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THE ECCLESIASTICAL ARCHIVES - MAL|A

Malta is a small independent nation in the middle of the Medi-
terranean made up of three islands -Malta, Gozo, and Comino - and
two dioceses, Malta with a population of 150,000, and Gozo and
Comino with 30,000. The ecclesiastical archives of both dioceses contain
a very rich heritage with the earliest documentation going back to the
thirteenth century. There are three main church archives: the AAM,
Archbishop's Archives, Malta; the ACM, Cathedral Archives, Malta,
that also houses the archives of the Inquisition of Malta; and the AEG,
Episcopal Archives, Gozo. The eighty two parish churches - sixty
seven in Malta, and fifteen in Gozo - also have their own archives. The
eleven religious male orders working in Malta, the first since 1370,
have their archives. So do the six communities of cloistered nuns and
the eighteen congregations of sisters on the island. One of the male
religious orders, all six cloistered communities, and five of the female
congregations were founded in Malta itself. The several hundred
religious foundations, institutions, and societies in both dioceses also
have their own small or large archives.

1. Srarurss oF ARCHTvES

There is no corporate body nor a single person responsible for the
ecclesiastical archives of Malta. As a result, there are no statutes that
are common to this imponant ecclesiastical heritage of the archipelago.
Neither were any attempts ever made to write such sktutes.

Each of the three main archives mentioned above and the only
three that are open regularly to researchers have their own regulations.
A researcher has to present a letter of recommendation by a recognised
authority to get access to the documents. One is also obliged to state
the precise nature of the research. Records that contain documentation
less than thirty years old are not available. Neither are records with
personal information that is not at least seventy years old. Besides
all records with personal information can only be consulted at the
archivist's discretion. The AAM has the most restrictions of all and
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many original records, for one reason or anothe! are not available for
consultadon.

The ACM and the AEG both have a descriptive printed
handlist of their holdings. At the AAM, the researcher has either to
rely on publications that have made use of the holdings, or on the
experience of the personnel.

Otherwise, these three archives are govemed by the general norms
laid out in the several canons of the Code of Canon Law. The Synod
of Gozo (1992) has a section (parag 207) that clarifies and apply the
canon law for Gozo.

No statutes'rhatsoever govern all the other ecclesiastical archives
and the granting of research permissions lies entirely at the discretion
of the person-in-charge. In most cases, it is not easy to carry out
such research. There are, of course, several exceptions, one of these
being the Capuchin's Archives, where researchers are welcome and
most material is catalogued.

2. ErrscrrvE RECoRD MANAGEMENT

The records at the three main archives are relatively well kept,
though only rwo of the three archives have had
professional training. A s to be done in all three
institutions but lack of record management for
years. rù(/orst, no long-term training programmes in this field have ever
been organised by church or state and none are in the pipeline.

The second group, the parish archives are, in some cases, a disaster
that has led to the loss of important documentation throughout the
centuries. Inadequate places and furniture for the preservation of
these records has led to the destruction of many documents as one
research after another carried out by the undersigned in several parishes

has clear§ demonstrated. Lack of space has led parish personnel
completely ignorant of the importance of papers to secure some
space by further destruction. At the request of the bishop of Gozo,
in 1980, I wrote a Gwida gball-Arkiuji Parrokkjali, a guide in Maltese
on how parish archives can be catalogued. I suggested a catalogue
divided into fifty sections and also delivered an introductory lecture to
famlia/rze parish personnel with the guide. It was only adhered to by
a fraction of the parishes; the eternal excuse is that there are other
much more irnportant matters to see to.

The central archives of religious orders are also in good shape; two
of the archives of the congregations founded in Malta were catalogued
under my supervision. The same cannot be said of the smaller archives



Tbe ecclesiastical arcbiues - Maha 25)

in various houses of the same congregations. It has been suggested
time and again that the central archives of each male and female
congregation should serve also as a deposit for the houses of the same
congregation. One female congregation founded locally has taken up
this suggestion.

Most of the other religious foundations, some of which are seve-
ral hundreds years old, lack a proper archives. Their ever changing
direction has led to the disposal and dispersal of their manuscripts. It
is of the utmost importance that the Catbolic Cubural Heritage Corn-
nission (to be instituted, as detailed below) will tackle this issue with
urgency.

Ideally, effective management is to take into considerarion the four
main outputs or resources that archivists have identified to be on
offer for exploitation by its clientele:

- boldings, the bodies of records and information contained
therein;

- seruices, the storage, preservation, reference, disposal activities,
and facilities equipment;

- expertise, technical consultancy, training, advice, and assistance;
and

- experiences, leading to use sources, equipment and facilities
to solve problems or perform tasks, thereby gaining new benefits,
knowledge, insights, and enjoyment.

l. HeruoNrzATroN oF oN-LrNE sysrEMS

All three bodies that manage the three main church archives in
Malta, that is the Diocese of Malta, the Cathedral of Malta, and the
Diocese of Gozo, have a professional website.

- The website of the Diocese of Malta bttp://uwu.maltacburcb.
org.rnt carries no information on its archives.

- The website of the Cathedral bttp://uutu.bmnl.org/centers/nalta/
rndina.btrul has a list of its holdings.

- The website of the diocese of Gozo http://utuu.gozodiocese.org/
arcbiues.btm has a detailed guide to the archives and also an e-mail
address where information may be requested.

The harmonizatron on-line of the ecclesiastical archives of Malta is
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- a list of norms governing that particular archives, such as the
Code of Canon l-ato and particular legislation;

- a historical outline of the entity or entities that produced the
archives, for without this background it is not easy to comprehend and
describe archival records and papers;

- another historic outline, for the same reason, of the single
entities, administrations, and groups that actually produced the dif-
ferent sections of the archival records and papers;

- a descriptive hand-list.

4. PanrNrnsHrp CHURCH-Srerr AND CHURCH-LocAL AUTHoRITIES

So as to be successful and fruitful, any Church-State partnership
is to be based on mutual trust. This should overcome the sense of
intrusion of nvo autonomous bodies in each othert affairs that many
times prevail in such circumstances.

This spirit prevails in Act VI (2002), The Cultural Heritage Act,
enacted by the Parliament of Malta on 16 April 2OO2, "an act to make
provision in place of the Antiquities (Protection) Act, Chapter 54,
for the superintendence, conservation, and management of cultural
heritage in Malta for matters ancilliary thereto or connected there-
with."

Ecclesiastical cultural heritage, including archives, are also covered
by this Act. It is clearly stated that the term cultural heritage rcferc
to "movable or immovable objects of artistic, architectural, historical,
archaeological, ethnographic, palaeontological, and geological impor-
tance and includes information or data relative to cultural heritage
pertaining to Malta or to any other country. This includes archaeolo-
gical, palaeontological or geological sites and deposits, landscapes,
groupJ of buildings, as well as scientific collections, collections of art
òbjeòts, manuscripts, books, published material, archives, audio-visual
material, and reproductions of any of the preceding, or collections of
historical value, as well as intangible cultural assets comprising arts,
traditions, customs and skills employed in the performing arts, in
applied arts and in crafts and other intangible assets which have a
historical, artistic or ethnographic value."

The Act has created a superintendent of caltural heritage (art.7)
who, among other things, has the responsibility "to establish, update,
manage and, where appropriate, publish, or to ensure the compilation
of, a national inventory of cultural property belonging to the State

or State institutions, to the Catholic Church and to other religious
denominations, and to Foundations established in these islands."
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The superintendent has also the function "to exercise surveil-
lance over the protection, conservation, restoration, maintenance,
exhibition and accessibility of cultural property."

\)flhen the bill of this Act was given a first reading in parliament
on 14 August 2001, the Maltese Episcopal Conference showed reser-
vations on the duties of the superintendent vis-a-vis the ecclesiastical
heritage. This led to the inclusion of a specific part (part YIII, ar..52)
on the religious cultural beritage. It states that:

«(1) \ùTithout prejudice to any other law that may be in force, and
until such time when there may be reached an agreement between
the competent civil and ecclesiastical authorities, cultural property
belonging to the Catholic Church, including to Catholic Religious
Orders, and destined or used for religious purposes shall fall under the
exclusive regulation and superintendence of the Catholic Cultural
Heritage Commission to be appointed every fwo years by the President
of the Malta Episcopal Conference, and to consist of not less than
five experts one of whom shall be so appointed after consultation with
the Minister.

«(2) Cultural property belonging to, and destined or used for
religious purposes by u.ry denomination other than that mentioned in
subarticle (1) of this article may be placed by the relevant and competent
religious authority under the exclusive regulation and superintendence
of a religious cultural heritage commission. Each such religious cultural
heritage commission shall be appointed for a period of t'wo years by the
relevant and competent religious authority, and shall consist of three
experts one of whom shall be so appointed after consultation with the
Minister.

«(l) The commissions referred to in subarticles (1) and (2) of this
article shall have the same powers and duties with regard to the cultural
property under their superintendence as the Superintendent, and shall
give a report about their work to ùe Forum [created by this Act to
convene once a year to discuss progress in this matter]. Provided
ùat where such commissions are not so appointed the regulation and
superintendence of the property falling under their competence will
vest in the Superintendent.

«(4) The Minister, after full consultation with the President of the
Malta Episcopal Conference mentioned in subarticle (1) of this article or
with the relevant and competent religious authorities mentioned in sub-
article (2) of this article, may prescribe rules regulating the powers and
duties of, and the procedures and practices which should be followed by
the commissions mentioned in subarticles (1) and (2) of this artide>>.

It is hoped that the Catbolic Cultural Heritage Commission that
is to be established as a result of this law will be instrumental in the
better organization of the ecclesiastical archives of Malta.
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There is hardly any relationship bet'ureen the Church and local
authorities as far as archives are concerned. Local councils - 54 n
Malta, and 14 in Gozo - were established through an Act of.

parliament on 14 June 19%. On the whole, there is a good relationship
between the parish churches and these authorities, but in ten years
neither side has ever sought collaboration in the field of archives.

Such a partnership is to emphasise the idea of expanded genealogt
that cuts transversally through the linearity of the sources and open as

many uindozs as the lives, environments, and situations it encounters.
Ecclesiastical archives that are of an earlier origin and better preserved
that those of local authorities, can be instrumental:

- in recovering the memory of lived experience;

- in instilling a nostalgia for creating and supporting structures
and activities;

- in enhancing publications and books on local histories.
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