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This volume draws together papers given originally at the seventh iteration 
of the Military Orders conference held at Clerkenwell in London between 7 
and 10 September 2017 and arranged by the London Centre of the Study of 
the Crusades, the Military Orders and the Latin East. This event brought 
together 107 scholars from 18 countries and covered a wide range of top-
ics connected to both the crusading movement in general and the military 
orders in particular. In total, 81 papers were given, and 29 of these are pre-
sented in this volume. I, on behalf of the editorial committee and the or-
ganisers, would like to take this opportunity to thank all those involved in 
making this a highly productive and enjoyable event.

In coverage, this volume contains articles spanning a broad geographi-
cal region and a wide selection of topics. Articles included here discuss the 
military orders’ involvement in matters as disparate as their diplomacy in 
the Crusader States and also their dealings with the secular and ecclesiasti-
cal authorities in Utrecht; they discuss their churches and institutions in Ibe-
ria and also their collections of relics in Prussia. There are some particularly 
fascinating clusters of work on the Hospitallers’ property and surveying 
practices on Malta as well as their involvement in the slave trade. In chrono-
logical range, these articles span from the orders’ origins in the twelfth cen-
tury through to the attempts to draw upon their memory in the twentieth.

As the editor of this present volume, I would particularly like to thank 
the editorial committee, comprising Helen J. Nicholson (who also wrote the 
introduction to this volume), Mike Carr, and Greg O’Malley. Their assis-
tance has been absolutely invaluable throughout, offering their feedback on 
the articles submitted for consideration and providing a sounding board for 
ideas and key decisions.

I would also very much like to thank Michael Greenwood and the team 
at Routledge for their ongoing support and patience with this project. Of 
course, this book would not have been possible without the hard work and 
dedication of those involved in planning and organising the original confer-
ence. This team, consisting of Justin Bailey, Alan Borg, Mike Carr, Abigail 
Cornick, Tom Foakes, Paul Gwilliam, Brian McLaughlin, Helen Nicholson, 
Greg O’Malley, Nicholas Morton, Jonathan Phillips, Keith Schnaar, and 
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Pamela Willis (Conference Administrator), led by Michael Heslop, helped 
to produce another fabulous event, which included a stunning performance 
by the medieval music group, Joglaresa.

The Organizing Committee would like to thank in particular the Priory 
of England and the Islands of the Order of St John and the Museum of the 
Order of St John for the use of St John’s Gate and the Priory Church. The 
conference itself was made possible through the generosity of our sponsors, 
who provided considerable financial support. They include the Most Ven-
erable Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem, the Grand Priory of 
England, The Sovereign Military Order of Malta, The Society for the Study 
of the Crusades and the Latin East (“SSCLE”), the history department at 
Royal Holloway (University of London), the St John Historical Society, 
Cambridge University Press, Taylor & Francis, Adrian Harrington, Brill, 
Brepols, Tauris, Boydell, and Four Courts Press. We are also grateful to 
three anonymous donors and the SSCLE for enabling the conference com-
mittee to give bursaries to 12 students. Finally, we would like to thank vol-
unteers and staff at St John’s Gate, including the members of the St John 
Historical Society and the St John Fellowship, staff of the Museum, as well 
as the Reverend Robin Griffith-Jones, Master of the Temple, for facilitating 
our outing to the Temple Church.

In addition, I am pleased to announce that the eighth conference of the 
Military Orders will be held at Nottingham Trent University in September 
2021. Further information will follow in due course.

Nicholas Morton
Nottingham Trent University
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It is with pleasure and sadness that I begin this introduction. It is a pleasure 
to be introducing the seventh volume in the series of proceedings of ‘The 
Military Orders’ conferences, which have been held roughly every four 
years since 1992. The continuing success of these conferences in attracting 
excellent scholars from around the world is testimony to the vitality and 
ongoing expansion of Military Order studies. It is a sad occasion because 
this is the first volume without a contribution from the founder of these 
conferences, Professor Jonathan Riley-Smith. Since the first volume, pub-
lished in 1994, his writing has appeared in every instalment of the series: 
either in an erudite research paper, underpinned by meticulous research and 
delivered with clarity and authority, or in an introduction which succinctly 
summarised the research presented in the volume and set out possible routes 
for future research. His introductions became a commentary on the contin-
uing development of research into the Military Orders: on the breadth and 
variety of topics covered, the chronological spread of research – from the 
eleventh century to the modern day – and the international range of scholars 
working on this subject.

Jonathan Riley-Smith’s death in 2016 was marked at the seventh confer-
ence in September 2017 by a commemorative tribute presented by Jonathan 
Phillips. JRS’s erudition and energy will be sorely missed in Military Order 
studies. The papers in this volume are testament to the impact that he and 
other scholars of his generation have had on the study of the Military Orders, 
which – as he commented in his introduction to the fifth volume – has grown 
phenomenally since he began research in 1960. Eighty papers were listed 
in the programme of the seventh conference. Twenty-nine of these appear 
in this volume, all of which broadly fit into the conference theme of ‘piety, 
pugnacity, and property’. In his introduction to the sixth ‘Military Orders’ 
volume, Jonathan Riley-Smith wrote: ‘I cannot find words to express how 
gratifying it is to see their history in such a flourishing and healthy state’, 
and the seventh conference certainly demonstrated that research into the 
Military Orders continues to flourish.

As in previous volumes in this series, the majority of the papers consider 
the international military orders. Nearly half of the papers focus on one 
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order, the Hospitallers or Order of St John, reflecting the Hospitallers’ long 
history, the geographical breadth and variety of their operations, and the 
extensive surviving documentation that allows detailed research. In con-
trast, there are only four papers on the Teutonic Order, perhaps reflecting 
the more limited geography of its operations. Only two papers consider the 
Templars, concentrating on their property in Italy, and two papers look at 
the Order of Santiago, in the Iberian Peninsula. Five papers consider the 
Military Orders together, while one considers the revived interest in Military 
Orders in the early twentieth century.

Evidence for the material culture and built environment of the Military 
Orders was a recurring theme of the conference, with particular interest in 
the cabrei, a type of legal document that developed from the late sixteenth 
century, recording the location, extent, and use of property. The Hospi-
tallers’ cabrei that survive from Italy and Malta have attracted increasing 
interest from archaeologists and historians in recent years. Three of the 
papers in this volume study the cabrei preserved in the National Library 
of Malta, revealing how the Hospitallers represented the space that they 
owned, and examining the built environment that they record. Two papers 
consider the art collected by individual Hospitaller brothers in the Early 
Modern period, drawing on the inventories that brothers drew up of the art 
works that they held. Most of these works of art would pass to the Order on 
their death, although brothers could bequeath one fifth of their possessions 
as gifts to others. These records offer an insight into the Hospitallers’ ma-
terial piety, although regrettably very few of the actual objects can now be 
traced. In the same way as the inventories of Templar property from 1307 
to 1308 have revealed for the Templars, these records show that the Hospi-
tallers were committed to maintaining the liturgy and that their material 
culture was focussed on piety. Other papers consider further aspects of the 
Military Orders’ piety: the maintenance of hospitals, and the veneration of 
saints and of relics of the True Cross.

Eight papers consider the Military Orders’ property on the frontiers of 
Christendom and in Europe as a whole. They cover a range of aspects: how 
estates were built up, how they were administered, their produce, how re-
cords were kept, and connections between the provinces and the Orders’ 
headquarters in the eastern Mediterranean. One focusses on how the Military 
Orders protected their property and wider interests through diplomacy at 
the papal court. The legal battles through which these orders maintained 
their rights and property could be as bitter as any war fought on the fron-
tiers. Five papers consider the Military Orders’ involvement in warfare and 
its corollary, peace-making, in the Middle East and the Iberian Peninsula, 
ranging from the twelfth to the seventeenth centuries. The Military Orders 
were respected by Catholic Christians and Muslims alike for their military 
expertise, and Catholic rulers were anxious to obtain their assistance, but – 
as these discussions demonstrate – even the Military Orders could not always 
win victories, either on the battlefield or at the negotiating table.
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Contact between the Templars and Hospitallers and Muslims was not 
limited to the battlefield or high-level diplomacy. Two papers here consider 
relations between the military orders and Muslims at a lower social level: 
Muslims as slaves, and the Hospitallers’ efforts to convert their Muslim 
slaves to Christianity. A further paper looks at the Hospitallers’ relations 
with their ethnically Greek serfs on Rhodes and Cyprus.

Two papers analyse outsiders’ views on the Hospitallers’ activities. In one, a 
traveller in the eastern Mediterranean in the late fifteenth century remembered 
his journey twenty-seven years later as he wrote his memoirs, combining accu-
rate detail with what are now puzzling errors. The other considers the Venetians’ 
hostility towards the Hospitallers within the Venetian state, with confiscation 
of land and seizure of Hospitaller assets. This hostility was in response to 
interference by the Hospitallers of Malta with Venetian trade, itself a response 
to Venetian negotiations with the Ottomans.

Such conflicts might suggest that the Hospitallers were out of step with 
the ideology of the Early Modern Period, yet the concept of the Military 
Order remained attractive. Two papers consider proposals to found or re-
vive Military Orders in the early modern and modern period, ranging from 
Orders intended to fight for a secular monarch against other Christians, 
through Orders to help enforce law and order, to an Order based on a desire 
simply to ‘aspire to wisdom’.

Altogether, these papers reveal that scholarly research into the military 
orders continues to be vibrant, original, and challenging. Over a quarter 
of a century since the first of these conferences took place at St John’s Gate 
in Clerkenwell, London, it is clear that research on the Military Religious 
Orders is developing into many exciting fields. In his introduction to the sec-
ond volume in this series, Jonathan Riley-Smith noted that architecture and 
archaeology ‘are topics which are among the most exciting in military order 
studies’, and ‘early modern Malta is becoming a major field of research’, 
while hoping for future research on the Military Orders in the twentieth 
century. This, the seventh volume, substantiates his comments, with papers 
on art, architecture and archaeology, and early modern Malta, and a paper 
on the twentieth century. In later volumes, JRS noted the growing interest in 
the Military Orders’ liturgy and piety, and studies of the Orders in relation 
to each other, developments which continue to be reflected in this volume.

Research since 1992 has vastly increased our knowledge of the Military 
Orders’ organisation and operation in the provinces, although the stud-
ies published here hint at how much remains to be done. Inventories and 
property surveys have much to reveal about the Order’s piety and cultural 
life. The art and architecture of the Military Orders offer insights into the 
Orders’ self-image and how they portrayed themselves to their contem-
poraries. In addition to these, works written by members of the Military 
Orders can give us an insight into their culture – not only histories such as 
that written for the Teutonic Order by Peter of Dusburg but also devotional 
works such as Hospitaller brother Johannes von Frankenstein’s Kreuziger.
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The history of the Order of St John on Malta and in the courts of Early 
Modern Catholic Europe still offers enormous scope for further research, 
while the history of the Teutonic Order after the loss of Prussia remains 
virtually unknown to English-speaking students of the Order. In his in-
troduction to the sixth volume in this series, JRS appealed for scholars to 
explore how the Military Orders became involved in the growth of empires 
from the fifteenth century onwards, and how they changed or revived in 
the nineteenth century. By the nineteenth century, the Military Orders had 
lost the political influence that they had held in earlier centuries, but the 
growth of the ‘new Templar’ temperance movement and the establishment 
of modern Hospitaller institutions were important social and cultural devel-
opments which had wide-reaching effects.

Interest in the Military Religious Orders still tends to be linked to re-
search on the Crusades, but with increasing interest in material culture and 
art history, the history of slavery, and the study of memory and memorial-
isation, Military Order studies are engaging with topics at the heart of cur-
rent historical research. It is to be hoped that the current volume will prove 
of interest to scholars in the wider historical community as well as those 
focussing on the Military Orders and the Crusades.
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This paper is concerned with the Cabrei of the Knights of the Order of 
St John (Treasury Series B: 289–311), which are conserved at the National 
Library of Malta, Valletta. The study is divided into three main sections. 
The first part provides some general considerations about the Cabrei and 
how they are organized in the national collection. The second part focusses 
on two particular volumes: Cabrei 290 and 307. After describing the general 
characteristics of these two Cabrei, this section concentrates on the typ-
ical property that the Order possessed in the Maltese islands during the 
eighteenth century, which included rural and urban houses, palazzi, landed 
estates and windmills. It analyses the architectural style of these dwellings 
and uses two case studies to examine their spatial dynamics, with particu-
lar reference to communication and class. Through this analysis it is also 
possible to estimate the area of these houses, thus forming a general idea 
of the level of comfort that their occupants enjoyed. The last section delves 
into certain other features that appear in some of the illustrations of the two 
volumes, particular reference being made to costumes, farming practices 
and landscape.

A historical note

The Knights of St John occupied the Maltese islands in 1530, eight years 
after their forced withdrawal from Rhodes. Through the Act of Donation, 
signed in March of that year between the Grand Master of the Order and 
Emperor Charles V of Spain, the Knights assumed full sovereign rights over 
the Maltese archipelago and its population. Here, this chivalric organiza-
tion became the major landowner since all the landed estates that previ-
ously belonged to the Spanish crown now became its permanent possession. 
Apart from the incomes that accrued from these local estates, the Knights 
possessed various other holdings in different parts of Europe.1

1	 The properties and landed 
possessions of the Knights of 
St John in Malta
An analysis of Cabrei 290 and 
307, conserved at the National 
Library of Malta

George A. Said-Zammit
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Initially, the Knights established their Convento in Birgu, which also 
became the islands’ centre of administration instead of the earlier capital, 
Mdina. Until 1565 the Order considered the Maltese islands as a temporary 
base since it still had in mind the re-conquest of Rhodes.2 However, in 1571, 
six years after the defeat of the Turkish attack upon Malta (1565), the Order 
transferred permanently its Convento to the new city of Valletta, which be-
came the centre of Malta’s political, economic and sociocultural life. During 
this period, Valletta, Birgu and the other harbour settlements that devel-
oped from the second half of the sixteenth century onwards became the 
maritime hub of the Maltese islands. The Knights were expelled from Malta 
in 1798 by the French.

The national collection: Treasury Series B – Cabrei 289–311

By the early seventeenth century, the Knights felt the need to reorganize 
their local landed possessions into several Fondazioni, in a similar way 
as they did for their various Commende spread in Europe. These Foun-
dations were crucial for the Order to finance large-scale projects, such 
as the building of fortifications and hospitals. Their agricultural estates 
were important not only for economic purposes but also to generate the 
necessary revenues to pay salaries, cover their day-to-day expenses, main-
tain the fortifications and run the Order’s various departments, offices 
and hospitals.

Each Fondazione sought to keep an official record of its material pos-
sessions: landed estates, public gardens, private orti, commercial buildings, 
palazzi and houses. To ensure the good administration of their proper-
ties, the Knights compiled and recorded these assets in specific registers 
or cabrei. Thus, these inventories became legal documents and an effective 
means through which the Fondazioni managed their own possessions. In 
addition, the leasing or acquisition of a property was usually recorded in 
notarial deeds and account registers.

Each Fondazione hired their own notaries and periti agrimensori (land 
surveyors), who were specifically required to describe, draw (sometimes to 
scale), measure and document each house or land in their possession. The 
periti agrimensori were particularly active from the early seventeenth cen-
tury onwards, when the local landscape in various areas underwent dra-
matic changes as a result of massive settlement development. The earliest 
surveys known to date were carried out for the magisterial possessions. 
Such surveys led to the compilation of a series of cabrei (descrittivi or figu-
rati), the first one being produced in approximately 1653.

The houses, landed estates and other properties that the Knights pos-
sessed locally in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are recorded in 
twenty-five volumes of Cabrei (Treasury Series B: 289–311) as shown in 
Table 1.1.
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Cabrei 290 and 307

These two volumes, datable to a period between the second half of the 
seventeenth and the second half of the eighteenth century, belong to two 
different sections of the Order. Both cabrei fall under the category of figu-
rati; Cabreo 290 contains a set of 125 full-page coloured illustrations, while 
Cabreo 307, consisting of two parts, includes fifteen coloured illustrations. 
The descriptions in the former are limited to short phrases at the top of each 
illustration since more detailed descriptions of the inventoried properties 
are given in its sequel, Cabreo 291. Cabreo 307, though containing fewer 
illustrations, is much richer in descriptive detail. Apart from the fact that 
the listed properties are drawn to scale and the surveyors provide a plan and 
elevation of each building, they also give a description of the house or build-
ing, including the function of particular rooms and spaces, as well as the 
floor area of the property concerned. It is also to be noted that this Cabreo 
makes reference to people or other organizations, because for each listed 
property, the surveyors also refer to the owners of adjoining properties, for 
example the Church, a religious order, a fondazione or other third parties. 
Sometimes they provide a brief description on the quality of the land; for 
instance, in folio 22 of Cabreo 307, the land is described as being of ‘bona 
qualità’ (good quality).

Cabreo 290 records 149 different properties that belonged to the Magistero or 
central government. The other, entitled Cabreo Bonorum Hospitalis Mulierum 
Invalidarum Civitatis Vallettae, comprises twenty-two properties. In total, 
therefore, there are 171 properties, which range from small parcels of land to 

Table 1.1  �List of Cabrei (Treasury Series B: 289–311)

Volume number 
(Treasury Series B)

Title No. of  
volumes

289–290 Cabreo del Magistero 2
291 Cabreo della Secrezia 1
292–296 Cabreo dell’Assemblea 5
297–300 Cabreo Assemblea Fiernalda 4
301, 301a & 302 Cabreo Fondazione Lascaris 3
303 Cabreo Università Notabile 1
304 Cabreo Collegio del Gesù e Università 1
305 Cabreo Ven.da Grotta di S. Paolo 1
306 Cabreo della Ven.da Cappella della B.V. 

di Filermo
1

307 Cabreo Ospedale delle Donne 2
308 Aggiunta del Cabreo per beni della Grotta 

del Gozo
1

309 Cabreo Originale del Ven.do Monte della 
Redenzione degli Schiavi

1

310–311 Cabreo Fondazione Manoel 2
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more extensive farming estates and from small rural and urban dwellings to 
more elaborate townhouses and palazzini.

The inventoried properties are found in thirty-six different localities 
which, in a way, demonstrate that the agricultural estates, in particular, were 
spread almost in every region of the country. One of the estates consisted 
of an entire island (Comino). The exact location of five properties could not 
be determined; three are found in Malta, two in Gozo. Statistically, they are 
distributed as shown in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2  �Number of properties per 
location recorded in the Cabrei

Location Number of 
properties

Valletta 14
Floriana 10
Senglea 1
Santa Venera 2
Birkirkara 1
Lija 1
Qormi 12
Paola 3
Marsa 8
Msida 1
St Julians 1
Għargħur 7
Burmarrad 9
Mellieħa 2
Selmun 1
Mġarr 11
Siġġiewi 9
Dingli 8
Rabat 18
Marsaxlokk 1
Gudja 3
Żejtun 9
Marsascala 1
Comino 1
Rabat (Gozo) 2
Għarb 2
Qala 1
Mġarr (Gozo) 1
Xagħra 3
Xewkija 7
Xlendi 4
Dwejra 5
Żebbuġ (Gozo) 2
Marsalforn 1
Nadur 3
Santa Luċija (Gozo) 1
Unknown (Malta) 3
Unknown (Gozo) 2
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The distribution of these properties provides some interesting observa-
tions. For instance, it is notable that most of them are located

 i		 in the Grand Harbour region (Valletta, Floriana, Paola, Marsa, Senglea, 
Msida), hence in the most densely populated settlements of seventeenth 
and eighteenth century Malta. These were also settlements which pro-
vided a wide range of employment opportunities to many natives and 
foreigners living in this part of the island3

ii		 in agriculturally productive areas, particularly where there was 
availability of water for irrigation, for instance Rabat, Mġarr and 
Burmarrad.

On the other hand, the same distribution also demonstrates that certain 
other areas or localities were represented by only a small number of prop-
erties either because

	 i	 the land there was not sufficiently fortified or protected against any pos-
sible enemy incursions (for example, Mellieħa and Marsaxlokk)

	ii	 the land was not agriculturally productive
	iii	 there was no (or not enough) water available for irrigation or human 

consumption, or else because
	iv	 certain parts of the Maltese islands did not have a high population den-

sity (for example, Lija and most of the Gozo hamlets).

It is important to mention that the distribution of properties represents only 
a tiny fraction of what the Order actually possessed locally during this pe-
riod. Considering the twenty-five volumes of Cabrei that constitute part of 
the national collection, this implies that the above listed houses and lands 
amount to less than 10% of all the properties that the Knights had in their 
possession locally. Table 1.3 demonstrates the distribution of the same prop-
erties according to type.

Table 1.3  �Number of properties per type

Type Number of 
properties

Palazzi or townhouses 11
Mezzanini 6
Single-room houses 1
Rural or farmhouses 15
Windmills 3
Public or private gardens 10
Small parcels of agricultural land 56
Extensive farming estates 63
Hospitals 1
Churches 5
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According to Table 1.3, most of the properties (approximately 70%) 
consisted of agricultural lands (small parcels of land or more extensive es-
tates). Another 10% comprised urban dwellings (ranging from palazzi to 
small houses), while another 10% included rural buildings (windmills or 
farmhouses). Public or private gardens constitute 6% of all the properties 
that feature in both cabrei. In fourteen particular cases, the leased estate 
also included a farmhouse. In a way, this suggests not only the Order’s com-
mitment to provide employment opportunities to many tenant farmers so 
that they could earn their daily living (the Knights needed them to work 
their agricultural estates) but also its commitment to accommodate these 
farmers in dwellings that offered sufficient living space and perhaps also 
a healthy environment, similar to what was commonly available in other 
parts of Europe during the same period.4 In five other instances, the es-
tate also included a small church. An interesting illustration appears in folio 
126 of Cabreo 290, which provides a general view of the Gozo Castello, the 
neighbouring Rabat and their environs. This is also an important source 
through which, especially when compared to modern-day maps, one can 
analyse settlement evolution in Gozo in the last 400 years.

Urban and rural architecture

The houses listed in Cabrei 290 and 307, built from local limestone, fall under 
two main categories:

a	 Vernacular (farmhouses, windmills and rural churches), and
b	 Baroque urban dwellings (palazzini and townhouses).

Farmhouses are usually characterized by a simple, asymmetrical and aus-
tere façade. Apertures are usually small and kept to the barest minimum, 
simply to allow light and ventilation into the house interior. Some of these 
introverted dwellings are single-storey buildings, while many others consist 
of two floors: the ground floor, which often consisted of the household’s eco-
nomic quarters (where animals were kept, vegetables and other foodstuffs 
stored and various economic activities carried out), and the għorfa upstairs 
which usually served as the family’s living quarters. In a way, this shows 
that by the second half of the seventeenth century most of the rural fami-
lies were living in dwellings which provided a considerable level of comfort 
for the household members, contrary to what occurred in the late medieval 
single-storey rural dwellings, where humans and animals often shared the 
same spaces.5 Plate 1.1, which is an example of a typical local eighteenth 
century farmhouse, illustrates this concept in more detail. This introverted 
dwelling consists of two floors, the ground level being used for the house-
hold’s everyday chores and where visitors were usually welcomed, while the 
upper floor (or the għorfa) served as the family’s private quarters, where 
strangers had little or no access.
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Another important characteristic of these farmhouses is their ceiling, 
which is either flat or pitched. The latter was made of timber and was gener-
ally covered with deffun (a mixture of ground terracotta, lime and globige-
rina limestone sand) or chiramidi roof tiles. The local notarial records and 
the Cabrei suggest that the practice of building houses with pitched roofs 
was commonly practised, from approximately the late Middle Ages to the 
eighteenth century.6 Apart from allowing rainwater collection, pitched roofs 
also provided storage space, especially when the house included an attic.

Knowledge about the urban houses of this period comes mainly through 
the illustrations in Cabreo 307. Most of the dwellings listed here are of the 
palazzino type, often consisting of two floors. The ground floor, usually char-
acterized by a central courtyard or backyard, comprised the household’s 
economic quarters, for example, a kitchen, a bakery and a storeroom. Here, 
one could also find a toilet (gabinetto) and some other rooms, which probably 
had a multifunctional purpose. The upper floor, or piano nobile, served as the 
family’s living quarters where guests were welcomed and entertained in the 
sala nobile. Some of these houses were extensive enough to include another 
gabinetto on the piano nobile. Access to the upper floor rooms was usually 
through a grand staircase, which generally dominated the central part of 
the ground floor. Some of these palazzini, apart from their grand staircase, 
also had a scala lumaca (spiral staircase), often located at the rear part of the 
house plan which provided access to all the levels of the building, includ-
ing the flat roof. A detailed study of these houses has demonstrated that the 

Plate 1.1  �An eighteenth century two-storey farmhouse in the parish of Mġarr, Malta.
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spiral staircase, usually located near the kitchen and/or the storerooms, was 
probably associated with the domestic servants, while the grand staircase 
was presumably reserved only for the house owners.7 This was a common 
practice among the seventeenth and eighteenth century local nobility, where 
house owners and servants had separate quarters and access points.

Several extensive houses also included a small mezzanine, consisting of 
one to three rooms, which was generally sandwiched between the dwelling’s 
ground floor and the piano nobile. The mezzanini served as a living quarters 
for the household’s domestic servants or else were rented to third parties. 
Some of these townhouses were spacious enough to include rooms or spaces 
with a separate entrance to the public street; these spaces were generally 
rented out for accommodation purposes or commercial use.

Apart from the storerooms mentioned above, many of these palazzi also 
had a cellar, which was yet another ideal storage place. The importance of 
potable water is testified by the fact that several houses had a cistern for 
rainwater storage.

The architectural style of these townhouses is typical of the Baroque 
era, usually characterized by an ornate, symmetrical and extrovert façade 
with elaborate door and window frames. Sometimes, the central panel of 
the façade of these dwellings was dominated by a closed timber or an open 
stone balcony. Certain façades were further embellished by coat of arms, 
columns or balustrades.

The domestic space organization of these townhouses and palazzini is 
also typical of the same period, with the rooms usually being organized 
in an enfilade arrangement to give access to each other forming a straight 
line.8 The enfilade configuration of the piano nobile was common in eight-
eenth century elite houses, which emulated French and Italian mansions 
and palazzi. The objective of this arrangement was also to ensure a straight 
line of vision and direction.

Access analysis, which forms part of space syntax, allows us to explore 
the relationship between the architectural arrangements of houses and their 
spatial configuration, hence to study the relationship between humans and 
their inhabited spaces.9 Access analysis has been extensively used by var-
ious scholars worldwide to study different genres of buildings, from sim-
ple dwellings to more complex structures, such as airports and hospitals.10 
House plans are first translated into topological graphs, which are subse-
quently analysed to calculate spatial values. These graphs provide a useful 
visualization tool to better understand the spatial layout of these houses 
and its implications for movement and encounter. These graphs are justi-
fied so that a specific space within the spatial network is placed at the bot-
tom, called the root space, which in this analysis always represents the main 
entrance of the building. All spaces one syntactic step away from the root 
space are placed on the first level above, while all spaces which are two steps 
away are placed on the second level, and so on. Justified graphs provide a 
visual picture of the overall depth of a layout seen from one of its points.11
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This paper includes two case studies: a townhouse listed in Cabreo 307 
and a typical rural house, both pertaining to the eighteenth century. The 
latter does not feature in the two Cabrei under study but is being used here 
to compare and contrast, through access analysis, domestic space organiza-
tion in these two different scenarios.

The first case study consists of a two-storey dwelling in Valletta (Plate 1.2), 
while the second one is a two-storey rural house in Żejtun, one of the villages 
in south-east Malta (Figure 1.1). The use of access analysis to transpose 
these two house plans into justified graphs (Figures 1.2 and 1.3) allows us 
to make some notable observations regarding communication, movement 
and permeability. Figure 1.2 presents a tree-like structure with various levels 
of depth, while Figure 1.3 is a bush-like j-graph since most of the rooms or 
spaces, referred to technically as nodes, are near the bottom or root space. 
Hence, while the former allows more depth and permeability, the latter is 
shallower permitting less segregation.

A closer study to the townhouse reveals that, at ground floor level, the 
most segregated rooms were the kitchen and room 9, both of which were 
seemingly related to domestic work and servitude. At the piano nobile level, 
the most permeable spaces were the sala nobile (14) and rooms 17 and 18, 

Plate 1.2  �Cabreo 307 ( folio 30): plan of the Valletta townhouse.
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which are the farthest from the root space. Therefore, while certain rooms 
were specifically intended to be visible (for instance, 2, 3, 5 and 6), others were 
intentionally secluded and concealed from the visitor’s eye. This was a com-
mon phenomenon in Baroque houses of this kind, in Malta and in Europe, 
where the owners sought to ensure maximum privacy and minimum inter-
action with servants. Table 1.4 shows the access analysis values of Figure 1.2  

White circle = a room

Yellow circle = a transitional space
(for example, corridor or
passageway)

Brown circle = a courtyard

Cyan circle = a staircase

Red circle = an open terrace or
balcony

Grey circle = the root representing the
main entrance
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Figure 1.2  �A justified graph of the Valletta townhouse.

Figure 1.1  �Plan of an eighteenth century rural house in Żejtun.


