
Introduction

On 3 April 1883, Jeane  e gave birth to a son in her husband’s quarters 
in Malta.1 A shortage of accommodation catering specifi cally to married 
British offi  cers meant that, aside from their private bedroom, Jeane  e 
and her husband, Lieutenant Arthur Richard Cole-Hamilton, shared 
the facilities of the messhouse with other, mostly single, offi  cers. The 
expectant couple had only recently arrived, having endured the twen-
ty-two-day voyage from Egypt with the regiment. It was the couple’s 
fi rst tour together, which had started in Arthur’s native Ireland a  er 
their marriage a year ago.2 Now, a  er a li  le over a month, she lay in 
her bed in a foreign land far away from her family in Manchester with 
her newborn son. Motherhood was short-lived for Jeane  e, as news-
papers record that at the tender age of eighteen and only four days 
a  er giving birth, she died.3 Her gravestone still stands in Ta’ Braxia 
cemetery.

In the same building over two centuries earlier, another woman had 
lain in her bed in a weakened state. Together with her companion Sarah 
Cheevers, Quaker missionary Katherine Evans had intended Malta 
only to be a stopover in their voyage from England to Alexandria; 
when the pair arrived on 21 December 1658, neither of them expected 
to spend the next few years incarcerated by the Roman Inquisition.4 
Through their evangelizing and distribution of Protestant pamphlets, 
the women had aroused the suspicions of the Inquisitor. Uniquely for 
prisoners of the Inquisition in Malta, the women published a descrip-
tion of their ordeals through their friend, Daniel Baker.5 In their ac-
count, mostly penned by Katherine, she describes overhearing torture, 
repeatedly undergoing interrogation and becoming weak from fasting. 
Delirious and ill, it is only with the help of her ‘yoke friend’ Sarah that 
she survives to return to England.6

What connects the experiences of Jeane  e Cole-Hamilton and Kath-
erine Evans? They are both women, yet this book is not specifi cally 
about women or, for that ma  er, men. Centuries apart, the experiences 
recounted above occurred in the same building: the once Inquisitor’s 
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Palace that contained prisons and subsequently became a British army 
offi  cers’ messhouse. While frequently grounded in certain locations and 
paying special a  ention to the social signifi cance of particular types 
of architectural forms, this book is also not specifi cally about the his-
tory of buildings. The women were both English, and though this book 
dedicates much space to the experiences and activities of ruling British 
colonists in the nineteenth century, space is given equally to exploring 
the Maltese islanders and foreign ruling knights, as well as their North 
African and O  oman slaves. Rather, the two women both experienced 
the ways in which everyday material culture facilitated the operation 
of power through institutions; the subject of which this book aims to 
investigate. Systems of unequal power distribution and the history of 
institutions are major areas of study in archaeology and history, but are 
rarely wri  en with reference to each other or viewed as co-dependent. 
By bringing together the study of unequal power relationships and 
institutions, this book off ers an understanding of institutional power 
based on material culture. Furthermore, the case studies for this ex-
ploration come from a group of Mediterranean islands with a unique 
history of consecutive foreign rule.

Throughout modern times, Malta’s position in the Mediterranean 
and its harbours have made it strategically important in terms of trade 
and confl ict. Its connections with southern Europe to the north and 
North Africa to the south, and its Catholic faith and Semitic language 
cross the divides between East and West, making the islands intrinsi-
cally important to Mediterranean and European history.7 During the 
seventeenth century, Malta was the ‘capital par excellence of Catholic 
piracy’ and in the eighteenth century essential for the French Levantine 
trade.8 In the nineteenth century, its location on the route from Britain 
to India made Malta a crucial coaling station and, along with Gibral-
tar, Port Said, Perim and Aden, it featured as one of Monier Monier-
Williams’ ‘fi ve gates of India’.9 This volume joins previous ventures 
investigating foreign rule and colonialism in the region,10 though its 
contribution comes primarily from the new perspective it provides on 
power and material culture in an important Mediterranean location 
through the prism of institutions.

The Maltese Islands

The Maltese archipelago principally comprises Malta (245 km2), Gozo 
(67 km2) and Comino (2.8 km2), which lie in the centre of the Mediterra-
nean Sea, approximately 88 km south of Sicily and 333 km north of Libya 
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(Figure 0.1).11 The climate is semi-arid and the islands are devoid of any 
permanently running waterways. Summers are dominated by high 
pressure conditions, resulting in temperatures that frequently exceed 
35°C, whereas winter temperatures may reach lows of 10°C. Almost all 
of Malta’s annual precipitation falls between November and February, 
although the islands experience high levels of humidity throughout the 
year that make the summer months stifl ing and the winters deceptively 
cold. Throughout the islands’ history, a lack of natural resources has 
been a major contributing factor to the creation of a marginal landscape. 
Fertile soil deposits are thin, sparsely sca  ered and subject to erosion. 

Figure 0.1. Maps of Malta in the Mediterranean (top le  ), the Maltese archi-
pelago (top right) and the island of Malta. Image by the author.
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The underlying geology consists of a series of limestones – Lower Cor-
alline, Globigerina and Upper Coralline – covered in most places with 
deposits of Blue Clay (marl). On top of this layer is o  en found a Green-
sand layer.12 Masons and stone cu  ers have worked the so  er Globiger-
ina sandstone for millennia, building megalithic temples and Baroque 
cathedrals. Similarly, po  ers have harvested marl layers that outcrop 
along the coast as the islands’ only native source of clay.

Though poor in natural resources, its position in the Mediterranean 
and deep natural harbours have made Malta a desirable and strategi-
cally important maritime base. Prehistoric, Greek, Phoenician, Punic 
and Roman invaders all colonized the islands in antiquity. The onset 
of Christianity is frequently a  ributed to the fabled shipwrecking of St 
Paul in Malta, but in 870 CE the islands were taken by Arabs. As part 
of Muslim Sicily, Islam dominated and Christianity was only reinstated 
as the chief religion a  er the twel  h-century Norman invasion. A  er 
passing through Aragonese hands, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V 
off ered the islands to the Order of the Knights of St John of Jerusa-
lem (hereina  er ‘the Order’), a  er they had surrendered their base at 
Rhodes to O  oman aggressors. Malta did not immediately entice them 
and they thought a be  er off er would come. With nothing else forth-
coming, they accepted the islands and took control in 1530.

A  er successfully defending Malta against the Great Siege of the 
O  omans in 1565, the Order’s place in Maltese and European history 
as a bastion of Christendom was sealed.13 The Siege can be viewed as 
a turning point in Maltese history. The Order started to invest in the 
islands, defending them with miles of fortifi ed walls that protected is-
landers from O  omans and Barbary corsairs, and building the urban 
landscape anew. Its original base in Birgu, also known as Vi  oriosa, 
became ever more maritime in orientation, as the knights moved to 
their newly built capital, Valle  a. The new capital replaced the medie-
val capital, the inland Mdina. Consequently, the majority of the Order’s 
activities became concentrated around the Grand and Marsamxe   Har-
bours (Figure 0.2). During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
the Order’s religious origins slowly gave way to the ‘development of 
the Order as an independent sovereign state’.14 Despite their engage-
ment with the major Catholic powers, there was no ‘clear relationship 
of alliance between the Maltese and any one European power, not even 
the Vatican’,15 and the knights were not alone in ruling over the islands 
and their inhabitants. The Roman Inquisition and the Church both rep-
resented powerful stakeholders, the former of which was directly sup-
ported from Rome and greatly overshadowed episcopal authority in 
Malta.16 It was, however, incumbent on the Order to protect the islands, 
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and its navy did just that for the next two hundred years, while simul-
taneously a  acking and pillaging O  oman and other Muslim vessels 
in the Mediterranean. By the end of the late eighteenth century, revo-
lutions and reformations had cut off  lines of revenue derived from the 
Order’s estates in mainland Europe, and its navy had greatly reduced 
in size. When Napoleon and his forces entered the Grand Harbour in 
1798, the Order capitulated.

French rule was unpopular and resulted in a Maltese–British–Portu-
guese alliance that forced the French garrison to leave the islands a  er 
only 18 months. In 1800, an unoffi  cial British occupation of the islands 
began. Unsure initially whether or not it wanted the islands, Malta’s fate 
was sealed when the Treaty of Paris offi  cially bestowed them to Great 
Britain in 1814, independence coming only in 1964. During the nine-

Figure 0.2. Map of harbour areas. Image by the author.
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teenth century, Malta became a fortress colony that provided Britain 
with a military base for imperial concerns in the Mediterranean, joining 
Gibraltar, which had been taken in the War of Spanish Succession and 
ceded offi  cially in 1713, between 1816 and 1864 the Ionian Islands, and 
from 1878 Cyprus. While Gibraltar remained an important colony, Mal-
ta’s centrality and harbours eclipsed the usefulness of the Ionian Islands 
in terms of trade, although all three were important in military terms. By 
the time latecomer Cyprus had come under British rule, Malta’s harbour 
and harbour-side infrastructures had already developed. The strategic 
signifi cance of Malta as a permanent military base, coaling station for 
steam-shipping and control point for imperial trade intensifi ed a  er the 
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, which put Malta on the maritime 
route between Britain and India. The increase in trade and infl ow of 
capital to the islands did not benefi t all, but nevertheless, over the course 
of the nineteenth century, the population of Malta and Gozo swelled.

Foreign Rule

Not colonized by the Venetians, with whom the Order frequently had 
a long-running rivalry,17 the islands comprised territories controlled by 
the Aragonese, the Byzantines, the Holy Roman Empire, the Normans, 
the North African Arabs and the Spanish in the time elapsing between 
antiquity and the arrival of the knights. During their rule of Malta, the 
Order held colonies in the Caribbean, albeit briefl y, victualling outposts 
in Sicily, and contributed to Mediterranean and international wars and 
treaties. The ‘foreign-born but Malta-based’ knights constituted much 
more than feudal overlords.18 Their tenure in Malta saw drastic changes 
in power and trade dynamics within the Mediterranean and the rise of a 
globalized, transatlantic world that impacted on the fortunes of all in the 
Western world. Furthermore, the period has been popularly romanti-
cized, with its artistic and architectural legacy viewed and presented as 
Malta’s ‘golden age’.19 While archaeologists and historians now criticize 
such idealizing and nationalistic appropriations of the past,20 it can be 
detected in much of Malta’s less-recent post-independence history writ-
ing. Contrasting the ‘autocratically benevolent’ rule of the Order with 
the disparities between Maltese and British military inhabitants over-
simplifi es both periods and glosses over of the poverty and subjugation 
endured by many communities under the Order’s rule.21 Such distorting 
generalizations have resulted in intensive historical study of the Order’s 
period and a relative neglect of the nineteenth century that is becoming 
widely recognized. In the last half-decade, food historian Noel Bu  igieg 
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has opined that ‘the culinary practices of Knights enjoy an over-rated 
element of sensationalism’ due to a contemporary Maltese identifi cation 
with the Mediterranean, and in the introduction to the fi rst major vol-
ume of essays on British colonialism in Malta since the 1980s, John Chir-
cop has demanded that ‘whole areas of Maltese social history during the 
“British Colonial era” have been ignored for too long’.22

Building on these recent impulses, I conceive of this book as covering 
aspects of two distinct periods of political rule in which, despite many 
diff erences, both operated through unequal power relationships – 
a starting premise that each chapter will substantiate.

However, I do not denote all power to the Order or British impe-
rialists. Rather, when one resists conceptions of power as something 
to be possessed, but instead as constantly negotiated yet unequal rela-
tionships, many more actors become visible. In the period ruled by the 
Order, disputes over areas of jurisdiction between the Grand Master, 
the Bishop and the Inquisitor created an o  en changing and always 
unbalanced power triad that Carmel Cassar has described as ‘close to 
a theocracy’ in which the three authorities ‘all considered the Pope as 
their ultimate earthly head’.23 But while the Order owed its existence 
to papal privilege, the Vatican was not blind to the Order’s usefulness 
in creating the ideal of a unifi ed Catholic Christendom against Islam 
and in the face of growing Protestantism.24 The islanders continued to 
engage in unequal power relationships when the British imposed colo-
nial rule, sparking a range of complicated relationships: migrants from 
other colonies moved to Malta and started businesses, and British army 
offi  cers became subject to the same kinds of relationships with their 
governmental superiors. In the whole of the period under discussion, 
no one is u  erly powerless.

Power, Material Culture and Institutions

A  empts to understand through material culture the power relation-
ships at stake in situations of foreign rule prevail in many disciplines. 
Archaeologists have long assumed the centrality of material culture, but 
in the last twenty years greater engagement with social anthropology 
and postcolonial studies has enabled them to recognize the material es-
sence of colonialism, with some claiming that colonialism is ultimately 
a material process.25 While focusing on colonial contexts, many of these 
studies shed light on the operation of unequal power relationships 
more generally. Nicholas Thomas’ highly infl uential anthropological 
work has encouraged a refocusing of discussions from ma  ers of trade 
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and exchange to highlight the agency of indigenous populations in-
volved in trade, the assimilation of specifi c material forms for local 
ends and the eff ects on those engaged in colonial acts.26 Thomas’ con-
cept of ‘entanglement’ has spawned a series of applications and rein-
terpretations. Within historical archaeology, entanglement is applied 
as much to exchanges and relationships as it is objects,27 although oth-
ers have moved on to defi ne entanglement very specifi cally in ways 
that focus on the interdependency of things and people, producing 
‘tanglegrams’.28 My usage refers to the social interactions between 
cultures and individuals in which ‘mutual infl uence is unavoidable’, 
and in se  ings where power relationships are ambiguous and not pre-
defi ned.29 Alongside entanglements, the decentring and ‘ground-up’ 
perspective sought for by those working in subaltern studies has also 
appealed,30 resulting in a shi   towards models in which hybridization 
and resistance play dominant roles.31 The la  er highlights the agency 
not only of those in power but also of those who seemingly have very 
li  le or none, which is vital in the consideration of the Maltese situ-
ation, although some have criticized the ‘seemingly unbounded and 
universal agency’ a  ributed to social actors through frequent applica-
tions of practice theory.32

The concept of power is central to any discussion of agency and 
though Marxist approaches centring on domination and resistance 
have given way to more nuanced models, Marxism still cuts across 
other political standpoints.33 Another school of scholarship, including 
the present research, has found greater potential in the writings of Mi-
chel Foucault, which reveal power to be manifest in all situations, not 
just those of domination.34 Refusing to reduce power to ‘the negative 
control of the will of others through prohibition’,35 he opened up fur-
ther possibilities. Rather than identifying the dominator, dominated 
or resister, researchers now frequently discuss power also in terms of 
acceptance, acquiescence and indiff erence. Although Foucauldian ap-
proaches have received criticism for generalizing and thus obscuring 
individuals and diff erence, archaeologists have equally insisted that a 
focus on bodily, material and spatial experiences helps avoid such over-
simplifi cations of society and its actors.36 Similarly, while many studies 
now highlight the power of the ‘weak’, others have cautioned against 
oversimplifying situations of asymmetrical power relationships to 
those of straightforward resistance, heeding Michael Brown’s caution 
of ‘resisting resistance’.37 In seeking more subtle arguments, archaeolo-
gists instead now frequently search for ‘hidden transcripts’ among ma-
terial culture, the small-scale, everyday acts of subversion carried out 
by the seemingly powerless.38
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Understanding asymmetrical power relationships requires fl uid and 
dynamic frameworks in which it is no longer possible to conceive of 
the interaction between two homogeneous groups, simply denoting 
either one as colonizer and the other as colonized, or one as feudal 
overlord and the other as vassal.39 Anthropologist Michael Herzfeld 
has demonstrated that once the dichotomy is removed, hegemonies 
previously hidden by undue focus on colonizer–colonized interactions 
can be made visible.40 With fi xed notions of ruler and ruled removed, 
foreign rule can be envisioned in terms of ongoing power processes in 
which ‘the sliding and contested scales of diff erential access and rights’ 
are always in fl ux41 and are experienced both locally and temporally.42 
The breakdown of binary conceptions and the injection of multiscalar 
dynamics – through time and place – are both signifi cant for this study. 
This book not only investigates foreign rule over a long period of time, 
but also from the perspective of multiple groups, most whom lived 
lives governed at least partially by institutional frameworks.

Recognizing that institutions frequently constituted material prac-
tices, as much as any other kind of practice, they off er great potential to 
the investigation of power relationships through material culture. Those 
conducting individual studies of institutions have through publication 
and themed conference sessions come together to create a constructive 
dialogue termed ‘the archaeology of institutions’.43 Unlike many his-
torians, who o  en track fi nancial and legal institutions, archaeologists 
tend to locate institutions in specifi c places, sites or exchanges, defi ning 
institutions as ‘places where material culture – architecture and land-
scape, furnishings, tool, dress, art, texts, food, all of it – is consciously as 
well as unconsciously planned to play a proactive role in accomplish-
ing the institution’s goals and purposes’.44 In many ways the defi nition 
provides a solid basis for categorization, but it also presupposes that 
an institution correlates to a building. My broader conception includes 
institutions that need not necessarily be architecturally defi ned or con-
tained. Not all institutions have such a standardized physical presence 
as asylums, hospitals or schools, and a narrow emphasis on institu-
tions with recognizable architectural forms conceals institutions that 
lack specifi c architectural forms or unique material cultures, yet are still 
investigable through buildings and objects. The three broad types of 
institution considered in this book are social and economic institutions, 
such as those that infl uence foodways, in addition to prisons and mili-
tary establishments.

The sort of economic institutions envisioned are not banks or major 
fi nancial institutions of the modern world, but include socioculturally 
defi ned, smaller units of economic activity such as the kin-based house-
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hold and local systems of trade control. Less typically studied under the 
rubric of the ‘archaeology of institutions’, archaeologists have nonethe-
less explored such institutions.45 Conversely, the archaeology of prisons 
has become a broad area of research, covering a range of colonial and 
military prison sites, though rarely those before 1800.46 The archaeo-
logical study of armies and navies is similarly biased towards more 
recent confl icts, especially the World Wars and the American Civil War, 
with investigations generally limited to ba  lefi elds, prisoner of war 
camps and colonial frontier forts.47 However, military institutions raise 
important questions – not only were armies and navies at times sub-
ject to conscription and press gangs, but desertion or a  empted escape 
frequently meant death. Therefore, they represent highly regulated in-
stitutions with limited options for returning to free civilian life, demon-
strating a measure of confi nement without the need for walls or fences.

The relationship between broader systems of foreign rule, unequal 
power distribution and institutions is in many studies not explicit, with 
the institution o  en foregrounded and the broader context taken for 
granted.48 Throughout this book I present situations in which institu-
tions played important roles in structuring daily life and gave rise to 
spaces of control and resistance, acceptance and purposeful assimila-
tion. They provided arenas in which polices of Malta’s rulers and daily 
material practices of subversion and acquiescence became entangled. 
The institutions considered all advanced or maintained unequal power 
relationships to the advantage of the foreign rulers. Therefore, institu-
tional power provides a strong analytical window through which one 
can view past processes and experiences.

A Material Approach

Archaeologists, anthropologists and historians have long considered 
the Mediterranean an important area of study. Connecting three con-
tinents, the region was home to many empires, witnessed numerous 
iconic ba  les and wars, and comprises the homeland of three major 
world religions. From deepest prehistory to Classical Antiquity, the 
region’s past has provided a source of archaeological enquiry and 
a search for the roots of Western civilization and modernity. Yet the 
region’s more recent past has largely remained the domain of histo-
rians using textual sources. Notably, neither of the two most infl uen-
tial recent surveys that draw on material culture evidence – Peregrine 
Horden and Nicholas Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea and Cyprian Brood-
bank’s The Making of the Middle Sea – a  empts to deal with the modern 
world, despite the growing archaeological literature pertaining to the 
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post-1500 Mediterranean. Similarly, as archaeologists are exploring tra-
ditionally ‘historical’ periods, historians are discovering the potential of 
integrating nontextual evidence into their research agendas. While ar-
chaeologists have long regarded material culture – artefacts and build-
ings – as their primary evidence, many historians now explicitly utilize 
methodologies that focus on material culture.49

Historians of Mediterranean slavery have noted that while the 
subject of Christian slaves in Muslim lands constitutes a large body 
of literature both then and now, the experiences of Muslim slaves in 
Christian lands are much harder to reconstruct through texts alone.50 
Within Malta, historians are also starting to advocate material culture 
approaches. Chircop sees the potential of material culture studies in 
recovering the experiences of economically disadvantaged and illiter-
ate communities that made up the majority of islanders, and Emanuel 
Bu  igieg has argued for the importance of nonwri  en sources for an 
age in which it became more common and desirable to possess things, 
noting that ‘material objects complement in a crucial way the fi ndings’ 
of historical textual methodologies.51 With my approach, I a  empt to 
turn the tables on Bu  igieg’s refl ection by including textual sources 
within a material culture study that draws primarily on methodologies 
employed in historical archaeology.52

One of the inherent strengths of historical archaeology as practised 
in the twenty-fi rst century derives from what Charles Orser has de-
scribed as the ‘presence of multiple lines of evidence’.53 Of course, the 
‘presence’ of evidence is not on its own enough; rather, it is the combi-
nation and integration of diff erent kinds of evidence and the applica-
tion of diverse skillsets in their analysis that strengthens any study of 
the past. Not all evidence is appropriate to answer all questions and 
in some cases multiple forms of evidence may provide contrasting or 
confl icting pictures of the past. The use of multiple sorts of evidence 
can therefore increase the prospects of producing multivocal and mul-
tifaceted accounts of the past that studies of a single type of evidence, 
be it ceramics or court records, may not always enable. In the follow-
ing chapters, I bring together multiple kinds of evidence in order to 
thematically explore institutions and the actors that constituted them. 
Primarily, they constitute archaeological assemblages of artefacts, 
prison graffi  ti, architectural plans and wri  en sources. No pretention 
is made to the inclusiveness of the study with regard to the use of evi-
dence types, nor do I consider this study to approach paradigms such 
as annalist ‘total history’. Rather, my study started with archaeological 
assemblages and opportunistically expanded to include other sources 
to the extent that I have, within the limitations of resources and time, 
moved away from traditional historical archaeological studies.
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The artefact assemblages I investigate come from two excavated sites, 
plus a fi eld-walking survey. In the early 2000s, archaeological excavations 
took place at the Inquisitor’s Palace Museum, Birgu, and at the bo  om of 
Dockyard Creek, which yielded assemblages that had hitherto remained 
unstudied (Figure 0.2).54 At the Inquisitor’s Palace, the fi nds relate to two 
major phases of occupation: seventeenth- and eighteenth-century incarna-
tions of the Inquisitor’s prisons and the mid-nineteenth- to early twentieth-
century British offi  cers’ messhouse. The fi nds from Dockyard Creek 
originate from galleys harboured in the creek, where they were also 
maintained, careened and occasionally capsized by storms. The fi nal 
assemblage comes from the Malta Survey Project (MSP), a fi eld-walk-
ing survey carried out in the northwest of the island, on the outskirts 
of the village of Bidnĳ a and deep in the hinterlands of rural Malta, be-
tween 2008 and 2010 by a team of archaeologists from the University 
of Malta, the Superintendence of Cultural Heritage and Ghent Univer-
sity, Belgium (Figure 0.1).55 Through my sample of 51 tracts, I explored 
the absence and presence of key indicators, such as Italian maiolica and 
mass-produced British ceramics. Together, the assemblages represent 
almost all the available archaeologically recovered fi nds for post-1500 
Malta at the time of study,56 each of which I recorded using standard ar-
chaeological procedures.57 In addition, the laboratory of the Department 
of Earth Sciences, University of Catania chemically and mineralogically 
analysed twenty-two po  ery samples from the Inquisitor’s Palace and 
Dockyard Creek sites.58

The study of graffi  ti made by inmates incarcerated in an array of 
institutions forms the subject an increasing body of work. Whether 
graphical or textual, graffi  ti have been recognized ‘not only as a mode 
of communication, but also as a performative and dialogic undertak-
ing’.59 By locating the communicative practices within their social and 
historical contexts, archaeologists and others have brought to light the 
materiality of such acts in diverse environments.60 In Malta, the major-
ity of published graffi  ti-related studies have been conducted by Joseph 
Muscat, who has recorded graffi  ti on church walls and in the prison at 
Rabat, Gozo.61 The graffi  ti investigated here survives on the walls of 
the former prison cells and courtyards at the Inquisitor’s Palace site. 
It covers primarily the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and thus 
provides a further avenue of investigation into the lives of inmates, 
alongside the archaeological assemblages. To record and catalogue the 
graffi  ti, I designed a methodology based on 2D photographic images, 
along with additional in situ examinations of individual graffi  ti.62 Dig-
itally superimposing a one-metre grid onto each wall enabled me to 
locate and catalogue each graffi  to. The methodology abides by the ad-
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vice given by Historic England in its dra   guidance notes on historic 
graffi  ti recording63 and involved building up a typology or classifi ca-
tion system that assisted in my analysis and highlighted any recurring 
pa  erns. My sample walls included two seventeenth- and two eigh-
teenth-century cells and the prison courtyard, which also contains a 
carved pillar (see the numbered cells in Figure 2.2).

The signifi cance of architecturally created space and the ways in which 
it materially orders movement and embodies social concepts of access, 
privacy and power are now well-established ideas in the historical and 
the social sciences,64 with space frequently considered to be generative 
and constitutive of ‘processes, identities and actions’.65 The spaces ex-
plored in this book all derive from careful planning and construction 
that together resulted in physical structures. Local limestone blocks 
bound together with lime mortar provide the building materials for all 
but one.66 The Maltese war galley is the only example not constructed 
of stone, yet its wooden structure possess an internal spatial structure 
externally delineated by its boundaries with the sea in much the same 
way as a terrestrial building may forge a separateness from without. 
Following Bill Hillier and Julienne Hanson, I argue that the spatial or-
dering contained within each ‘architecture’ is a ‘domain of knowledge’ 
that contributed to the production and maintenance of social catego-
ries, inequalities and control.67 While interpretations based exclusively 
on formal and quantitative approaches to space, including space syntax 
analysis, can reduce human activity to overgeneralized trends and fail 
to take into account cultural and contextual factors,68 the spatial analysis 
presented in this chapter is but one approach among many that I em-
ploy in subsequent chapters to examine the past lives and experiences 
of those who lived and worked at the sites, thereby mitigating the major 
pitfalls associated with decontextualized examinations of space.

My analysis builds on Thomas A. Markus’ seminal study of insti-
tutional space and power, focusing on access analysis alongside real 
relative asymmetry.69 The fi rst provides a method for understanding 
the hierarchical nature of space and power relationships related to the 
depth of spaces within a building from the outside.70 Each room re-
ceives a depth value equivalent to the number of delineate spaces (or 
rooms) one must past through to reach it from the outside (value zero); 
for instance, in a hotel the lobby receives a value of one because it is di-
rectly accessible from the street, but the elevator might receive a value 
of two, because one must pass through the lobby in order to reach it 
from the street. If a space has multiple ‘control points’ or a room has 
multiple doorways, multiple routes exist between two spaces, though 
I am typically concerned with the shortest. In order to understand the 
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spatial relationship of each space (room) in a building to every other, 
I employ relative asymmetry analysis (RRA), in which each space 
receives a value that suggests how integrated it is within the whole 
building, indicating potential traffi  c and use. Put simply, it expresses 
through a numeric value the accessibility of a given space.71 A  er nor-
malization, which renders the values for one building comparable with 
others,72 values express the degree of integration or segregation of a 
given space from the rest of the complex, with lower values indicating 
greater degrees of segregation.

I have digitally redrawn each architectural plan used in my anal-
ysis. The plans and other documentary evidence have come from a 
range of archives, online repositories and published sources. Histor-
ical archaeologists have traditionally made a division between docu-
mentary evidence – taken to mean anything printed, wri  en or drawn 
on paper – and archaeologically recorded ‘material’ evidence. Mary 
Beaudry once noted that the questions asked of documentary evidence 
by historical archaeologists diff er greatly from those asked by histori-
ans, and therefore archaeologists needed to fi nd ‘an approach towards 
documentary analysis that is uniquely their own’.73 However, many 
now acknowledge that it is the spaces between textual and material 
evidence that should be investigated, exploring people and processes 
that have hitherto been made invisible in interpretations of the past.74 
While my coverage of documentary evidence has been limited by time, 
resources and linguistic ability, I have endeavoured to integrate the 
available documentary evidence at each stage of analysis and interpre-
tation. In particular, I draw on the Inquisition records reproduced in 
Frans Ciappara’s Society and the Inquisition in Early Modern Malta, Brit-
ish Parliamentary Papers and the colonial Blue Books for Malta that ran 
from 1821 to 1938, all of which were themselves part of what Peter Bur-
roughs describes as foreign powers’ a  empts at ‘eff ective intelligence-
gathering’.75 In addition, a range of newspaper reports, articles and ad-
vertisements further elucidate events and have proved invaluable in 
the identifi cation of many objects.

The Aims and Structure of the Book

The focus of this book on institutions permits the investigation of power 
and material culture across two discrete historical contexts: the Order’s 
regime in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; and nineteenth-
century British rule. The two regimes off er contrasting perspectives 
and a diachronic study of particular aspects of Maltese social and eco-
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nomic life, including cra   production and foodways.76 Furthermore, 
the research on which it is based forms the fi rst serious investigation 
of Maltese material culture derived from post-medieval archaeological 
contexts.77 By crossing the traditional division that frequently separates 
the study of early modern Malta from the nineteenth century, it eluci-
dates pa  erns of continuity in addition to those of change and adapta-
tion. It also contributes to our knowledge of nineteenth-century Malta, 
especially the history of the specifi c sites investigated, remedying a cu-
rator’s lament that ‘very li  le is yet known of what actually went on 
in the Inquisitor’s Palace during the 19th century’.78 The availability of 
archaeological evidence largely dictated the institutions examined, as 
is o  en the case in archaeology, and they include penal and military 
establishments, and slavery, alongside those aff ecting the daily lives of 
inhabitants on the islands, such as those that impact foodways or work. 
Rather than discussing each institution in turn, the following chapters 
take a thematic focus and cut across the primary groups of people and 
institutions explored, with each chapter divided approximated equally 
in terms of temporal cover.

Chapter 1 introduces institutional agents. Through acquiescence or 
subversion, each person on the islands is considered an agent because 
they were, willingly or unwillingly, partaking in power relationships 
o  en enacted through the rulers’ institutions. The principal groups are 
the non-elite Maltese that comprised the bulk of the population, along-
side foreigners who came to trade or migrated. Two other important 
groups are the Order’s knights and offi  cials, and British army offi  cers, 
both of whom are o  en portrayed in traditional scholarship as purvey-
ors of authority rather than themselves bound up in institutional power 
relationships. The fi nal group comprises ‘captives’, those imprisoned 
for wrongdoing or enslaved at sea.

From people to places, Chapter 2 examines the use of space in in-
stitutions. By applying space syntax analysis, each of the main ‘sites’ 
investigated throughout the subsequent chapters receives a consider-
ation of how actors occupied and demarcated internal space in ways 
that not only facilitated the successful running of an institution, but 
also aff orded inhabitants diff ering places in power relationships. Di-
vided into two sections, the fi rst deals with the prisons of the Inqui-
sition before moving on to civilian and military prisons. The second 
section follows on with investigations of military environments, in 
particular a galley and an army offi  cers’ messhouse. The former is the 
only nonterrestrial environment examined and, given the restrictions 
of space, discussion focuses on the unique human make-up of the en-
vironment. The la  er provides an example in which ‘institutions may 

CAPTIVES, COLONISTS AND CRAFTSPEOPLE 
Material Culture and Institutional Power in Malta, 1600–1900 
Russell Palmer 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/PalmerCaptives

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/PalmerCaptives


16 • Captives, Colonists and Cra  speople

appropriate and then re-order physical space in order to meet their 
institutional needs as pursued through ritual practices’, 79 as the later 
chapters show. In our case, it involves converting the Inquisitor’s pal-
ace and prison into an offi  cers’ messhouse.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine the impact of foreign rule, colonialism and 
institutions on labour and foodways. Agriculture forms both a major 
employment industry and a source of food for the islanders. Conversely, 
the production of po  ery vessels by local earthenware manufacturers 
provided work for few, yet underpinned Maltese food culture for gener-
ations. Agriculture also provided cash-crops that each ruling regime im-
pacted and steered. Once the harbours had developed suffi  ciently, wage 
labour set in and Malta became part of the burgeoning industrial world 
with the arrival of factories. The era also witnessed an increase in pro-
ductive labour as part of the prison system, with convicts encouraged 
to participate in trades that put them in direct competition with their 
free counterparts. Picking up on the previous chapter’s discussion of 
galley slaves, Chapter 3 closes by considering the Order’s use of slaves 
in other types of work. Diets have long been recognized as important 
for understanding issues of identity and I extend such notions to exam-
ine local foodways under the Order and the British.80 While slaves and 
convicts have particularly circumscribed (though not uniform) diets, at 
the other end of the social and economic scale, those eating at the galley 
captain’s table and in the British army messhouse engaged ever more 
widely with goods emanating from outside the Mediterranean and Eu-
ropean spheres. The fi nal section in Chapter 4 considers the place of 
beverages, which together with the previous examples demonstrate the 
ways in which foodways play a crucial role in the negotiation of power.

The everyday and mundane are central themes in the evidence exam-
ined throughout this book, a point that Chapter 5 explicates more fully. 
By focusing on routines and material culture, it examines how everyday 
materials engendered mechanisms for coping, classifi cation, compliance 
and distraction within institutional contexts. Commencing with graffi  -
ti-carving inmates in the Inquisitor’s prisons, the chapter explores some 
of the visual and sensory aspects of institutional history, answering Vic-
tor Morgan’s complaint that ‘sentiment, emotion and even bodily sen-
sation lie at one end of the spectrum, and that the history of institutions 
lies at the other’.81 My analyses show how in the modern prison rou-
tines materialized policies of classifi cation with varying degrees of suc-
cess and how on board galleys slaves escaped their awful lives through 
smoking and dice play. Finally, the ritual of an offi  cers’ messhouse re-
veals not only how offi  cers made anywhere home, but that they were 
also subject to the unequal power relationships of British colonialism.
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The penultimate chapter broadens the scope of analysis by consid-
ering in which ways institutions intersected with wider developments, 
colonialism and the onset of globalization. First focusing on the fl ows 
of things through trade and production, it hones in on glass as an ar-
chetypical container of many nineteenth-century products and on the 
global business relationships that developed in Malta. From things to 
people, mobility and communication not only ‘contributed to, but were 
also a product of, the colonisation of the Mediterranean’,82 and as a way-
point and coaling station, Malta played a signifi cant role in nineteenth-
century global travel. The fi nal section of the chapter considers power 
and a  empts at subversion that highlight the cross-currents of religious 
and national loyalties. The book closes with a brief concluding chapter 
that draws together the major issues and themes addressed throughout.
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