FRANCIS CIAPPARA

LAY HEALERS AND SORCERERS IN MALTA
(1770-1798)

What is the power of the mind over the body?
What is the degree of psychological or psychic mani-
pulation that may be exercised over any person?
Selecting numerous cases indicating popular belrefs
in the supernatural, and methods of folk medicine —
from confessions before the Inquisition Tribunal —
FRANCIS CIAPPARAY* here throws some light on
the dubious faith of the simple man in momenis of
anguish as well as his ingenuity in moments of pain,
including some most weird superstitious practices
caused partly by medical insufficiency and party by
an exotic, if not actually magical, disposition to life.
We may laugh, but these extreme cases are recorded
as having actually happened throughout the Mal-
tese Islands not so many generations ago; nor are
beliefs relating to such things as the evil eye and
“natural doctors” alien to contemporary Maltese
society: and indeed there appears to be ne ultimate
explanation of the phenomenon other than, possibly,
the simplistic disdain for “ignerance.” A more pro-
found analysis of such a variety of anecdotes in the
near future would certainly make a worthwhile
contribution to our understanding of social history.

Late 18th. century Malta was a bizarre world, A whole
crowd of lay healers treated patients for various diseases —
swollen feet, ringworm. pterygium, warts, jaundice. Even
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people under the effect of the evil-eye and the maghmul
resorted to these charlatans; while sorcery was also indulged
in to win some lady’s hand. to bring a husband back, to find
some freasure, to win at gambling, The examples mentioned
in the article are taken from the lawsuits of the Inquisition;
and hence, as they are based upon statements made under
oath, they are a reliable source of information. Nor are they
exireme cases either: similar instances could be repeated
ad nauseam,

Doctors rendered their services both at the hospitals and
in the towns and villages of Malta, But their expertise was
freguently supplemented, if not substituted, by popular types
of treatment., Pasquale Calafato, nicknamed “Ciausat”, of
Casa: Attard counselled baths of sea water for swollen feet;
whiie little children “who felt pain in their ribs owing to
cosgulated milk” were to have a hedgehog cut open and
applied (while it was still warm) on the part which hurt
them. Giuseppe Falzon, a baptised slave who lived in the
prison of Senglea, treated children for ringworm. He first
siraved their heads, which he then smeared with gunpowder,
lemon juice, erushed date stone, burnt bones of dogs' heads,
and tarred hempen threads all mixed together. Angelo Bonel-
lo, & Gogitan who lived in Gudia in 1788 had his three
children treated by Falzon, The treatment started a week
after the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary, and continued
intermittently for about two months. The slave's services
were asked for in other villages as well — Casal Zurric, Citta’
Pinto, and Casal Zeitun; but according to Catarina Barbara
no child was ever cured by him, Falzon even fried to cure
Lorenza, an old woman from Gudia, who had been paralysed
in bed for a very long time. He bled her hand, changed her
clothes. and gave her a bath in which he put boiled orange-
leaves, lemon-leaves, rosemary, wild thyme, and grasso di
bovemarino. He even fumigated the room with benzoin to
remove the offensive smell there was. Lorenza gave him, on
different occasions, 16 tari, 8 tari, 1 scudo, and a bed-sheet
But he did not keep all the money to himself since he
purchased for the old woman, amongst other things, some
beef and a candle, which she was to light before the erucifix
she kept in her room. 2

Indeed, it was natural for a credulous and backward
population to resort to the supernatural in their hour of need.
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This is, in fact, the psychological basis of religion and the
sense of hope and of the ‘Big Brother' which it instils. Reli-
gion still held sway over the people, who with fervent faith
prayed to God and the Saints to have mercy on them. When
Elena Xerri of Birchircara was ill she put on her chest a
‘small cross of Jerusalem’ her confessor had given her. 3
Maria Agius “ta' Suffeira” lived in the vicinity of the
churches of the Saviour and the Annunciation at Casal
Attard. In 1788, she treated an 18-year-old young man,
nephew of Fr. Antonio Gristi, of the same village for ptery-
gium or — as it was called in the village jargon — “octopus”.
She passed a ring, which he himself had brought, over his
eye, Whiie 1eciting the following charm she had learnt when
still a young girl: 4

Salip InDeu,

Santu Luca, San Matteu,

handi Hainea tugiahni.

Mur fdach il Ginien

imscleitu brigleia

saccheitu bi Iddimuh ta' haineia.
Acta bisbiesa hilua

u Imsah biha hainech

u mur fi sciat il Bahar

issip il carnit istaham,

hafen seba hafniet ma seba meugiet,
hasel haineich biesc isiru phal uardiet.
Santa Maria Margarita

tnahi lehbara mil carnita.

Angeluzza treated Catarina, both of Casal Zeitun, for the
same eye-disease. She rubbed her eyes with the ring while
they recited together the following singsong: s

| treat your eye, and | treat it again,

and | will remove your octopus.

Santa Lucia, Santa Margarita,

remove the octopus

and throw it into the sea,

and don't let it appear again.

Jesus Christ met his mother, Mary,

and asked her, "Tell me, what ails thee?"
"My eye hurts me”, she answered.

W T

"Go by the seaside

and find a herb watered with my sweat.’
St. George on horse-back,

cure this young lady.

Maria Cheteuti, also of Zeitun, had warts on her face.
Sne was advised to seek the services of Antonio, but she
cdecided to be her own doctor. She rubbed the warts with
three straws while reciting three creeds in honour of the
birth of Our Lord, believing she would be cured by the merit
of the straw on which He was born. Then she rubbed them
with three small stones, and said three Hail Marys “in honour
of those three stones on which David wrote the names of
Jesus and Mary, and with which he killed Goliath”. Next,
siie put the straws in a water-basin, and a month later the
warts drcpped off. Maria treated in like manner five other
women, and, on her own testimony, they were al] cured, ¢
When Maria Agius of Nasciar suffered from tooth-ache, her
nuskand, Michele “ta’ Ilhmar chibir”, not only went to see
the dactor, but he even asked the services of several priests
who read the gospel over her head.7 Fr. Giuseppe Camilleri
“allacham™ of Casal Zebbug, who lived near St. Rogue’s
church, was in the habit of reading to people of all ages who
suffered from jaundice. He charged 4 onze a time, besides
receiving gifts of various sorts. 8

Jaundice was, in fact, a common malady. The above-
mentioned Pasquale had his own way of curing it, and his
fame spread throughout the Island. He skimmed the
patient's bare chest with a flint, which if its movement was
obstructed. indicated he had contracted the disease. The two,
then, made the sign of the cross, recited five times a Hail
Mary, an Our Father, and the Glory Be in honour of the
Holy Trinity; a Hail Mary and an Our Father in honour of
St. Francis Xavier, St. Joseph, and all the Saints; and a
“Salve Regina” in honour of Our Lady. In the meantime,
he applied a piece of candle blessed on Candlemas Day
(xemgha tal-Kandlora) and another piece of candle used in
church on Maundy Thursday (xemgha tat-tniebri) to the
patient’s forehead, which he removed only at the end of the
prayers. He fumigated the patient once every morning with
blessed olive-branches, incense, and candles, Then with the
ashes, he made three crosses on the forearm, the knees, and
the shin-bone, saying each time: “Jesus fili Maria San
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Giuseppe”. The treatment went on for four, fifteen, or twenty
days according to the gravity of the illness. By passing again
the flint over the chest he knew whether the disease had been
lifted or not. The testing-stone was bought by Giuseppe
Agius for 100 scudi; but it was worth the price since he took
up jaundice-treatment as a profession and brought up a
family of eight.? i '

When ten years of age Valenza Agius “ta’ Scueiha” —
who lived between the parish church of Zebbug and the
Church of Our Lady of Sorrows — had been taken by her
mother to “Ciausat”. Though she was cured, she was taken
i1l again nine years later, and notwithstanding the doctor's
treatiment she was confined to bed for a whole year. As her
face changed colour her friends assured her she had
jaundice and she resolved to cure herself the way Pasquale
had done, After five days she was able to sit up in bed; and
at the end of a forthnight she was cured, Several people
started to seek her services, and she showed them not only
how to conduct the treatment, but also that they should have
faith and recite the prayers with devotion. She also continued
to treat people herself: Grazia “ta] Uersiech"”, Maria “ta’ Cin-
quina”, and Grazia “ta’ Bergili” all died in hospital, while
Rosa “ta’ Tuila” and Grazia “ta’ Dora” were hoth cured, »

Anna Gatt, Valenza’s sister, was another lay-doctor. Her
first experiment was made on two girls whose parents had
brought them back from hospital and having succeeded, she
was often called upon fo cure jaundice, She treated not only
people from Citta’ Rohan, but wherever her services were
called for, being paid 2 tari by each patient. The Vicar Gene-
ral had warned her to desist, but moved by pity, she con-
tinued with the treatment. Catarina “ta’ Catusi”, of the
same town, fumigated Rosa “ta’ Succhett” with olive
branches, and as these furned blackish she verified she had
contracted the illness. Then, while praying undertone, she
blessed her with the twigs' ashes and with a piece of candle.
The treatment was repeated four times, but after a few days,
Rosa was taken to hospital where she died after eleven days.
Catarina also treated Ignazio Camilleri “tal Kain” and his
wife, Anna, and Giuseppe Cascun's wife, Rosa — all of
Siggeui. =

Giovanni Maria Mallia, also from Siggiewi, used a

lengthy and curious type of treatment. He started by fumigat-
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ing the patient three times with blessed olive-branches; then
he read from a book he had used at school the “Veni Creatur
Spiritus”, the creed in honour of the Heart of Jesus, the
“Salve Regina” in honour of the Heart of the Blessed Vergin
Mary, and the psalm “Nunc Dimittis Servum Tuum’' in
honour of Holy Jesus, With the ashes of the burnt olive-
branches he made five signs of the cross on the forehead, on
the hands, and on the knees. Next, he recited the first chap-
ter of St. John’s gospel, and the psalm “Qui Habitat in Adju-
torium”, This ritual was repeated five times in honour of the
five wounds of Jesus, 13

A man who lived in Valletta at the back of the monastery
of St, Mary Magdalene had his own peculiar way of curing
people from jaundice. He diagnosed the disease by looking
fixedly into their eyes. Then he measured with a piece of
string the length and breadth of their bodies keeping their
arms outstretched. The remaining part of the string he cut
into pieces which he threw on the head, the chest, and on the
feet, while looking now at the picture of St. Elia and now at
the patient’s eyes, and muttering “Beato Sant Elia, ed in
mezzo di Maria.” Maria, wife of Giovanni “ta’ Masfru Berftu”,
Francesca “ta’ Caccia”, Catarina, wife of Angelo Muscat “ta
Scariu”, and Angela, wife of (Agostino “tal Paias”, all of Citta
Pinto went to be treated by him, He demanded 3 tari from
each as stipends for masses to be said at the altar of St, Elia;
but they even gave him a dozen eggs, and all except Catarina
were cured after visiting him more than once. ™

When no remedy could be found the Maltese attributed
many of their infirmities to witcheraft rather than to natural
causes. They firmly believed, as some still do, in the evil-eye.
The Inquisitor, Mgr. Zondadari, tried to understand this
belief of the people “tenaciously attached to their various
customs”, It was — so was he assured — the effect of poison
which passed from people's eyes into what they looked at.?s

Salvatore Calleja “ta’ Chnanet” of Cittd Rohan recognis-
ed people under the effect of this spell. He put some water
and some salt in a white clay plate, blessed it and recited
thrice a Holy Father, a Hail Mary, and a Glory Be in honour
of the Holy Trinity, Then he put two or three drops of 0il
into the plate, If these scattered, it was a sign the patient was
bewitched, and the same experiment was repeated twice
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more, each time using fresh water, salt and oil, This secret
was taught to him by his father, to whom in turn it had
been revealed by a Capuchin friar. a relative of his. His
daughter, Grazia Vassallo “ta’' Prans”, who lived in the
vicinity of the church of Our Lady of Light, treated Anna's
child; Grazia's five-year-old daughter, Teresa, Teresa wife of
Francesco "“ta’ Cantonieri”; and the mare of Giuseppe “ta’
Mas", which would neither eat nor rise from the ground, but
which later regained its health. Grazia's sister, Lorenza, wife
of Francesco “ta’ Zeit”, treated a child of Domenico “il
Gerrei”, 1

Maria Teresa of Senglea fumigated patients with blessed
olive branches, palm-branches, and incense while reciting the
following charm she had been taught by Catarina Cop-
pola: 7

Occlatura, Scantatura
Sana sia chista creatura

due l'anni innociatu

trl I'anni Sanctu

il Padre, il figlio, lo Spirito Sancto
Santissima Trinita,

Giusu' Christu colla catina,

questo male si ritira.

Giusu’ Christu culla colanna
questo male mal non torna

Giusu' Christu culla eruci,

chiestu mall si riducl

These evil-eye healers, generally women, were to be
found in most vllages of Malta. At Rabat: Teresa, wdow of
Tomaso “ta’ Rasn", who lived in the region of dar hanzira:
Maddalena *“ta’ Ciacias”; Anna “ta’ bsara” from hariescem,
and Teresa “ta’ Temp” were known to practice this type of
healing. '8 While at Nasciar practiced Anna “ta’ Cintin”
and Paolica Galea “ta’ Randun” who resided in the area Ta’
Bir il Hut. The latter not only recited a Hail Mary and a
“Salve Regina”, but she even told the infirm: =

May God set you free from the evil eye.
May God liberate you from the wicked eye.
May the sea come with velocity and go like a wave

_LisR

May the eye as black as mulbern
come out like the ringworm

At Casal Lia, the inhabitants resorted to the help of
Anna “ta’ Chetra” and to Anna “ta’ Coggia”, widow of Andrea
Fenech. In 1789, the latter treated Maria, wife of Aloisio
Mifsud “ta’ Pulitu” whom she fumigated three times, while

lech il hain hi cahla tmur phal nahla
u lech il hain hi zercha tmur phal berca

The evil-eye, however, was not the only fear under which
the Malfese lived. The maghmul was another kind of spell
brought about on lock of hair nail-parings, a piece of
cloth. It afforded an easy explanation when medicine could
bring no relief. Maria Grech “il Pamplona™ of Birchircara
was in such pain that she threw herself on the ground,
screaming. Dr. Perdon and the surgeon Michele Grillet
assured her it was caleulus; but as they could not cure her,
nothing could convince her and her neighbours that it was
not the result of witcheraft. She had lived in concubinage
with Battista Zarb for fourteen years before settling down
with Giovanni “ta’ Mincuzza”,; and he must surely have cast
a spell on her to avenge himself. She started to be treated by
Hammuda, the Turk, even though her confessor, the Capu-
chin friar Anselmo, forbade her betake herself to him. Such
was her faith in him that she did not mind regaining her
health even from the devil “now that I would soon be cured”,
and when she had already spend 50 scudi. =

Anna Maria “ta’ Corom” of Burmola threatened to
avenge herself on Margarita Schembri and on her sister,
Maria, when they turned her friend out of a house they
owned, They found a lock of hair hanging from a nail, which
Fr, Giovanni removed with a cane and threw into the fire,
while he read the Gospel over their head, and encouraged
them to fear nothing, But then a series of misfortunes started
which made them believe they were really under the effect of
a spell, After four months their brother, Angelo Farrugia,
drowned after his boat had sunk. Then it was Maria's turn,
followed by her two daughters’, Margarita, aged 16, and 23-
year-old Giovanna. Their matiresses were thought to be




infected, and were burnt. The spell had worked. - Giuseppe
"ta' Seppu I'ahmar" of Citta Rohan wished to see his sister,
Maria, who lived near the church of Uietchirda, dead. He
placed on her door's threshold three nails, a little salt, a
piece of fried meat, and a lock of hair, which he then assured
her was only a sham, the hair being violin chords. But in
1787, an old woman from Floriana went to visit her and
assured her a death spell had been cast on her. She gave her
some water of St. Feliciano to drink; but as she refused, the
old woman blessed her arms and told her to hang the bottle
behind the door. * Giuseppe Callus "tal Hut" of Casal Safl
had illicit relations with Francesca Bonel"il Haucia" of Casal
Gudia. After a while he left her to return to his wife.
Francesca made it publicly known she would exterminate
both him and his wife. Giuseppe believed her since she went
on board the galleys to talk to the convicts and to the Turks,
who were wont to cast such spells. Thus, on 15 May 1793, he
appeared before the Tribunal of the Inquisition and asked
Mgr. Carpegna to protect him.« Elisabetta Dorelof Vittoriosa
cast a spell ad mortem on her husband, through the services
of Palma, a Neapolitan woman.*

To break these spells all kinds of incomprehensible met-
hods were resorted to, which were, in fact, nothing more than
easy means to earn good money. In 1786, Pietro Pace of
Casal Lia was assured by a doctor at the Sacra Infermeria
there was no remedy for his eye disease. For 24 tarl a Turk
gave him some ointment to apply to his eyes, which he was
also to fumigate with eight pieces of paper. *? When in 1775
Felice Schembri "ta" Breita" of Casal Musta felt unwell, two
Turks gave him a flint with many signs on it.He drank the
water into which he had put the stone, but it was all in
vain.=% In 1777, Giovanna Borg of Burmola gave a biscuit to
Rosa Stivala. That same night she bad a bad stomach ache,
which the doctors Seichel, Cerdon, Creni, and Consoli could
not diagnose; and, thus, Giuseppe, her hushand, suspected it
was some piece of witchcraft. Her mother ordered Giovanna
leave her daughter in peace; tout she kissed the ground, and
thanked God that Rosa would never rise up from bed, and
would soon die. The Church believed in the power of such
spells, and the poor woman was exorcised by the Dominican
Fr. Vincenzo Aquilina, and by Fr. Fulgentio, a Franciscan
friar.
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Maria Mangion, also of Burmola, had been insane for
twenty years, and she could regain her health neither by
spiritual nor toy medicinal means. Her sister, Catarina, widow
of Pasquale Carciella, sought the services of a Turk, who
fumigated her with benzoin and "costoor" and passed a sheet
of paper over the fir. The outline of a face and some letters
soon could be made out on the paper, which drawings had
been made by the Spirits who would cure Maria and whom
the slave tied to a tree in the outskirts of Zabbar. To pay the
Turk for this worthless service, Catarina gave him a hen
and 10 scudi after she had pawned her clothes. 3 Rosaria's
husband, Paolo Gam-hin of Valletta, was in chains at the
mental hospital. His father-in-law, Saverio Savona, took pity
on him, and procured for him all medical remedies available,
and had readings made over him toy many priests. As a last
resort, he summoned the help of Gaetano Schembri, a
baptised slave, who wrote some letters on a "lampuea”, cut
off its head, roasted it and gave it to Paolo, who also drank
the wine with which Gaetano had washed the plate, » When
in 1784, Giuseppe Bonello's wife, Rosa, of Siggeui was sick
with dropsy, Francesco "il Barbir" gave her a jar of honey
and spices, and three pieces of paper written with the blood
of a chicken Rosa had given him to fumigate herself with.

It seems incredible that the people did not see through
the Turks'machinations, and let themselves be made fun of
and robbed time and time again. But desperate as they were
they had nobody to turn to except these charlatans, who
were their last hope, and in whom they so firmly believed.
Lorenzo, son of Catarina Aquilinaof Siggeui, was paralysed
in the legs. His mother believed this was the sinister work of
Maria Anna, her former servant who had given him two
"ravioli" to eat. Her brother, Giovanni -Maria Balzan, a
soldier on the Order's galleys, asked the help of a Turik, who
gave him three pieces of paper with which to fumigate
Lorenzo's legs, while three other sheets of paper were to be
put in water and vinegar which the boy was to drink. It was
all in vain, though the experiments had cost 9 tari. He even
got worse; and Giuseppe, a neophyte, gave him some oint-
ment to use on his joints, and some blessed olive-leaves to
fumigate him whileinvokingthe name of God. Catarina now
paid 2 onze, but again without result. Lastly, A-gata "Cin-
clejna" took pity on her, and won the services of another
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