 

as soldiers in their lord’s army and go to war for their king.  
 
The Normans introduced the feudal system in the Kingdom of Sicily and most 
probably into the Maltese Islands since these islands formed part of that kingdom. In 

this system of government, the king divided the lands of his kingdom between his 
nobles, who were known as feudal lords. The nobles in turn divided the share of 

land given to them by the king into smaller parts and gave them out to their knights. 
In this way, the kingdom could be ruled more efficiently by the king. This system 
also enabled the king to provide better protection to his subjects. The Maltese 

Islands were frequently handed over to foreign feudal lords by Norman, Anjevin and 
Aragonese Kings between the 13th and 15th centuries. 

 

The medieval feudal social pyramid: 
http://www.internationalschoolhistory.net/IB/myp_history/4/unit1/feudalism_above.htm 
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MEDIEVAL CASTLES  

Castles were built to protect the people living inside from enemy attack. Castles also 
protected the people who lived in the villages a close to the castle.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Plan of a medieval manor or village. 
https://www.pinterest.co.kr/pin/61361613658140864/ 

The King performs the act of investiture, 
appointing a new feudal lord.  

Sections of a medieval castle. https://www.tes.com/lessons/CV015-aovhSLSQ/build-a-medieval-castle 
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HOW DID MEDIEVAL CASTLES DEVELOP?  
Motte and Bailey castles made of wood, were the first castles built in Europe in 

the Middle Ages. In the 11th century, stone castles consisting of a square or round 
keep was the most common. From the 12th century onwards, concentric castles 

began being built. These were built of stone and had two layers of thick defensive 
curtain walls strengthened with high stone towers.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

WHO LIVED IN A MEDIEVAL CASTLE?  

Besides the lord (a nobleman or a knight) and his family, one would also find 
servants, craftsmen and soldiers living inside a castle, such as cooks, a clerk, a 
priest, a carpenter, a blacksmith, a stone mason and a jailer to take care of the 

running, maintenance and defence of the castle. 
 
WHERE WERE CASTLES BUILT?  
Castles were built in places where it would be difficult to attack them: on a hill, on 

the edge of a cliff, overlooking a valley, close to a river or a lake. Castles often had 
ditch or a moat, dug around them and filled with water. This made it more difficult 

for an attacking army to approach the castle walls. 
 

The early motte and bailey castles of the 10th century 
https://ipswichhistory.wordpress.com/2011/03/08/the-missing-castle/ 

The Norman Keeps of the 11th century. 
https://www.pinterest.at/pin/523543525415650929/ 
 

Concentric castle of the High Middle Ages  
(13th to 15th century).  
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/33636328447400216/ 

People inside a castle. 
https://www.steve-noon.co.uk/photo_9059085.html 
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WHAT WAS FOUND INSIDE A CASTLE?  
Medieval castles were uncomfortable places to live in as they were cold, dark, untidy 

and damp. Inside large castles there would have been a large internal courtyard, a 
garden, a kitchen and a large dining hall where the lord’s family and guests would 

have their meals served and while provided with entertained by musicians, 
troubadours and jugglers. 
  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
/ 

 
 

 
 
  
 

The banquet hall. 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/359865826458073172/ 

 

The Great Hall. https://theivywinchester.com/in-the-

area/attachment/the-great-hall/ 

 

Basement of a medieval castle. 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/367606388318139097/ 

 
 

Some common locations of medieval castles 
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In the upper part of the castle, one found the private rooms of the lord’s family, 
mostly consisting of bedrooms, a library and a chapel. Around the courtyard there 
were rooms for the servants and the guards, an armoury, a dungeon for prisoners, 

stores for food provisions, rooms for domestic animals and stables for the horses.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
HOW WERE CASTLES ATTACKED AND 

DEFENDED?  
Large numbers of soldiers and archers 

were needed to attack a castle. A siege 
could last for weeks or months before the 
defenders of the castle surrendered due to 

exhaustion, disease or starvation. The 
attackers would also use an assortment of 

siege machinery such as catapults, 
trebuchets, battering rams and siege 
towers. Another way of attacking a castle 

was to dig a tunnel, or mine, under part of 
the castle walls. The attackers would then 

light a large fire inside the tunnel 
underneath the castle wall to make it 

collapse. The attacking army would then 
enter the castle from the resulting breach 
in the curtain wall. 
 
Before an attack on their castle, the defenders would raise the drawbridge. They would 

also make sure to store enough food and water inside a castle which would last them for 
a long siege. The defenders would shoot arrows from loopholes in the walls and throw 

rocks and boiling water or oil from the battlements onto the attackers. The defenders 
would also have catapults inside the castle to hurl large stones at the attackers.  
 

A medieval castle under siege.  

https://www.fotolibra.com/gallery/

49019/castle-under-siege-

illustration/ 

 
 
 
 
Attacking a medieval castle. 
https://countrysidebooks.co.uk/pr
oducts/how-to-attack-a-castle-
and-how-to-defend-
it?variant=6877431398436 
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WHAT BROUGHT THE END TO THE MEDIEVAL CASTLES?  

The age of the Medieval castle came to an end in the course of the 15th century with 
the invention of gunpowder and the canon. With this invention, castles became 
almost defenceless against canons. This was because canons could fire large stone 

balls at a high velocity at the castle walls and cause them to collapse in a much 
shorter time than catapults and trebuchets could ever have done.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
MEDIEVAL CATHEDRALS  

The first cathedrals in Europe 
during the Middle Ages were 
built between 500 and 1,000 

A.D. in Romanesque 
architectural style. This style of 

architecture is characterised by 
semi-circular arches over the 
doors and windows. An 

example of Romanesque 
cathedral is the famous 

Cathedral of Pisa in Italy. 
Romanesque cathedrals are 

mostly found in Italy, France, 
Spain and England. In England, 
the Romanesque style is also 

known as the Norman style. 
Around 12th century, the 

Romanesque style gave way to 
the Gothic style.  
 
The first Gothic cathedrals were built in France in the 12th century. The main 
distinguishing features of Gothic cathedrals are the pointed arches, flying buttresses, 

pointed spires or pinnacles, ribbed vaults (ceilings), stained glass windows and 
gargoyles.  

 
 
 

The primitive cannons of 
the early 15th century 

Far right: 
 
A castle keep destroyed 
by a cannons. 

 
 

Left: Romaseque Cathedral at Vazely in France. 
Right: Gothic Cathedral at Chartres in France. 
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vaulted ceiling rose window 

  

flying buttresses gargoyles stained glass windows 

 
 

 
 
 The pointed spires, or pinnacles, on the top of the high towers of the cathedral 

represented the wish of Christians to be close to Heaven; 

 Flying buttresses were thick columns of stone which supported the thin, high 
walls of the cathedral; 

 Ribbed vaults were the roofs of cathedrals which were supported by horizontal 

arches of stone which looked like ribs; 
 Stained glass windows were made of coloured glass to let in light into the 

cathedral. The scenes on stained glass windows represented accounts (stories) 
from the Bible, especially about the life of Jesus Christ. Some also represented 
events from the lives of saints. During the Middle Ages, this was a way of 

teaching the beliefs of the Catholic church to a society which was largely 
illiterate; 

 Gargoyles were statues of animals and monsters which were carved on the 
outside walls of cathedrals. Gargoyles were believed to guard against, and keep 
away, evil spirits.  

 
 
 
THE BLACK DEATH  
The Black Death was a plague which 

raged across Europe between 1348 and 
1350. It is considered to have been the 
worst natural disaster of the Middle Ages. 

This plague began in Asia in 1347. By 
1348 it arrived in Europe and claimed the 

lives of millions of Europeans.  
 
 
 

Features found in most Gothic Cathedrals of the Middle Ages. 
 

Burying the victims of the Black Death. 
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HOW DID THE BLACK DEATH COME TO EUROPE?  
The Black Death first appeared in Sicily in 1348. It was brought over from Asia on 
board Genoese trading ships sailing from the Black Sea where the crews of these 

ships had been infected by the plague. From Sicily, the plague travelled according to 
the trade routes and spread though out most of Europe – almost no city, town or 

village was spared of the plague. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

WHAT TYPE OF DISEASE WAS THE BLACK DEATH?  
 
The Black Death was caused by a virus 

called yersinia pestis, and for this reason 
the disease was known as ‘pestilence’ by 
the people of that time. This virus was 

carried on fleas which lived on rats. The rats 
travelled on ships from port to port. People 

who were bitten by the fleas would become 
infected. Due to rubbish and waste in the 
streets and poor sanitation in the homes, 

towns and villages in Medieval Europe were 
infested by rats and were therefore a 

perfect breeding ground for disease. Many 
towns in Europe lost half of their inhabitants 
and many villages in the countryside lost 

almost their whole populations perished or 
were totally abandoned.  

 
 
 

Symptoms of the Black Death 

from a 14th century manuscript. 
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The symptoms of the Black Death were a high fever and pain in the stomach, 
followed by the formation of brownish blotches on the skin. Swellings, or bubons, 

grew on parts of the infected person’s body, especially on the neck and armpits. 
Death usually occurred between three to four days after the first symptoms. 
  
The Black Death was responsible for the deaths 

of all kinds of people; rich and poor, young and 
old, men and women, healthy and sickly. Very 
often, the relatives of people infected by the 

plague would abandon their infected relatives 
and leave them to die on their own. In many 

occasions, whole families were wiped out by the 
plague. 

 
 
 
 
WHAT DID MEDIEVAL PEOPLE KNOW ABOUT THE BLACK DEATH?  

Nobody, not even the doctors of the time, knew anything about what caused the 
plague or how to cure it. Medieval doctors prescribed cures to their patients which 

were ineffective and which would be seen as stupid to us today. Many people 
believed that the Black Death was a punishment from God for the sins committed by 
mankind. All over Europe people organised religious processions and many whipped 

themselves as penance for their sins. These people were called flagellants. Others 
blamed the disease on the Jews and persecuted them, sometimes very cruelly. In 

some places Jews were rounded up, tied and thrown in pits and burned alive. 
 
WHAT WERE THE EFFECTS OF THE 

BLACK DEATH?  
 

The Black Death claimed the lives of 
around 20 million people. This amounted 
to around one-third of the population of 

medieval Europe. Many towns and villages 
became greatly depopulated. The 

inhabitants of small villages were wiped 
out completely, resulting what later 

became known by historians as ‘lost 
villages’. 
 
 
 
The plague left fewer agricultural workers in the countryside and therefore fields had 

to be abandoned. In Europe there were numerous peasant revolts against the taxes 
imposed by the feudal lords and the kings. The towns experienced a shortage of 

workers and craftsmen. This led to an increase in prices of commodities as peasants 
and workers began asking for higher wages. The great suffering brought about by 
the Black Death caused many people to become either more religious or to 

abandoned the Christian faith and resort to paganism or practice witchcraft. This 
forced the Catholic Church to step up the work of the Inquisition in an effort to 

suppress all forms of heretical beliefs. 

 

A procession of flagellants. 
 

A famous Peasant Revolt in England in 1381. 
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UNIT 3. MEDIEVAL LIFE IN MALTA AND ITS LEGACY 

 

 
AGRICULTURE 
During the Middle Ages, the majority of 

Maltese were farmers and shepherds who 
made a meagre living by cultivating fields and 

breeding livestock. The four main agricultural 
crops grown in the Maltese Islands during the 
Middle Ages were olives, cotton, cumin and 

grapes to make wine.  This meant that most of 
the time, Maltese farmers and their families in 

the villages and the fields were prone to 
sudden corsair attacks, especially if these 
were situated close to the coast. 
 
CORSAIRING 
During the Middle Ages, corsairing, or piracy, was a thriving activity in the 
Mediterranean. The ships of Maltese corsairs frequently attacked Muslim ships and 

coastal lands, capturing booty and slaves and carrying them to Malta. The captured 
slaves were be sold either to wealthy Maltese families or forced to row on the 

galleys. The money made from the sale of the captured booty and slaves and other 
objects was then shared among the corsairs who had captured them. However, the 
ships of Maltese corsairs were captured by Muslim corsairs. In this case, if they were 

not killed in the fighting, the captured Maltese corsairs would be sold into slavery in 
Muslim lands, very often never to be seen by their families again.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
From an economical point of view, corsairing offered a variety of employment 

opportunities to the Maltese. Besides being employed as members of the crew on 
corsair ships, Maltese men also found employment in trades connected to the 

construction and maintenance of corsair vessels at Birgu, the centre of the corsair 
industry in Malta. Here one would have found carpenters, blacksmiths, sail makers, 

rope makers and caulkers busily constructing and repairing ships.  
 
The Maltese Islands were also frequently attacked by Muslim corsairs. Whenever Muslim 
corsair ships were sighted sailing towards the shores of the islands, the alarm was given 
by the dejma militia on guard duty on the shores and hills overlooking the open sea.  
 
 

A Maltese corsair; a corsair ship;                  
enslaved oarsmen on a Muslim corsair ship. 
 

The lands of the Crown of Aragon. 
https://www.zum.de/whkmla/histatlas/italy/hax
sicily.html 
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The people living in the villages would be warned of the impending raid and they would 
make their way hurriedly to the nearest fortified place: Mdina and the Castrum Maris at 

Birgu or the Castle in Gozo. There they would seek refuge behind the defensive walls.  
 
THE DEJMA DURING THE MIDDLE AGES 
The earliest evidence of a dejma militia a standing army of Maltese men to defend the 

islands against corsair attack dates to the late 14th century. According to the records of 
the Università of Mdina, all able-bodied men between the age of 18 and 65 were obliged 
to form part of the dejma for the defence of the islands. The dejma militiamen of each 

parish were commanded by a captain who was chosen every year. One of the main 
responsibilities of these captains was to train the dejma militiamen under their command. 

Military training was held on Sundays and whoever did not attend had to pay a fine.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
A small number of the dejma formed the cavalry and fought on horseback. This 
cavalry unit had its own captain called the kavabuzz. The heads of families who 

formed part of the dejma had to keep weapons such as swords, daggers, lances, 
slings, bows and arrows and muskets inside their homes. These weapons would then 

be used by dejma whenever they were called out to fight against attacking corsairs. 
Wealthy families were obliged to keep horses to be used by the dejma cavalrymen, 
or if they were wealthy enough, to pay for the upkeep of a sailing ship and the crew 

to prevent corsair ships approaching the islands’ shores.  
 
As soon as enemy corsair ships were sighted sailing towards these islands, the 
dejma militia on guard along the shores would light a bonfire as a signal that corsairs 

were approaching. One of the dejma soldiers on watch duty would be on horseback 
and he would ride as fast as his horse could carry him to the nearest villages to warn 

the villagers of the imminent attack. Once warmed, the villagers would assemble at 
the centre of their village. The dejma militiamen, armed with weapons and headed 
by their captain, would make their way to the place where the attacking corsairs 

were expected to land. The women, children, the old and the sick would hurriedly 
make their way to the safety of the fortified towns.  
 
 

 

Left: One of the dejma coastal watch posts; Centre the 

kavabuzz on horseback; Right: people from the villages 
seeking refuge at Mdina during a Muslim corsair raid. 
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THE EPISODE OF DON GONSALVO MONROI 
Whenever they found themselves in need of money, usually for the purpose of waging 
war against their enemies, the Aragonese Kings of Sicily often hired out parts of their 

kingdom, which included the Maltese Islands, to Sicilian or Catalan noblemen. These 
feudal lords usually paid him a sum of money in return. They bound themselves to be 

loyal to their king and to help him in times of war by contributing weapons and fighting 
men. These feudal lords usually cared little about the welfare of the people living on the 
lands which the king had hired out to them. Their main interest was to collect as much 

taxes as they could from the people in order to increase their own wealth.  
 

In 1421, King Alfonso V of Aragon and Sicily, finding himself in need of money, 
hired out the Maltese Islands to the Spanish nobleman, Don Gonsalvo Monroi for 
the sum of 30,000 florins. Monroi governed the Maltese Island so badly, and 

imposed such heavy taxes on the impoverished inhabitant, that in 1425 the Maltese 
rose up in arms against him.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
As soon as the rebellion started, Monroi reported the bad conduct of the Maltese to 

King Alfonso. The king was angered at the way the Maltese had acted, and, in order 
to punish them for rising against Monroi, he ordered that no food supplies were to be 

sent from Sicily to Malta. Meanwhile, the Maltese took control of their islands. 
Monroi’s wife, Donna Costanza, together with her husband’s garrison, locked 
themselves inside the Castrum at Birgu so that they would be able to defend 

themselves against the Maltese rebels. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Left: King Alfons V of Aragon; 
Centre: Gonsalvo Monroi receiving the Maltese Islands from King Alfonso;  

Right: the Maltese representatives present their case against Monroi to the Viceroy in Sicily. 
 
 

King Alfonso granting the Magna Carta 

libertatis to the Maltese. 
The parchment of the Magna Carta is 
kept at the National Library, Valletta. 
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In 1427, when food supplies in Malta started running dangerously low, the Maltese 

sent three members of the Consiglio Popolare to King Alfonso to ask his 
forgiveness for the way they had acted against Monroi and to explain to the king that 
they wished to rid their islands of Monroi by paying him back the 30,000 florins 

which Monroi had paid the king. In 1428, King Alfonso accepted the wishes of the 
Maltese. In a document called the Magna Carta Libertatis, which is today kept in the 

National Library in Valletta, the king had put down in writing his promise to the 
Maltese that he would never again hire out their islands to any feudal lord. In this 
important document, the king renamed Mdina, the capital city of Malta in those days, 

Medina Notabile, which means 'noble city‘.  
 
However, the Maltese went to great pains to 
collect the 30,000 florins to repay Monroi. It is 

said that Maltese women even parted with their 
gold wedding rings in an effort to collect this large 

sum of money. However, in spite of their efforts, 
the Maltese only managed to collect 20,000 
florins. It is also said that, in 1429, while Monroi 

was on his deathbed, he had forgiven the Maltese 
the 10,000 florins which they had not yet paid 

him. In that same year, Malta was attacked by a 
large Muslim army from Tunisia. It is said that the 
fighting was fierce and that many Maltese were 

either killed in the fighting or captured by the 
Muslims and carried off into slavery.  
 
MALTA’S LOCAL GOVERNMENT UNDER THE ARAGONESE  

The Kings of Aragon and Sicily granted the Maltese certain rights and privileges. One 
of these privileges was that the Maltese could purchase grain from Sicily without 

having to pay any customs dues. This privilege was called the tratte. 
  
Another important privilege was that the Maltese could elect their own government 
to administer local affairs. The head of this Maltese government and the person 
holding the highest authority was to be the Ħakem, also known as the Captain of 

the Rod. The Maltese Government during Aragonese rule was made up of two parts 
which were called the Consiglio Popolare and the Università.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Maltese collecting the 30,000 florins 
to redeem the Maltese Islands from 
Monroi. 
 

A meeting of the Consiglio Popolare or Komun at Mdina. Right: The Hakem, or Captain of the Rod 
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THE CONSIGLIO POPOLARE 
The Consiglio Popolare was made up of the representatives of the Maltese noble 
families, the clergy, professional people (such as lawyers, notaries and doctors), 
merchants, tradesmen, artisans and the heads of wealthy Maltese families from all the 

parishes of the Maltese Islands. Males between the ages of 18 and 60 were, eligible to 
vote and to stand for election to become members of the Consiglio Popolare. The 

election was held every year on the 24th of June, the feast of St John the Baptist.  
 
The meetings of the Consiglio Popolare were held in Mdina in a building called the 
Municipium. The members of this council met to decide on matters of national 

importance such as:  
 
 the imposition of taxes for the building and repair of fortifications and roads;  

 guarding against abuses by officials of the Università; 
 appointing representatives (ambassadors) to the countries with which the 

Maltese carried out commercial activities; 

 sending representatives to the Aragonese King or his deputy (Viceroy) in Sicily to 
inform him of any grievances which the Maltese may have had.  

 
THE UNIVERSITÀ OF MDINA 

The other part of the Maltese Government during Aragonese rule was called the 
Università. This was made up of public officials who were responsible for day-to -day 

matters. The public officials were: the Captain of the Rod (Hakem); four Jurats 
(or Magistrates); a notary and a number of accatapani (wardens). The Castellano 
was in command of the Castello a Mare. It located at the tip of Birgu served to 

guard the Grand Harbour from enemy ships. 
 

 
 
THE FORTIFIED TOWNS IN THE MIDDLE AGES 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

An artistic impression of Mdina in the Middle Ages: 
https://vassallohistory.wordpress.com/wall-cities-and-fortified-lines/ 
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MDINA 
When Malta was ruled by the Romans, Mdina was the capital city of the Maltese Islands. 

In those times the city was called Melite and was considerably larger than it is today.  
 
The Arabs who ruled over the islands after the Romans, reduced the size of this city 
and dug a deep, wide ditch around its defensive walls. The Arabs also changed the 

name of this city to Medina. Mdina remained the capital city, and therefore the 
administrative, commercial and cultural centre of the Maltese Islands throughout the 
Middle Ages. It was also a residential centre where most of the Maltese noble 

families, such as those of Inguanez, Gatto Murina, Costanzo and Mompalao resided. 
Among the Medieval buildings found in Mdina are:  

 

  

Palazzo Falzon (Norman House) Palazzo Gatto Murina 

  

Palazzo Santa Sofia Narrow street at Mdina 

 
 
BIRGU 

Birgu is located on a peninsula which juts out into the Grand Harbour. By the 13th 
century there was already a castle at the tip of Birgu to guard the entrance to the 
Grand Harbour. By the 14th century this castle was enlarged and was referred to as 

the Castrum Maris or the Castello a Mare. In English these words mean the 
Castle by the Sea. By 1500 there were around 1,200 people living in Birgu, almost 

as many people as there were living in Mdina.  
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Due to its location beside the Grand 
Harbour, Birgu became a centre of 
commerce between Malta and Sicily 

as well as other ports in the 
Mediterranean. As Birgu became an 

important maritime centre, many 
merchants, sailors, corsairs and other 
people who earned a living from 

maritime activities such as 
commerce, corsairing and ship 

building and repair took up residence 
in Birgu. Among the Medieval 

buildings found in Birgu one finds:  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 The Castrum Maris, today known as Fort St Angelo;  
 A number of buildings built in the Siculo-Norman  

style of architecture;  
 Narrow streets which date back to the Middle Ages.  
 
 
THE GOZO CASTLE (CITADEL)  

The Citadel (another word for castle), which 
dominates the town of Rabat in Gozo, was 
known as the Gran Castello in the Middle 

Ages; Like Mdina, the Gozo Citadel was built on 
high ground in the centre of the island and was 

protected by defensive walls. During the Middle 
Ages, most of the people of Gozo lived inside 
this citadel. Throughout medieval times, this 

Citadel was the only centre of defence in Gozo. 
Among the medieval architectural remains 

found in the Gozo Citadel are:  
 
 A small palazzo built in the  

Siculo-Norman style of architecture; 
 Narrow streets dating back to the  

Middle Ages.  
 
 
 
 

Birgu and Fort St Angelo in the 1560s. 
 

Artistic impression of the Gozo 
Castle in the Middle Ages: 
https://vassallohistory.files.wordpress.co

m/2013/06/gozocitadel.jpg 
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MALTESE VILLAGES AND HAMLETS IN THE MIDDLE AGES 
Many Maltese villages date back to the Middle Ages. A large number of villages in the 
Maltese Islands originated during Arab rule. This can be seen from the Semitic (or Arabic) 

names of villages such as Ħal Muxi, Ħal Qadi, Ħal XIuq, Ħal Sajd, Ħal Lew and Ħal Kbir 
among others. The prefix Ħal, in front of the names of a number of Maltese villages, is an 

abbreviation of the Arabic word raħal which means a place of rest or habitation. It is 
therefore believed that those villages which have the prefix Ħal in front of their names 
are among the oldest villages in Malta and were inhabited before the year 1400.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
During the 12th, 13th and 14th centuries, when the Maltese Islands were ruled by 
Christian European powers, such as the Normans, the Angevins and the Aragonese, 

the Maltese began to adopt a European and Christian way of life. This cultural 
change is called Latinisation. During this time, people from Sicily and Italy began to 

take up residence in Malta. One effect of this migration of European people to Malta 
was the introduction of Latin names to a a number of villages in Malta. Some 
examples are Ħal Għargħur (from the name Gregory), Ħal Balzan, (from the name 

Balzano) and Ħal Luqa (from the name Luca).  
 
Besides the three main fortified there were a large number of villages scattered 
throughout Malta. Some of the smaller villages or hamlets were abandoned during 

the Middle Ages and are referred to as the ‘lost villages’ of Malta. Among these lost 
villages, one finds Ħal Manin, Ħal Dgħif, Ħal Kbir, Ħal Farruġ, Ħal Calleja, Ħal Hellul, 

Ħal Tabuni, Ħal Lew, Ħal Kaprat and Ħal Qadi.  
 
 

The settlements in Medieval Malta 
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The following are the reasons why these villages were abandoned are:  
 
 Muslim pirates frequently attacked the Maltese Islands during the Middle Ages. 

During these attacks, Maltese men women and children were captured and 

enslaved. This drove many people who lived in the smallest and more exposed 
villages to move into larger villages which could offer them more protection; 

 
 The smaller villages could not offer their inhabitants such services as a market, 

shops, a church, a windmill to grind wheat, a doctor and a notary. Thus people 

would move from the smaller villages to the larger one to be able to avail 
themselves of such services.  

 
 Epidemics of plague and other infectious diseases could kill the majority of the 

inhabitants of the smaller villages. The remaining few survivors would then be 

forced to move to the larger villages.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

By 1400, the population of the Maltese 
Islands stood at around 10,000 and 
villages were much smaller than they are 

today. In the 15th century, a large village 
would have had a population of around 

500 people, while a small village, or 
hamlet, would have had a population of 
less than 50 inhabitants.  

 
 
During the Later Middle Ages, Christianity began to take an important place in the 
lives of the Maltese. The Muslim religion seems, at least officially, to have been 
eradicated towards the middle of the 13th century. During this time a number of 

churches and chapels were built in the villages, especially the larger ones. At the 
beginning of the 15th century, the only three places which had populations large 

enough to be parishes were Mdina, Birgu and the Gozo Citadel.  
 
During the 15th century, the populations of a number of villages had grown large 

enough for them to be made parishes too. These villages were Naxxar, Birkirkara, 
Bir Miftuħ (made up of the smaller villages of Gudja, Ħal Luqa, Ħal Tarxien, Ħal 

Kirkop, Imqabba, Ħal Safi, and Ħal Farruġ), Ħal Qormi, Żejtun, Żurrieq, Siġġiewi, 
Ħaż Żebbuġ, Mellieħa and Ħal Tartarni (which later came to form part of the village 
of Ħad Dingli).  
 
The villages in Gozo developed in a similar way to the villages of Malta, but 

experienced a slower rate of growth. Dragut’s attack of 1551 resulted in the capture 
and enslavement of a large number of Gozitans. As a result, Gozo was almost 

depopulated, so the villages in Gozo took much longer than those in Malta to reach 
populations large enough to be made parishes. Therefore, for a long time, the only 
parish in Gozo was the Citadel of Rabat or the Gran Castello.  
 
 
 

Ruins of farmsteads at Simblia medieval 
hamlet, limits of Mellieha. 
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THE ‘LOST VILLAGES’ 

The village of Ħal Millieri is one of the lost villages of Malta. It is believed that 
during the 16th and 17th centuries Ħal Millieri was a thriving village with a population 
of around 80 to 90 people. Ħal Millieri seems to have been abandoned towards the 

middle of the 18th century.  
 

If you look closely at this map of Medieval 
Malta you will see that a number of villages 
shown on it no longer exist. By 1419, 

around 30 small hamlets had already been 
abandoned by their inhabitants. Between 

1419 and 1530 another 13 hamlets 
abandoned.  

 
 
 
 
 
MEDIEVAL CHURCHES AND CHAPELS 

As mentioned earlier, during the Later Middle Ages Christianity became the dominant 
religion in the Maltese Islands. It was during this time that a large number of 

churches and chapels were built in the villages and their surrounding countryside.  
 
THE CHAPEL OF THE ANNUNCIATION OF ĦAL MILLIERI (Limits of Żurrieq) 
This is one of the best-known chapels of the Maltese Islands. It was built around 

1450 on the same site which was occupied by an older chapel. This chapel is a 
typical Siculo-Norman Medieval chapel with the following characteristics:  
 
 The floor inside the chapel is on a higher level than the ground outside the 

chapel; 
 The vault (ceiling) of the chapel is divided by five pointed arches;  

 There are graves underneath the stone slabs of the floor and there are stone 
benches at the sides of the chapel; 

 The walls of the chapel are decorated by frescoes (paintings painted directly onto 

the stone).  
 
The most known Medieval chapels found in Malta are:  
 
 The Chapel of St John the Evangelist at Ħal Millieri (below left); 
 The Chapel of the Annunciation at Bir Miftuħ (below centre);  
 The Chapel of St Gregory at Żejtun (below right). 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

The 15th century Chapel of the Annuciation at 

Ħal Millieri, the site of a lost village 
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TROGLODYTIC CHAPELS 
A number of Medieval troglodytic chapels dug in the solid rock are also to be found 

in Malta.  
 
 The Chapel of St Agatha at Rabat, Malta (below left);  
 The Chapel of St Leonard at Mensija (now San Ġwann) (below right). 

 
 

 
 
    

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

OTHER MEDIEVAL LEGACIES 
 
 
DEJMA COLUMNS AND CROSSES 
One can still see a number of dejma columns and 

crosses in the main squares of the old parts of 
some Maltese villages. Whenever these islands 

were attacked by Muslim corsairs, the people of 
the villages would gather in the main square of 
their village. From there they would hurriedly 

make their way to the nearest fortified town for 
safety. During a pirate attack, the dejma militia 

would meet around the dejma cross. There they 
would receive orders by their captain to proceed to 
the place where the pirates would have landed to 

engage the enemy in battle.  
 
TROGLODYTIC CAVES 
During the Middle Ages, a number of caves in the 

Maltese Islands were inhabited by the poorest 
people. Two examples of such caves are Għar il-
Kbir at Ħad Dingli and St Nicholas’ Cave at 

Mellieħa. The inhabitants of these caves were poor 
farmers or shepherds who survived by growing 

crops in the fields surrounding the cave and by 
breeding animals such as pigs, goats, sheep and 
chickens. 
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UNIT 4. THE DAWN OF THE MODERN AGE 
 
 

THE RENAISSANCE  
During the 15th and 16th centuries there 
was a great revival in learning and in 

artistic and scientific achievement. This 
period is known as the Renaissance, 

which means ‘rebirth’, and it indicates the 
rebirth or revival of interest in Classical 
(Ancient Greek and Roman) art, 

architecture, engineering and literature. 
Renaissance men began to study and 

imitate the literary and artistic styles of 
Ancient Greece and Rome.  
 
The Renaissance first started in Italy and 
then spread to other parts of Europe. In 

Italy, wealthy city states such as Florence, 
Rome, Venice and Milan became great 

centres of learning and the arts. During the 
Middle Ages, these Italian city states had 
become rich through banking activities and 

trade with the East. Furthermore, these 
cities were more densely populated than 

many other parts of Europe. This gave 
them the advantage of having large 

markets where to sell all kinds of 
merchandise imported from the East.  
 
The Popes, princes and nobles who ruled these city states had become very wealthy 
and could afford to pay large sums of money to architects, painters, sculptors and 

writers to produce great works of art to embellish their cities, palaces, churches and 
private chapels and libraries.  
 
Moreover‚ especially after 

the fall of Constantinople to 
the Turks in 1453, many 
Byzantine scholars fled to 

Italy, bringing with them 
numerous old manuscripts of 

Ancient Greek and Roman 
scholars and scientists.  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Italy at the time of the Renaissance: 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/3946983548404587

09/ 

https://greekcitytimes.com/2019/0
5/29/may-29-1453-the-fall-of-
constantinople/?amp 
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In Medieval Europe the Catholic 
Church was the main patron of 

the arts. The Church also 
controlled education, since most 

of the learned men of the time 
were bishops, priests and monks. 
This meant that all learning and 

the arts, such as drawing, 
painting, sculpture, architecture, 

philosophy, literature and music 
had a strong religious theme.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
During the Middle Ages, Ancient Greek and Roman writings used to be copied by 
hand into manuscripts by monks in monasteries spread all over Europe. However, 
since most of these writings were produced by pagan scholars, they had many 

conflicting with Christian belief. They were thus given very little importance and 
were left to gather dust in the libraries of these monasteries. Until in the late 14th 

century, Italian scholars, such as Petrarch, began to take a keen interest in these 
manuscripts and to start translating them from Greek to Latin or Italian. 
 
PAINTING AND SCULPTURE 

Medieval artists had given little importance to the three-dimensional aspect or life-
like representation of the figures and objects in their drawings and paintings. On 
the other hand, human figures and animals painted by the artists of the 

Renaissance looked so realistic that they seemed to have been taken from real life. 
Besides producing more realistic paintings, Renaissance artists no longer 

concentrated solely on religious themes. Renaissance sculptors also produced more 
realistic sculptures than medieval sculptors. Two such examples were Dontello’s 
and Michelangelo’s statue of David. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Pope Julius II inspecting the building of 
St Peter’s Basilica (the Vatican):  
https://www.thoughtco.com/pope-julius-ii-
1789044 

Left: The Last Supper by Leonardo da Vinci.                            Right: The Pietà by Michelangelo. 
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During the Renaissance, Italian city states like Florence, Rome Venice and Milan 
produced a steady stream of artists of genius. The paintings and sculptures of 

Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci are probably among the most magnificent in 
the world. Among their most famous works are Michelangelo’s paintings of the ceiling 

of the Vatican’s Sistine Chapel, as well as his sculptures of David, Moses and the Pietà, 
and Leonardo’s Last Supper and The Mona Lisa. Besides being artists, Leonardo da 
Vinci and Michelangelo were also architects, scientists and inventors.  Other great 

Italian artists of this period include Donatello, Botticelli, Titian and Raphael.  
 
But it was not only Italy that produced artists of genius. The Dutch had established 
one of the finest schools of art and among the most notable painters it produced 

was Rembrandt. Spain produced the famous painters El Greco and Velasquez, while 
the painters Dϋrer and Holbein came from Germany.  

 
ARCHITECTURE 
In the field of architecture, Renaissance architects began to imitate the Ancient 

Greeks and Romans in the way they built their buildings. They abandoned the 
medieval Gothic architecture and started building palaces, churches and other 

public buildings in Ancient Roman and Greek styles. This new fashion of building 
became known as the Renaissance style because it was a revival of the Classical 
styles of Ancient Greece and Rome. This architectural style later led to the 

development of the Baroque style of architecture in which many majestic buildings, 
including Rome’s St Peter’s Basilica, known as the Vatican were built.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
The Florentine architect Filippo Brunelleschi designed a number of fine buildings 

in Florence. One of his most famous architectural design was that for the 
marvellous dome of Florence Cathedral, the first modern architect to build a dome 

in Latin (Western) Europe. Brunelleschi became an architect after studying Ancient 
Roman remains in Italy, such as the Pantheon in Rome. The government of 
Florence wanted a new cathedral, but no one knew how to build a dome to 

complement the bell-tower. Brunelleschi solved the problem by applying what he 
had observed and learnt from his study of Roman architecture.  
 
 
 

 
 

Left:St Peter’s Basilica (the Vatican) in Rome.                                  Right: Florence Cathedral. 
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SCIENCE  
The revival in learning and the arts was accompanied by a revival in science. 

Largely through fear and ignorance, the Catholic Church had for centuries 
discouraged scientific experimentation and investigation. The Renaissance spirit of 

scientific enquiry took place in a variety of scientific subjects such as astronomy, 
chemistry, physics, anatomy and medicine.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
When the Polish astronomer, Copernicus, suggested that the Earth moved around 
the Sun, the Church, which had always taught that the Earth was the centre of the 

universe, threatened his life and the lives of others who dared to repeat such 
things. Fearing punishment from the Inquisition, Copernicus dared not publish his 

views until he was on his deathbed. Later on, the Italian mathematician and 
astronomer, Galileo Galilei, proved Copernicus right. However, the Church 
accused him of heresy and he had to recant (repudiate) his theories.  
 
Renaissance scientists examined, classified and wrote about animals and plants. 
Leonardo da Vinci, besides his genius as a painter, conducted many scientific and 
engineering experiments. His study of birds in flight led him to design an aeroplane. 

He even designed a submarine, an armoured tank and a parachute. However, these 
remained designs on paper and were not tried out due to the primitive technology 

of the time. Leonardo also made a detailed drawing of the human internal organs, 
giving rise to anatomy as a modern science.  
 

The Flemish doctor and anatomist, Vesalius, 
continued upon the work of Leonardo by 

publishing the first illustrated book on the 
anatomy of the human body. The Church had 
objected to these experiments because it held 

that the human body is sacred even after death. 
The work carried out by Vesalius served to 

explain how different parts of the human body 
worked, as well as how certain human illnesses 
developed. Vesalius’ bold discoveries paved the 

way to modern anatomy, surgery and medicine.  
 
 
 
 

Copernicus’ discovery of the Sun at 

the Centre of the Solar System. 
https://www.timetoast.com/timelines/as
tronomers-d22c7f05-22ec-4e53-a731-

317967280c68 
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LITERATURE 
During the Middle Ages, writers produced works of literature in Latin, the lingua 

franca of the time which was mostly used by the Catholic Church. Therefore, only 
the learned few, most of whom were churchmen, could read their works. But Italian 

Renaissance writers like Dante Alighieri, Petrarch, and Boccaccio wrote poems 
and stories in their native Italian. In this way, more people, even those who could 
not read Latin, could read their literary works. They thus contributed to remove the 

control of learning from the hands of the Church. 
 

But the invention which contributed most to 
spread the new ideas of the Renaissance was the 

printing press. This was invented by the 
German blacksmith Johannes Gutenberg 

around 1440 and it led to a revolution in 
communication. Gutenberg began to print books 
using the movable type. This was immensely 

quicker than copying out books by hand. In this 
way more books became available at a cheaper 

price and in many languages for those who could 
read. This increased availability of books 
encouraged more people to learn to read and 

served to spread the new ideas of the 
Renaissance to a much greater number of 

people. By 1500 there were thousands of printing 
presses operating in most of the European 
countries. 

 
 

 
 
 

THE AGE OF EXPLORATION AND DISCOVERY 
In the second half of the 15th century, European sailors and navigators began to 

plan voyages which would take them far beyond the limits of the world they knew: 
these voyages were made possible partly as a result of the new interest in learning 
encouraged by the Renaissance which led to a greater knowledge of geography, the 

development of better navigational instruments such as the compass and new 
methods of building stronger ships able to withstand long voyages. However, the 

main reason for these voyages was the need of the various European kingdoms and 
states to set up new trading links with the spice-producing countries of Asia. 
  
Spices were an essential part of everyday life. There was no refrigeration, so the 

only way to preserve meat was by salting it. Adding spices to the meat while 
cooking it helped to hide its salty taste. Spices also concealed the taste of meat 
which had gone bad. Until the Byzantine Empire fell to the Ottoman Turks in 

1453, spices and other products were brought overland from Asia to 
Constantinople. They were then transported across the Mediterranean by ships to 

Europe. With the fall of Constantinople, however, trade links by land between 
Europe and Asia were cut completely. If spices and other products were to reach 
Europe from Asia, a sea route to the east had to be found.  

 

Replica of Gutenburg’s printing press: https://www.prepressure.com/printing/history/1400-1499 
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The Portuguese were the first to open this new age of overseas exploration. The 

Portuguese Prince Henry the Navigator took a great interest in shipbuilding and 
navigation. In 1419 he founded a school of navigation where seamen could study 
astronomy, geography and map-making. Prince Henry the Navigator, as he came to 

be called, encouraged Portuguese navigators and sailors to embark on voyages of 
exploration to try to find a way round Africa to India, where trade in spices and 

other commodities was profitable. Prince Henry himself supplied the money needed 
for such voyages. However, Henry died in 1460, before a sea route to India was 
found.  
 
Portuguese explorers set out to explore the west coast of Africa and returned to 
Portugal with cargoes of gold, ivory and slaves. Later on these Portuguese explorers 
were followed by: Spanish, French, Dutch and English explorers. However, instead 

of sailing towards the east, some sailed towards the west in the hope of finding a 
sea route to India.   

 
 
 
 

https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/0268/2549/0485/products/EarlyVoyages_web_preview_2400x.png?v=1578521503 
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In 1487, the Portuguese explorer, Bartholomew Dias, reached the Cape of Good 
Hope at the tip of Africa. He was anxious to go on, but his sailors threatened 

mutiny and he had to return to Portugal. Ten years later, another Portuguese 
explorer, Vasco da Gama, sailed around the Cape of Good Hope, sailed across the 

Indian Ocean and landed in India in 1498. A sea route to Asia had at last been 
found.  
 
Meanwhile, other explorers thought of sailing westwards and reaching China. By 
this time many people knew or had read about the travels of the 13th century young 

Venetian Marco Polo, who, together with his father and uncle had travelled to the 
court of Kublai Khan in China. Marco Polo had described Chinese civilisation as 

being much more advanced than European civilisation. He described Chinese cities 
as having fine buildings and the Chinese people as wearing clothes made from the 

finest cloth imaginable.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Christopher Columbus, an Italian seaman from the city of Genoa, believed it 
possible to arrive in China by taking a westward sea route. He tried to interest the 

Portuguese king to help him to undertake the voyage but failed. He then went to Spain 
where the King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, were anxious to join in the race for 

overseas exploration. They helped Columbus to fit out three ships: The Santa Maria, 
the Pinta and the Niña to make the voyage across the Atlantic Ocean. Columbus sailed 
from Spain in the September of 1492 and sighted land in October. Columbus believed 

that he had arrived in China. However, far from finding the splendid cities and wealth 
described by Marco Polo more than two hundred years before, Columbus found natives 

living in primitive huts and wearing little more than beads and golden ornaments. In 
fact, he had discovered one of a group of islands, which he named San Salvador. 
These islands in the Caribbean Sea were named the West Indies. 
 
In 1499, the Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci landed in South America. The 
whole continent was later named after him. In 1513, the Spanish explorer Nunez 
de Balboa reached the Pacific Ocean. Between 1519 and 1521 another Spanish 

seaman, Ferdinand Magellan, set out on a voyage around the world, but was 
killed by natives in the Philippines.  

 

Colombus discovered the West Indies in 1492: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/322077810837002570/ 

Vasco da Gama reached India in 1498: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/333759022367555961/ 
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A number of European explorers who took a westward route with the intention of 
discovering a sea route to India and China ended up, mistakenly, in the American 

Continent, which later came to be called the New World. In fact, one of the greatest 
achievements of the Renaissance was the discovery of the New World.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
The Spanish and Portuguese founded colonies in South America and practically 
divided this continent between them. Two Spanish conquistadores, Herman Cortez 

and Francisco Pizarro conquered the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Peru 
respectively. Other European countries such as England and France established 

colonies in North America.  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Left: The capture of Emperor Montezuma (Aztec Emperor) by Cortes: https://www.quora.com/Why-did-
Hernan-Cortez-win-against-the-Aztecs 
Right: The capture of Atahualpa (Inca Emperor) by Pizarro: https://www.sutori.com/item/1533-atahualpa-
the-inca-emperor-was-captured-by-francisco-pizarro-and-even-thoug 
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UNIT 5 

THE CRUSADING MOVEMENT AND THE ORDER OF ST. JOHN  

 
 

WHAT WERE THE CRUSADES?  
The Crusades were a series of wars fought between the Christians and the Muslim 

Turks for the control of the Holy Land, especially for control of the Holy City of 
Jerusalem. Palestine, also known as the Holy Land, was and still is the most important 
place for the Christian religion. This is because it is the land where Jesus Christ was 

born and lived. During the Middle Ages, thousands of Christian pilgrims from Europe 
would make the long and perilous journey to the Holy Land to visit and pray at the 

sites associated with the life and death of Jesus. The most important place was the 
Holy City of Jerusalem where Jesus was crucified and where, Christians believe, rose 
form the dead.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Palestine was conquered from the Byzantines by the Muslim Arabs in 638 AD. But 
the Arab rulers continued allowed Christian pilgrims to visit the Holy Land. 

However, by the mid-11th century, the Seljuk Turks conquered Palestine from the 
Arabs and seized the Holy City of Jerusalem. The Turks, unlike the Arabs before 

them, did not allow Christian pilgrims free movement to the Holy Land. The Turks 
imposed taxes on the Christian pilgrims and sometimes even cruelly persecuted 
them.  
 
The Turks were also invading and conquering parts of the Byzantine Empire. The 
Byzantine Emperor, who was the Christian monarch ruling from Constantinople, 
asked the Pope of Rome to help the Byzantines stop the Turkish advance.  

 
At the time of the Crusades, the Muslims used to call the Crusaders ‘Franks’ 

because most of them came from France. In turn, the Crusaders used to call all the 
Muslims of the Holy Land ‘Saracens’. 
 

Routes of the first Four Crusades between 1096 and 1204: https://slideplayer.com/slide/10621664/ 

 

Crusader  
1200 AD 

Saracen  
1200 AD 
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THE FIRST CRUSADE 

In 1095, Pope Urban II, while on a pastoral visit in Clermont in France, called on 
all Christians in Europe to take the Cross and join in a Holy War, or Crusade, 

against the Turks. From all over Europe thousands of ordinary men, knights, nobles 
and even kings rushed to join the Crusader army. The Pope promised that all those 
who went to died fighting against the Turks in the Holy Land would have their sins 

absolved and their soul would go straight to Heaven.  
 
In 1099 the army of the First Crusade arrived in the Holy Land, they were 
successful in recapturing the important cities of Nicaea, Antioch and Acre from the 

Turks. When the Crusaders captured the Holy City of Jerusalem in 1099, they took 
a horrific revenge by slaughtering thousands of Muslims and Jews who lived in that 
city. After this victory, the Christians set up a number of Christian Crusader-states 

in the Holy Land, the largest and most important was the Latin Kingdom of 
Jerusalem. The Christians ruled the Holy Land for around 90 years. During this 

time, a number of religious and military orders were established in Jerusalem. 
These were the Knights Templar (made up of French Knights), the Teutonic 
Order (made up of German Knights) and the Hospitaller Order of St John the 

Baptist (made up of Knights from eight different langes or nations).  
 
WHY DID THE LATER CRUSADES FAIL? 
However, the Turks, led by their famous warrior Sultan Saladin, began to reconquer 

the cities in the Holy Land which had been lost to the Christians. The Muslim counter-
attack became known as the Jihad (or Holy War). In 1187 the Turks reconquered the 

Holy City of Jerusalem. The Christians attempted a number of other Crusades to win 
back Jerusalem from the Turks, however they nearly all unsuccessful. 
 
 
 

The First Crusade in front of Jerusalem: 
https://www.welt.de/kultur/history/article13360181/Warum-der-Kampf-gegen-den-IS-kein-Kreuzzug-ist.html 
The Crusader States in the Holy Land:  
https://gratefultothedead.com/2010/11/17/the-crusades-step-by-step-through-a-spectacular-mess/ 
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There were three other well-known Crusades:  
 
 The Third Crusade (1189-1191) was under 

the leadership of Richard I the Lionheart, the 
warrior King of England. 

 The Fourth Crusade (1202-1204) was led by 
the Venetians and it ended up conquering 

Constantinople instead of Jerusalem; 
 The Fifth Crusade (1223-1226) led by 

Emperor Frederick II who managed to make a 

treaty with the Sultan of Egypt to hand over 
Jerusalem for the Christians; 

 
 
 
 
The First Crusade of the Christians against the Muslim Turks was a success. It was 
led well and the Christians succeeded in conquering the Holy City of Jerusalem as 
well as other cities in the Holy Land from the Turks. But the later Crusades were 

badly led. This was made worse by the disagreements and quarrels which 
developed between the various commanders of the Christian Crusaders.  
 
Furthermore, the Christian Crusader armies in the Holy Land were fighting far away 

from their lands in Europe. This made it difficult for them to receive reinforcements 
and war provisions from Europe. Another reason was that the Christian Crusaders 
were not used, and surely not prepared, to fight in the hot climate of the Holy Land as 

the Muslim Turks were. Moreover, it was also difficult for the Christians to defend and 
hold on to the territory in the Holy Land which they had conquered from the Turks. 

This was because these territories were surrounded by large and hostile population of 
Muslims.  
 
WHAT WERE THE RESULTS OF THE CRUSADES?  

One of the main results of the Crusades was that these religious wars gave way to 
considerable commerce between Europe and the Muslim territories in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. This commerce led to a flood of luxury products from the East into 

Europe, such as spices from India, damask from Syria, carpets from Persia, silk and 
porcelain from China.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

The Sack of Constantinople by the Fourth Crusade: 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/635711303629091375/ 

 

Left: The massacre of Muslim prisoners by the Crusaders at Acre in 1191:  
Right: Commerce increased between Christian Europe and the Muslim World. 
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The Christians in Europe also benefitted from the Crusades by way of acquiring a lot 
of knowledge from the Muslim world, which at the time was much more advanced 
than Christian Europe. Such areas of knowledge were geography, mathematics, 

architecture, medicine and astronomy. Newly acquired knowledge in geography and 
navigation would later lead to what in European History is called the Age of 

Exploration. This was an age when European monarchs started to send sailors on 
long voyages of discovery and exploration across the unknown oceans with the help 
of navigational instruments such as the compass.  
 
However, the crusades were also responsible for an increase in hatred between 

Muslims and Christians. This had the effect of increasing religious fanaticism which led 
to the development of the dangerous idea of justifying war and terror in the name of 

religion.  
 
THE KNIGHTS OF ST JOHN IN JERUSALEM, ACRE, CYPRUS AND RHODES 
The Holy Land, particularly the Holy City of Jerusalem was considered a sacred 

place for Christians. Numerous Christians made the long and dangerous journey 
from Europe to the Holy Land to visit the places where Jesus lived and died.  
 
When Jerusalem was captured by the Turks, all property belonging to the Christians 
was seized. Furthermore, Christian pilgrims who travelled to the Holy Land were badly 

treated by the Turks. Christians were robbed, tortured and sometimes even killed. This 
ill-treatment of Christians aroused great anger against the Turks in Christian Europe.  
 
The Order of the Knights Hospitallers of St John began in Jerusalem after this city was 

captured by the First Crusade. A group of Benedictine monks led by Blessed Peter 
Gerard built a hospital in Jerusalem for sick pilgrims. In 1113, these monks were 

granted permission by the Pope to call themselves the Hospitallers of St John the 
Baptist.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
When the Turks tried to win back Jerusalem from the Christians, the Hospitallers, 
under the leadership of their first Grand Master Raymond du Puy, its members 
became also warring knights. However, the Order of St John continued to perform 

its hospitaller role as well. The Knights of St John wore a long black robe with a 
white eight-pointed cross upon it. The eight points of the cross represented the 

eight beatitudes which the members of the Order were bound to practice.  
 
 

Left: Fra Gerard, founder of the Hospitaller Order in the Holy Land. 

Centre: A Hosptaller Frair and Knight in the Holy Land. 
Right: Krak des Chevaliers, the Knights’ stronghold in the Holy Land.  
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When the Turks, led by the famous Sultan Saladin 
attacked and captured Jerusalem from the 

Christians in 1187, the Knights were driven out of 
the Holy City. They took refuge in the fortified city 

of Acre, not far from Jerusalem and which was still 
in Christian hands.  
 
However, when in 1291 Acre was also captured by 
the Turks, the Hospitallers found refuge on the island-

Kingdom of Cyprus. During their stay in Cyprus, the 
Knights built a strong fleet of ships. This made the 

Order a seafaring power. From their naval base in 
Cyprus, the ships of the Knights attacked Turkish 

ships sailing in the eastern Mediterranean. While in 
Cyprus, the Knights also waged war against the 
Byzantines, and in 1309, they captured the island of 

Rhodes which was then under Byzantine rule.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
The Knights turned Rhodes into one of the strongest fortified island in the eastern 
Mediterranean. The Order’s fleet, sailing from Rhodes, became a menace to Turkish 

ships. This provoked the Turks to attack the Rhodes in order to drive the Knights 
out of this island. In 1522, the Turks attacked the Knights in Rhodes for the third 

time. After a siege which lasted around six months, the Knights, under the 
leadership of Grandmaster L’Isle Adam surrendered Rhodes to the Turks.  
 
THE KNIGHTS ARE OFFERED THE MALTESE ISLANDS  

After losing the island of Rhodes, the Knights ended up homeless, without a base 
from which they could perform their dual role of knights and hospitallers. In 1524, 
Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain, offered to give them the 

Maltese Island, which were then part of his Spanish Empire. Before accepting the 
offer, Grandmaster L’Isle Adam, sent a Commission made up of three Knights to 

visit, inspect and report to the Order’s Council about the state of the islands to see 
whether they were suitable for their needs. 
 

 
  

The capture of Acre by the 
Turks in 1291. 

Left: Map of the Knights’ Hospitallers possessions in Rhodes.  
Centre: A Hospitaller Knight in Rhodes wearing the red tunic with a white cross. 
Right: The Knights’ fortified city of Rhodes. 
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This report was not a favourable one. It mentioned 
that Malta was not as fertile as Rhodes since it lacked 

rivers, forests and mountains. The Knights also 
mentioned that the fortifications found in both Malta 

and Gozo were few, not strong enough and were in 
need of desperate repair. However, the report also 
mentioned that Malta possessed two excellent 

harbours which would prove very useful to the 
Order’s ships After some hesitation, Grandmaster 

L'Isle Adam could do nothing else but accept the King 
of Spain’s offer of the Maltese Islands, simply because 
it was the only offer available. 

 
 

 
  
 
The Grandmaster and the Knights arrived in a in November 1530. From Birgu they 

travelled to Mdina were the Grand Master was given the keys of Mdina as the new 
ruler of the islands.   The Knights were to rule over the islands for the next 268 
years, until they were were forced to surrender them to the French in 1798. \from 

the moment of their arrival in Malta, the Knights took up residence in Birgu, which 
was situated in Grand Harbour and from where they could guard their ships.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The arrival of L’Isle Adam and the Knights at Mdina in 1530. 
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