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TAXATION AND TAX EVASION IN 15th 

CENTURY MALTA 
1450 -1499 

Vanessa Bezzina* 

T h e r e c o r d s o f t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l m e e t i n g s o f 1 4 5 0 - 1 4 9 9 , t h e m s e l v e s a p r o d 
u c t o f a p r i v i l e g e d g r o u p , t h e M d i n a e l i t e , a r e a c l e a r i l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h e d i s t r i 
b u t i o n o f p o w e r a n d t h e r e s o u r c e s o f f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r y M a l t a . W i t h l i t t l e d i 
r e c t i n t e r v e n t i o n f r o m t h e S i c i l i a n c r o w n , t h e l o c a l u r b a n p a t r i c i a n s d i r e c t e d 
a n d c o n t r o l l e d t h e e c o n o m y o f t h e i s l a n d s . T h e f a r m i n g o u t o f t a x e s a n d t h e i r 
c o l l e c t i o n w e r e o f u t m o s t i m p o r t a n c e f o r t h e f i n a n c i a l l i f e o f t h e M d i n a t o w n -
c o u n c i l . A s o n e o f t h e m a i n f e a t u r e s o f d a i l y a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , i t i n c l u d e d n e w 
a r r a n g e m e n t s i n t h e Universitas' b u r e a u c r a t i c s y s t e m i n w h i c h t h e s o c i a l 
s t r a t a p r e v a i l e d . A l s o t a x a t i o n a n d t a x f a r m i n g l i f t e d u p n e w v a c a n c i e s a n d 
m o r e i n s u l a r m u n i c i p a l o r g a n i s a t i o n . 

L e gabelle • sources of income, regulations, payers and payees 

A l m o s t a c e n t u r y a g o , M o n s . A l f r e d o M i f s u d a n a l y s e d t a x a t i o n i n h i s a r t i c l e 
• L ' a p p r o v i g i o n a m e n t o e I ' U n i v e r s i l a d i M a l t a n e l l e p a s s a t e d o m i n a z i o n i ' 
w h i c h a m o n g s t o t h e r t o p i c s d e a l t w i t h c o m m u n a l t a x e s . D e r i v i n g h i s a r g u 
m e n t s f r o m a r c h i v a l e v i d e n c e , h e m a k e s s p e c i a l r e f e r e n c e t o t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l 
m e e t i n g s ' m i n u t e s f o u n d i n NLM Ms Universitd II. A l t h o u g h M i f s u d ' s 
a n a l y s i s p r o v i d e s a g o o d i n s i g h t o f a l l t h e w a y s o f t a x a t i o n i m p o s e d b y t h e 
M d i n a Universitas, t h e a r t i c l e t a c k s d e t a i l a n d a c o m p r e h e n s i v e h i s t o r i c a l a p 
p r o a c h . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d i t i s a v e r y g o o d i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t a x - c o l l e c t i o n i n 
M a l t a i n t h e l a t e f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r y . I t i s a n a t t e m p t t o w a r d s p r o f e s s i o n a l 
h i s t o r y , t h a t i s w i t h r e f e r e n c e s t o a r c h i v a l s o u r c e s a n d f o o t n o t e s . S t i l l s o m e 
o f t h e d a t a i s n o t i n t h e f o o t n o t e d . T h e f o l l o w i n g d i s c u s s i o n s e e k s t o f u r t h e r 
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M i f s u d ' s a n a l y s i s , b r i n g i n g t o l i g h t m o r e t h e m e s r e g a r d i n g t h e c o m m u n a l 
o r g a n i s a t i o n a n d i t s s o u r c e s o f i n c o m e i n t h e M a l t e s e i s l a n d s b e t w e e n 
1 4 5 0 a n d 1 4 9 9 . 

T h e S t a t e ' s m a i n s o u r c e o f f i s c a l r e v e n u e w a s f r o m t h e e x c i s e o n d o m e s t i c 
a n d f o r e i g n t r a d e , l i k e t h e 2 p e r c e n t o n e x p o r t s ' a n d t h e y e a r l y t a x a t i o n 
k n o w n as donativo o r collecta. T h i s w a s a t a x w h i c h w a s t o b e p a i d b y a l l , t o 
be d i s t r i b u t e d a m o n g s t a l l t h e s u b j e c t s as p a y m e n t f o r t h e c r o w n ' s s e r v i c e . " 
T a x c o l l e c t i o n e s t a b l i s h e d a n i n i t i a l g r o w t h o f a p a t r o n a g e s y s t e m , w h i c h e x 
p a n d e d i n r e s p o n s e o f t h e i n c r e a s i n g s o c i a l d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n , 3 b e t w e e n t h e e l i t e s 
o f t h e i s l a n d , m e m b e r s o f t h e M d i n a c o u n c i l , a n d t h e t a x p a y e r s . 

A m o n g s t t h e financial b u r d e n s w h i c h f e l l u p o n t h e M d i n a Universitas t h e r e 
w a s t h e p a y m e n t o f s a l a r i e s o f t h e c r o w n o f f i c i a l s o n t h e i s l a n d as w e l l a s t a k 
i n g c a r e o f t h e d a i l y n e e d s o f t h e i s l a n d . N e e d s w h i c h i n c l u d e d t h e b u i l d i n g 
o f w a l l s a n d t h e p r o c u r e m e n t o f w h e a t . T h i s w a s m a d e p o s s i b l e b y t h e r e v e 
n u e s c o m i n g f r o m t h e i m p o s i t i o n o f d i f f e r e n t t a x a t i o n s t r u c t u r e s , m a n y o f 
w h i c h h a d t o be s a n c t i o n e d , s o m e t i m e s i m p o s e d b y t h e V i c e r o y i n S i c i l y . 
O t h e r w a y s o f a c q u i r i n g c a s h r e v e n u e s w a s t h r o u g h v a r i o u s l e v i e s o r fines f o r 
d e c r e e i n f r i n g e m e n t s a n d t h e l e a s e o f w a r e h o u s e s a n d o t h e r p r o p e r t y b e l o n g 
i n g t o t h e c o u n c i l . 4 T h e n e e d f o r m o n e y w a s g e n e r a t e d l o c a l l y f o r t h e i m p o r 
t a t i o n o f e s s e n t i a ] f o o d s t u f f s a n d o t h e r c o m m o d i t i e s : f u n d s c a m e p r i m a r i l y 
f r o m t h e e x p o r t a t i o n o f c o t t o n a n d c u m i n . 5 T o a l e s s e r d e g r e e , t h e corso6 a l s o 
h a d i t s s h a r e i n b r i n g i n g c a s h t o t h e i s l a n d s . A s a n i n d u s t r y i t w a s p a t r o n i z e d 
b y t h e l o c a l e l i t e , s u c h as t h e D e s g u a n e s f a m i l y . 7 T h u s i n t h e p e r i o d o f 1 4 4 2 
a n d 1 4 5 0 , t h e D e s g u a n e s o w n e d t h e m a j o r i t y o f s h i p s u s e d f o r c o r s a i r i n g . 
T a x e s w e r e i m p o s e d b o t h o n t h e e x p o r t a t i o n o f c a s h c r o p s as w e l l a s o n c o r 
s a i r i n g . T h e o n l y v i c t u a l e x e m p t e d f r o m t a x a t i o n w a s w h e a t , t h a t w a s b e i n g 
i m p o r t e d f r o m a l l S i c i l i a n p o n s r e g u l a r l y a c c o r d i n g t o t h e n e e d s o f t h e t i m e . 
T h e r e l e a s e o f w h e a t f r o m t a x a t i o n , t h e tratte w a s o n e o f t h e m a i n p r i v i l e g e s 
g r a n t e d i n 1 4 3 2 b y K i n g A l f o n s o . 8 O n t h e o t h e r h a n d t a x e s w e r e i m p o s e d o n 
m a n y g o o d s ; f r o m t h e i m p o r t a t i o n o f c h e e s e , t o h o n e y , w o o l a n d o i l t h a t w e r e 
t a x e d a t a r a t e o f 1 g o l d tareni per cantaro? 

A n o t h e r s o u r c e o f i n c o m e w a s t h e t a x i m p o s e d b y t h e M a l t e s e a u t h o r i t i e s o n 
a b s e n t e e fief-holders w h o l i v e d i n S i c i l y a n d d i d n o t a d m i n i s t e r t h e i r fiefs 
t h e m s e l v e s . T h u s , t h e V i c e r o y t o l d t h e M d i n a a u t h o r i t i e s t o i m p o s e a t a x o n 
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J o h a n n e s d e P e r o l l o o f X a c c a i n S i c i l y , a n a b s e n t e e f i e f - h o l d e r . O n t h e 
o t h e r h a n d , t h e c o u n c i l r e f u s e d t o p a y t h e t a x e s o f a b s e n t e e m a g n a t e s l i k e 
R o g e r i u s d e L a n d o l i n a a n d A n d r e a s d e P e r e l l u . " 

T h e t o w n - c o u n c i l w a s o b l i g e d t o s e n d t o t h e V i c e r o y t h e r e v e n u e s a c c r u i n g 
f r o m a n u m b e r o f t a x e s . N a t u r a l l y , t h e Universitas a t t i m e s c o m p l a i n e d 
a g a i n s t s u c h p a y m e n t s . M a n y - a - t i m e t h e c o u n c i l e x a g g e r a t e d i n l a m e n t i n g 
a g a i n s t t h e t a x e s a n d t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r a r r i v i n g t o g a t h e r t h e collecta a n d 
o t h e r d u e s , i n o r d e r t o r e l e a s e i t s e l f f r o m i t s t a x o b l i g a t i o n s . T h e Universitas 
f o u n d t h e s l i g h t e s t e x c u s e t o r e s i s t o r p o s t p o n e t h e p a y m e n t s o f t a x e s . 1 2 T h u s 
i n 1 4 7 3 , a y e a r o f d r a u g h t , t h e c o u n c i l s e n t a l e t t e r t o t h e V i c e r o y p r o t e s t i n g 
a g a i n s t t h e s i x t y f o u r uncle o f donative t h a t w a s a s k e d f r o m M a l t a t h a t y e a r . 1 " 

T h e t a x e s s a n c t i o n e d b y t h e V i c e r o y o n p r o d u c t s i n c l u d e d a t a x o n t h e s a l e o f 
w i n e , a n d o n t h e i m p o r t e d w i n e , a t a x o n t h e s a l e o f m e a t . 1 4 T h e s e t a x e s w e r e 
a l l c o l l e c t e d b y t h e gabellotti. 

The Gabellotto and the royal commissioners: the sindicaturi 

A gabellotto w a s a n o f f i c i a l c h o s e n f r o m a m o n g s t t h e homini facidtusi w h o 
w a s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f a n y g i v e n t a x f o r a n y g i v e n y e a r . E a c h 
v i l l a g e h a d o n e o r m o r e gabellotti i n c h a r g e o f t a x c o l l e c t i n g i n t h a t v i l l a g e , 
t h e n u m b e r o f gabellotti d e p e n d i n g o n t h e p o p u l a t i o n s i z e o f t h e v i l l a g e . 1 5 

E a c h gabella w a s f a r m e d b y p u b l i c a u c t i o n t o w a r d s t h e e n d o f t h e i n d i c t i o n 
y e a r , t h a t i s i n A u g u s t . T h e h i g h e s t b i d d e r b e c a m e t a x f a r m e r f o r t h e c o m i n g 
y e a r . T h e gabellotto, g i v e n h i s p o s i t i o n as t a x c o l l e c t o r , w a s e s s e n t i a l f o r t h e 
w e l l f u n c t i o n i n g o f M d i n a ' s Universitas. P r o m i s i n g t h e Universitas a n a g r e e d 
s u m o f m o n e y , h e p r o c e e d e d t o c o l l e c t t h e t a x , r e t a i n i n g f o r h i m s e l f , as a s a l 
a r y , a n y e x t r a m o n e y g a i n e d . 1 6 S o m e t i m e s , t h e r e w e r e a b u s e s a s s o m e gabel
lotti e x t r a c t e d s u r p l u s r e v e n u e s f r o m p e a s a n t s t o p a y f o r t h e i r e x t r a c o m m o d i 
t i e s . W h i l e t h e b i d d i n g t o o k p l a c e , u s u a l l y a g u a r a n t o r a n d a w i t n e s s h a d t o 
t e s t i f y t h a i t h e gabellotto h a d a g o o d financial b a c k i n g . T h i s i m p l i e d t h a t t h e 
gabellotto h a d t o h a v e a c e r t a i n a m o u n t o f w e a l t h , p e c u n i a r y o r l a n d e d p r o p 
e r t y , a n d t h a t h e w a s n o t c h o s e n f r o m t h e u n d i s t i n g u i s h e d l o c a l p o p u l a t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h t h e gabellotti a s a g r o u p w e r e p a r t o f t h e e l i t e o f t h e i s l a n d , t h e y 
r a r e l y w e r e m e m b e r s o f t h e m a i n familiares s i t t i n g i n t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l . I n -
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d e e d m a n y o f t h e m w e r e w e l l - o f f v i l l a g e i n h a b i t a n t s . Y e t , t h e y s t i l l h a d t h e 
p o w e r t o p r e s e n t t h e i r o w n c o m p l a i n t s t o t h e K i n g w h e n t h e y l a c k e d a g r e e 
m e n t w i t h t h e Universitas. A c a s e i n p o i n t o c c u r r e d o n 19 J u n e 1 4 6 6 . w h e n 
a n e m b a s s y f r o m t h e M a l t e s e p a r i s h e s w e n t t o P a l e r m o t o d e m a n d f i s c a l r e 
l a x a t i o n o n b e h a l f o f t h e c o t t o n p r o d u c e r s . T h e l a t t e r , i t w a s c l a i m e d , w e r e h i t 
b y a l i c e n c e o f a t w o p e r c e n t t a x o n e x p o r t s b y t h e M d i n a Universitas.1'' 

B e s i d e s , t h e gabellotto w a s a n o f f i c e r o f t h e Universitas a t a l o c a l l e v e l . H e 
s u p e r v i s e d a n d o r g a n i s e d t h e a n n u a l collecta o r t h e donativo t o t h e c r o w n as 
w e l l a s e n f o r c e d d i s c i p l i n e a n d s a w t h a t e v e r y o n e p a i d h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e 
Universitas.^ I n a d d i t i o n , b e i n g s o n e a r t o t h e t a x p a y e r s , t h e gabellotto c o u l d 
a l s o r e p o r t t o t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l a n y l o c a l g r i e v a n c e s h e c o u l d h a v e m e t . 

T h e l a r g e s t s h a r e o f t h e t a x b u r d e n , a s e x p e c t e d , f e l l o n t h e w e a l t h i e s t c i t i z e n s 
o f t h e i s l a n d ; a n d g i v e n t h e i r c o n t r o l o f t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l , i t i s t h e i r p o s i t i o n 
w h i c h i s f o u n d e x p r e s s e d i n t h e d o c u m e n t s b e q u e a t h e d t o l a t e r g e n e r a t i o n s . 
I n d e e d , t h e r o y a l c o m m i s s i o n e r s o r sindicaturi w h o c a m e t o t h e i s l a n d t o c o l 
l e c t t h e r o y a l collecta a r e d e s c r i b e d a s a b u r d e n o r o p p r e s s i o n . T h i s p o s i t i o n 
c a n b e s e e n i n t h e eapitoli, w h e r e t h e e l i t e t h r o u g h t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l , p r e 
s e n t e d t h e i r g r i e v a n c e s b e f o r e t h e V i c e r o y . 1 9 I n A p r i l 1 4 6 1 , i n a t o w n - c o u n c i l 
m e e t i n g , t h e m u n i c i p a l o f f i c i a l s a c c u s e d t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r o f h a r m f u l a c t i v i 
t i e s a n d e x t o r t i o n , o p t i n g t o i n f o r m t h e V i c e r o y de omnibus vcxacionibus'0 of 
t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r . L a t e r t h a t m o n t h t h e c o u n c i l m e t a g a i n t o d i s c u s s a b o u t t h e 
m o n e y t h a t t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r i r r e s p o n s i b l y e x t o r t e d f r o m t h e l o c a l s , t h o u g h 
t h e r e i s n o s p e c i f i c a t i o n as t o w h o m h e a b u s e d . " 1 I n t h e s a m e m e e t i n g t h e 
c o m m i s s i o n e r w a s a c c u s e d , o n s o m e r u m o u r s , t h a t h e w a s g o i n g t o l e a v e t h e 
i s l a n d w i t h t h e Universitas' a c c o u n t s b o o k s r e c o r d i n g t h e t r a n s a c t i o n s o f t h e 
t a x trium quartuehiarum. B e s i d e s , h e d i d n o t l o o k i n t o t h o s e a c c o u n t b o o k s 
t h a t h a d b e e n forwarded t o h i m f o r a u d i t i n g . I t is e v i d e n t t h a t t h e r o y a l sindi
caturi, s e n t h e r e f r o m S i c i l y , w e r e n e v e r w e l c o m e s i n c e t h e y s o u g h t t o f o r c e 
u p o n t h e l o c a l e l i t e a h i g h e r c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e r o y a l collecta. O n t h e o t h e r 
h a n d , o n e m u s t n o t f o r g e t t h a t t h e sindicaturi. as R o y a l o f f i c i a l s , w e r e b e y o n d 
t h e c o n t r o l o f a n y S i c i l i a n m u n i c i p a l i t y , a n d s o t h e r e p o r t s o f a l l e g e d a b u s e s 
m i g h t n o t be t o o f a r f r o m t r u t h . " 

N o t a l l commissarii a b u s e d o f t h e i r p o w e r . I n d e e d s o m e c a m e w i t h t h e a i m o f 
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c u r b i n g l o c a l a b u s e s , 2 3 a s R e n a l d u s d e F e r r a r i o w h o a r r i v e d i n M a l t a i n 2 A u 
g u s t 1 4 7 9 t o p r o s e c u t e f i s c a l a b u s e s . S o w a s P a u l o C a r c e l l a , sindicaturi et 
commissario, s e n t b y t h e V i c e r o y t o M a l t a t o i n v e s t i g a t e a b u s e s o f t o w n o f f i 
c i a l s i n t h e fiscal a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f t h e i s l a n d . 2 4 H o w e v e r t h e sindicaturi's 
m a i n t a s k w a s t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f t h e a n n u a l collecta. 

The r o y a l collecta 

T h e r o y a l collecta w a s a n a n n u a l t a x , i m p o s e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e Regno o n 
t o w n - c o u n c i l s a n d t h e p o p u l a t i o n . 2 5 A r o y a l c o m m i s s i o n e r c a m e t o t h e i s l a n d 
t o e x a c t i t a n d c o n t r o l l o c a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . 2 6 O c c a s i o n a l l y , t h e t a x w e n t t o t h e 
m a i n t e n a n c e o f t h e t o w n w a l l s . 2 7 

G e n e r a l l y , t h e Universitas d i d n o t c o l l e c t t h e f u l l a m o u n t i n l i m e , a n d t h e 
c o m m i s s i o n e r h a d t o l o d g e o f f i c i a l p r o t e s t s o v e r a n d o v e r a g a i n . 2 8 T h e col-
lecta's c o l l e c t i o n d e p e n d e d o n t h e r e v e n u e s o f t h e j u r a t s , w h o n a t u r a l l y 
s o u g h t t o p o s t p o n e p a y m e n t a s m u c h a s p o s s i b l e . T h u s , b y t h e I S ^ N o v e m b e r 
1 4 7 3 t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r B a r t h o l o m e u s X a c c a v e n t u h a d a l r e a d y a s k e d f o r t h e 
collecta. T h e n o n t h e 1 9 l h N o v e m b e r 1 4 7 3 h e d e m a n d e d i t a n o t h e r l i m e . T h e 
c a p t a i n m e r e l y d e c l a r e d t h a t t h e c o m m i s s i o n e r h a d t o b e p a t i e n t a n d w a i t u n 
t i l t h e f u l l a m o u n t w a s c o l l e c t e d . A s a c o n s e q u e n c e , ultimata w e r e i m p o s e d 
o n t h e n o t a b l e s o r t h e hornini facultusi t o p a y t h e i r s h a r e b y t h e s p e c i f i e d 
d a t e . O n t h e 1 9 t h N o v e m b e r 1 4 8 2 , J o h a n n e s d e N a v a w a s a s k e d t o p a y t h e r e 
m a i n i n g p a r t o f t h e t a x b y t h e d a y a f t e r . S o w a s G e o r g i u s d e l a H a b i c a . T h e n 
t h e y w e r e o b l i g e d t o b e p u n c t u a l i n t h e i r p a y m e n t . 2 9 

T h e collecta w a s a t a x i m p o s e d o n t h e M a l t e s e Universitas, y e t , w h o p a i d i t ? 
S o m e o f t h e e l i t e m i g h t h a v e b e e n e x e m p t e d , b u t t h e r e i s n o e v i d e n c e 
w h e t h e r t h e e x e m p t i o n w a s e x t e n d e d t o a i l t o w n - c o u n c i l m e m b e r s o r t o s o m e 
o f t h e m o n l y . A n t o n i D e s g u a n e s , a m e m b e r o f t h e m o s t p r o m i n e n t f a m i l i e s i n 
t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i v e a f f a i r s o f t h e i s l a n d , w a s e x e m p t e d , t h r o u g h a l e t t e r r e a d i n 
t h e t o w n c o u n c i l o n t h e 4 O c t o b e r 1 4 5 4 . T h e s a m e p r i v i l e g e w a s g r a n t e d t o 
A l v a r u s d e N a v a o n 1 6 S e p t e m b e r 1 4 8 1 . 3 0 T h e p o o r e s t t o o s e e m t o h a v e b e e n 
e x e m p t e d . I n a 1 4 8 0 m e e t i n g , t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l d i s c u s s e d t h a t t h e collecta 
m u s t be c o l l e c t e d f r o m t h o s e w h o h a d t h r e e salme o f l a n d p r o p e r t y o r m o r e . 3 1 

A n t o n i G a r a j D e s g u a n e s w a s t o l d c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e collecta a t t h e r a t e o f 3 
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tareni per uncia o f h i s i n c o m e . 

T h e collecta, a l t h o u g h a n a n n u a l t a x , v a r i e d i n q u a n t i t y f r o m y e a r t o b e c a u s e 
n o t a l l t h e t r a n s a c t i o n s w e r e i n c a s h p a y m e n t . B a r t e r i n g p r e d o m i n a t e d , a n d 
e v e n o b j e c t o r a n i m a l s e l l i n g p r o v i d e d f o r p a y i n g o n e ' s p a r t o f t h e collecta. 
I n 1 4 8 2 , R o g e l i C a x a r u s o l d a n E t h i o p i a n s l a v e nomine Catherina33 t o c o v e r 
p a r t o f t h e p a y m e n t o f t h e collecta. B e s i d e s t h e r e w a s n o fixed r a t e , a s i t i n 
c r e a s e d o r d e c r e a s e d r e g u l a r l y . I t w a s o n l y t h i r t y uncle o n 2 1 O c t o b e r 1 4 5 0 , 
i n c r e a s i n g t o h u n d r e d uncie by 1 4 6 2 o n l y t o d e c r e a s e t o s i x t y uncie i n 1 4 7 6 , 
re-increasing b a c k t o t h r e e h u n d r e d uncie i n 1 4 8 1 . H o w e v e r , a y e a r l a t e r t h e 
a m o u n t w a s o n l y 8 uncie. 

Other sources of income 

T h e collecta w a s o n l y o n e o f t h e t a x e s t h a t b u r d e n e d t h e M a l t e s e p o p u l a t i o n , 
o t h e r g a b e l l e e x i s t e d , t h e i r n u m b e r a n d n a t u r e c h a n g i n g o v e r t h e c e n t u r i e s . 
T h u s , t h e cabella sagati w h i c h t a x e d v a r i o u s i t e m s i n c l u d i n g m e d i c i n a l 
h e r b s , w a s d o c u m e n t e d s i n c e 1 3 4 5 . A c e n t u r y l a t e r o n e e n c o u n t e r s t h e t a x o n 
t h e s a l e o f m e a t , t h e mal dinaru: a t a r i o n e v e r y vitella o majale, five g r a n o 
per montone a n d o n e g r a n o o n e v e r y agnello s o l d . 3 4 T h e t o w n - c o u n c i l m e e t 
i n g h e l d o n T u e s d a y 2 6 J u n e 1 4 8 1 d e c r e e d o t h e r w i s e . M e a t s o l d b e t w e e n 
S e p t e m b e r a n d E a s t e r h a d a t a x o f f o u r grant p e r r o t u l o , t h a t s o l d b e t w e e n 
E a s t e r a n d A u g u s t w a s t a x e d a t 2 0 denari p e r r o t u l o . 3 5 O n t h e 2 9 J u n e 1 4 8 1 , 
t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l a n d a l l t h e n o b l e jurats i s s u e d t w e n t y s e v e n r e g u l a t i o n s c o n 
c e r n i n g t h e f a r m i n g o u t o f t h e t a x o n m e a t . 3 6 

T h e n e e d t o r e p a i r t h e c i t y w a l l s w a s a c o n t i n u o u s d r a i n o n t h e Universitas' 
r e s o u r c e s . A n i n c r e a s i n g p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e m o n e y n e e d e d w a s t a k e n f r o m t h e 
collecta31 w h i l e t w o p e r c e n t w a s t a k e n f r o m m e r c h a n d i s e d u e s . B e s i d e s , t h e 
t w o denari per rotolo o f m i n c e d m e a t , w e r e a l s o u s e d f o r t h a t p u r p o s e . 

N o t a l l t a x e s f e l l u n d e r t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n o f t h e M d i n a t o w n - c o u n c i l , s o m e w e n t 
t o t h e secrezia. T h e s e i n c l u d e d : t h e dohana o r c u s t o m s d u e s , t h e o b s c u r e ca
bella corbinorum, t h e madia o r G o z o F e r r y t a x , t h e gisia o r p o l l - t a x i m p o s e d 
o n J e w s ( a n d t i l l t h e m i d t h i r t e e n t h C e n t u r y o n M u s l i m s ) a n d s o m e m i n o r 
t a x e s o n d y e r s , m u s i c i a n s , b a r b e r s a n d s h o p k e e p e r s c a l l e d tintoria, tube, bar-
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baria and apothece respectively. There was also the baiulavio et xurta as 
petty fines. 

Wine Taxes 

Apart from the tax of a florin charged on all barrels of wine, the municipal 
town-council farmed out two taxes on the sale of wine,'19 taxes from which 
the Castellan, by virtue of his independent jurisdiction, was exempted.40 

These were a tax on the sale of wine and a tax on imported wine. 

There is no specific pattern suggesting a general rise or decline in the tax's 
price, but rather price fluctuations. For example there was a gradual decline 
between 1462 and 1463, and 1472 and 1473. This points at some local hap
pening which influenced the market price of the tax. Indeed those were years 
of draught and scarcity in wheat. Drought implied fewer sales, hence smaller 
taxes return. This in turn led to smaller bids as the tax farmers anticipated low 
returns from their investment Indeed, by 1476, when the crisis declined and 
the Universitas settled back, the biddings began to increase again from 680 
uncie to 800 uncie. 

It seems that the bidders differ but members of the same family like Petrus 
and Rogerius Caxaro sought to monopolise the position of gabellotto. Some 
tax farmers bought the tax for more than one year like Antonius Callus in 
1461 and 1463 and Nicolaus Curmi in 1472, 1476, 1478 and 1479 for the tax 
tri quartuchi per quartara. In some years, there was intense competition for 
farming a given tax, suggesting an anticipation of high returns hence a good 
grape harvest. This was the case with the tri quartuchi per quartara. in 1450, 
1461, and 1476. Similar cases are found for the taxfloren 't pro vegete, for in
stance in 1462, 1412, 1473-1474. and 1480. 

i 

While the tri quartuchi pro quartara was farmed out at the very beginning of 
the Indiction year (in the first week of September) or at the end of the Indic-
tion year (the last week of August), the other tax floreni pro vegete was 
farmed out every six months of every Indiction year. Bidding dates for the 
latter vary from November to August or from December/ January to Septem
ber of every year. 
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Yet. who were the bidders who competed for the fanning out of taxes? One 
may find men from middle strata of society like notaries Ingomes de Bran-
cato. Stephanu de Pirera, Petrus Caxaro and Paulus de Bonello. On the other 
hand, names suggest that the bulk of the tax bidders came from local elite like 
Blasius Michola, Jacobus de Peregrino that came from Birgu, Inigos de Can-
tore, Rogerius Caxaro of Mdina, Nergo de Cantore and the Universitas her
self. This shows that, since to be a tax farmer one had to be financially stable, 
the bidders usually were members of the higher ranks within the social hierar
chy. 

L a B a r a c t a r i a 

Bartering was not only used for the collection of the collecta. Not all transac
tions were paid in cash; many items were bartered and a number of payments 
were made in kind.41 On this important commercial activity there was a prof
itable tax called cabella baractaria. Town-council officials gathered and con
fiscated a number of goods every year from individuals who evaded the tax 
on bartering. A case in point was the gown belonging to Nicolay Burbuzayna 
which was confiscated by the town-council jurats and sold by court order as 
the former was accused of evading the baractaria. The sale was done by 
Amatore Delia and the gown was sold to Luca Zammit for 3 carlini. The bar
actaria tax for the year 1476-77 was farmed out to Pino de Manuele at 6 
tareni ponderis «md was deputed to the maintenance of the town walls of 
Mdina.42 

The farming out of the baractaria in the period in concern was done mainly 
to rich gabellotti or members of the same town-council. Certain names and 
the amounts of cash offered in the bidding of that tax show this. Distin
guished names like Gullielmus Desguanes, Pasqualino de Allegricto, Ca-
thaldu Lazaruni and Manfrido Axac are found. The ammounts of cash offered 
for farming out the baractaria betray the bidder's position along the social 
hierarchy. One had to have quite a high position in society to have the neces
sary financial backing to guarantee the contract as a tax farmer. Indeed, the 
highest bidders had to be supported by a guarantor who testified the bidder's 
financial credentials and his suitability to be a tax farmer, like Antoni de 
Naso. the guarantor of the wine tax farmer for the year 1473.43 
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Fines 

A n o t h e r s o u r c e o f r e v e n u e f o r t h e Universitas w a s t h e i m p o s i t i o n o f f i n e s f o r 
t h e i n f r i n g e m e n t o f a n y l a w i s s u e d b y t h e M d i n a t o w n - c o u n c i l . F i n e s w e r e 
i m p o s e d o n e v e r y t h i n g , f r o m p r i c e - l i s t s t o t h e n o n - a t t e n d a n c e t o t h e o b l i g a 
t o r y t o w n - c o u n c i l m e e t i n g . T h e a m o u n t o f f i n e s v a r i e d a s w e l l : f r o m f i f t e e n 
carlini t o e v e n f i f t y uncie.44 T h e f o r m e r w a s u s u a l l y p a y a b l e b y c o m m o n 
p e o p l e o r p e a s a n t s . F i f t y uncie w e r e i m p o s e d o n t h e m e m b e r s o f t h e c o u n c i l 
o r t h e l o c a l d l i t e . 

T o o h i g h p r i c e s a l s o i m p l i e d t h a t a f i n e w a s i m p o s e d o n t h e s h o p k e e p e r . 
T h u s , f o r e x a m p l e , p r i c e s o f f o o t w e a r f o r w o m e n w e r e t e n grani p e r p a i r , 
w h i l s t f o o t w e a r f o r m e n c o s t t w o carlini a p a i r . I f a n y o n e w a s c a u g h t c h a r g 
i n g m o r e t h a n t h e p r i c e o r d e r e d b y t h e Universitas, h e w a s fined fifteen car
lini, w h i c h s u m w e n t t o t h e u p k e e p o f t h e c i t y w a l l s . 4 3 S i m i l a r l y , f r u i t a n d 
v e g e t a b l e s v e n d o r s o u t s i d e t h e c i t y w a l l s w h e r e t h r e a t e n e d w i t h a fine o f fif
t e e n . 4 6 O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , o n t h e 15 O c t o b e r 1 4 7 4 , m e m b e r s o f t h e c o u n c i l 
w e r e n o t i f i e d t h a t i f t h e y f a i l e d t o a t t e n d t o t h e f o l l o w i n g S a t u r d a y ' s m o r n i n g 
m e e t i n g , t h e y w o u l d b e fined t e n S i c i l i a n uncie.41 

M a n y - a - t i m e , p a r t o f t h e r e v e n u e s a c c r u i n g f r o m fines w e n t t o t h e r e p a i r i n g 
o f t h e t o w n w a l l s l i k e m a n y t a x e s a l r e a d y m e n t i o n e d . O t h e r p o r t i o n s w e n t t o 
t h e a c c a t a p a n i o r t h e c a p t a i n o f t h e c i t y . T h u s , o n t h e 11 S e p t e m b e r 1 4 7 3 , t h e 
Universitas d e c r e e d t h a t a n y o n e c a u g h t s e l l i n g w o o l a n d c o t t o n y a r n a n d 
o t h e r m a t e r i a l o u t s i d e t h e c i t y , w h e t h e r i n t h e Borgo, o r a t R a b a t , w o u l d be 
f i n e d f o r t y f i v e carlini. T h e s e w e r e d i v i d e d t h u s : fifteen carlini e a c h t o t h e 
c a p t a i n o f t h e c i t y , f o r t h e u p k e e p o f t h e c i t y w a l l s , a n d t o t h e catapans.4* 

Tax evasion 

T h e C a s t l e - b y t h e s e a a n d i t s s u b u r b o f B i r g u , f o r m e d a n i n d e p e n d e n t p o l i t i 
c a l e n t i t y f a l l i n g o u t s i d e t h e c o n t r o l o f t h e M d i n a Universitas. T h u s , m a n y 
B i r g u i n h a b i t a n t s , as w e l l a s t h o s e o f n e i g h b o u r i n g v i l l a g e s i n s i s t e d t h a t t h e y 
m a d e p a r t o f t h e a u t o n o m o u s j u r i s d i c t i o n o f t h e Castrum Maris e v e n i f t h e y 
d i d n o t , t h u s e v a d i n g t a x a t i o n o r d e r e d b y t h e M d i n a Universitas s i n c e t h e l a t -
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t e r ' s t a x e s d i d n o t c o i n c i d e w i t h t h o s e i m p o s e d b y t h e C a s t e l l a n . T h i s w a s t h e 
c a s e w i t h t h e p e o p l e o f Z e j t u n w h o r e f u s e d t o p a y t h e i r t a x e s t o t h e M d i n a 
t o w n C o u n c i l . 

T h i s w a s o n l y o n e c l a s h b e t w e e n t h e B i r g u a n d M d i n a a u t h o r i t i e s o n t a x 
r e v e n u e s . A n o t h e r c l a s h o c c u r r e d i n J u l y 1 4 7 3 . T h e o f f i c i a l i n c h a r g e o f t h e 
w a l l s o f S t . A n g e l o w a s g i v e n i n p a y m e n t p a r t o f t h e casa terrana cum la 
cuchina coniuncta et lu cortiglu et la inirata antiqua p r o p e r t y o f A n t o n i d e 
N a s o . T h i s w a s i n p a y m e n t f o r t h e d e b t t h a t t h e Universitas o w e d h i m o u t o f 
t h e r e v e n u e s o f t h e w i n e t a x e s . 5 0 C l a s h e s t e n d e d t o i n c r e a s e w h e n t h e C a s t e l 
l a n a c q u i r e d t h e Secrezia. W e a l t h y p e r s o n s w h o c a m e u n d e r h i s j u r i s d i c t i o n 
t o o k t h e o p p o r t u n i t y n o t t o p a y r o y a l t a x e s a s s i g n e d t o t h e t o w n - c o u n c i l . 5 1 

Conclusion 

T h e e l i t e t h u s h a d t h e m e a n s b o t h t o i m p o s e t a x e s v i a t h e i r c o n t r o l o f t h e 
t o w n - c o u n c i l as w e l l as t o e v a d e t h e m t h r o u g h t h e i r v a r i o u s p r i v i l e g e s . M a d e 
u p o f a n a r i s t o c r a t i c s t r a t u m t h a t h a d a p r i m a r y r o l e i n t h e e c o n o m i c l i f e o f 
( h e t o w n a n d r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h t h e ' m i d d l e ' c l a s s ( m e r c h a n t s , gabellotti, a r t i 
s a n s ) , i t s u c c e e d e d t o g o v e r n t o i t s a d v a n t a g e , t h e f i s c a l d i m e n s i o n o f a d m i n i 
s t r a t i o n . E x e m p t i o n f r o m t h e d i f f e r e n t gabelte ( a l t h o u g h n o t s o e v i d e n t i n t h i s 
v o l u m e o f d o c u m e n t s ) o f i n d i v i d u a l s , s h o w s h o w fiscal b u r d e n w a s d i s t r i b 
u t e d a m o n g t h e d i f f e r e n t s t r a t a o f s o c i e t y , i n t h i s c a s e a m o n g t h e u p p e r c l a s s 
o n l y . 

T h e c o l l e c t i o n o f t a x e s s h o w s t o w h a t e x t e n t t h e m u n i c i p a l e l i t e c o u l d d i r e c t 
( h e i r p o w e r . A s E p s t e i n s t a t e s , t a x a t i o n h a d a d u a l c h a r a c t e r w h i c h a f f e c t e d 
i n t e n s e l y t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e l a t e m e d i e v a l s t a t e . I t w a s a m e a n s o f t a k i n g 
a w a y f r o m , a n d o f d i s t r i b u t i n g t o , i n d i v i d u a l a n d c o l l e c t i v e i n t e r e s t s . T h e 
gabellotti w e r e a g e n t s o f t h e e l i t e o f t h e i s l a n d o f M a l t a a n d t h e Universitas 
i t s e l f , a n d c a m e f r o m t h a t s a m e e l i t e . B y b e s t o w i n g u p o n o n e s e l f t h e right t o 
c o l l e c t t a x e s , t h e l o c a l e l i t e i n c r e a s e d t h e i r p e r s o n a l p o w e r t o t h e d e t r i m e n t o f 
t h e s t a t e . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t a x a t i o n s t r e n g t h e n e d t h e c o l l e c t i v e p o w e r o f t h e 
e l i t e . 5 2 T h u s t a x a t i o n t e n d e d b o t h t o d e t e r i o r a t e a n d o n t h e o t h e r h a n d t o r e i n 
f o r c e t h e p o w e r o f t h e s t a t e . P o l i t i c a l s t a b i l i t y d e p e n d e d t o a l a r g e d e g r e e o n 
finding t h e c o r r e c t b a l a n c e b e t w e e n t h e t w o e x t r e m e s : t a x a t i o n a n d t o m a i n -
l a i n p o l i t i c a l e f f e c t u a l i t y . 5 3 


