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Introduction
Malta’s artisan traditions—lace, filigree, stone carving and a constellation of
complementary crafts—are woven into the island’s fabric as surely as Globigerina
limestone underpins its streets. These crafts are not museum pieces; they are active,
evolving practices carried out in small workshops, family homes and studio spaces
from Valletta to Gozo. This book takes the reader behind the shopfronts and into the
hands, tools and stories of the people who sustain those practices, while also offering
practical guidance for anyone who wants to learn, commission, or responsibly support
Maltese makers.

The first part of the book situates the crafts historically and materially: how patterns
and techniques arrived with seafarers and settlers, how the peculiarities of Maltese
materials—fine linen threads, high-purity silver and the island’s soft
limestone—shaped local forms, and how centuries of contact with Italy, North Africa
and Britain created distinctive Maltese expressions. Chapters 1–8 trace those origins
and technical lineages, showing how past and present overlap in motifs like the
Maltese cross, the wheat-ear stitch of galleria, and the sinuous scrolls of filigree.

Practical, hands-on knowledge forms the core of the middle sections. Chapters 9–17
examine associated crafts (glass, pottery, woven fibre), the anatomy of a working
workshop, the tools and safety practices every beginner should know, and the
concrete steps required to make a living from craft. For readers who want to try
lacemaking, filigree or basic stone carving, Chapter 21 provides approachable starter
projects and lists of resources; Chapter 22 explains how to commission and maintain
handmade objects so they endure as heirlooms rather than souvenirs.

No account of Maltese artisanal life can ignore the pressures and opportunities of
tourism, global markets and contemporary design. Chapters 13, 14 and 17 explore
how makers negotiate tourist demand, adapt traditional forms to modern tastes, and
balance authenticity with commercial viability. Equally important are the structural
supports that allow crafts to survive: apprenticeships, formal and informal training
routes, certification and craft associations (examined in Chapters 11, 18 and 24).
These mechanisms are central to the book’s argument that skill transmission and fair
economic models are as vital as technical mastery.

The final chapters broaden the frame from individual makers to community and policy.
Case studies (Chapter 20) highlight exemplary workshops and makers who combine
tradition with innovation. Chapters 23 and 25 look at cooperative models, ethical
supply chains and municipal or national policies that can strengthen craft economies
while respecting cultural identity. Throughout, the book stresses that sustaining
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Malta’s living traditions requires coordinated action: makers, cultural institutions,
shoppers and policymakers all play a role.

Whether you are a curious traveller, a student of material culture, an aspiring maker,
or someone seeking to support Malta’s craft economy, this book is a practical and
human-centred guide. It records techniques and histories, but it is also a call to action:
to learn, to buy thoughtfully, and to participate in the apprenticeships, markets and
networks that will keep Malta’s lace, filigree and stone carving alive for generations to
come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Threads of Time: Origins of Maltese
Crafts
Malta, a tiny archipelago in the heart of the Mediterranean, has long been a
crossroads of civilizations. Its strategic location, a natural stepping stone between
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, has ensured a rich tapestry of cultural exchange,
with each successive wave of inhabitants leaving an indelible mark on the islands'
artistic and artisanal traditions. To understand the crafts of today, we must first delve
into the deep currents of history that shaped them, tracing the threads back through
millennia.

The earliest evidence of human activity in Malta dates back to around 5,200 BCE,
when Neolithic farmers from Sicily arrived on the islands. These early settlers brought
with them not only agricultural practices but also the fundamental craft of pottery
making. The initial pottery, known as Għar Dalam ware, shared similarities with the
Stentinello culture of Sicily and was often adorned with geometric patterns like
chevrons and spirals. As these early communities evolved, so did their ceramic styles,
with the later Skorba phases introducing burnished surfaces and red slips. These
ceramic fragments are more than just ancient kitchenware; they offer a unique
window into the daily lives, rituals, and worldviews of Malta’s earliest inhabitants.
During the Neolithic period, people also crafted tools from flint and other stones for
cutting and carving. The island's temple builders, who created some of the oldest free-
standing stone structures in the world between 3600 and 2500 BCE, relied on stone
tools to carve and shape the massive Globigerina limestone blocks.

The arrival of the Phoenicians around 700 BCE marked a significant turning point in
Malta's craft history. These master seafarers and traders introduced new techniques
and materials, deeply influencing the local artisans. It is widely believed that the
Phoenicians brought filigree to the islands, an intricate art form involving the twisting
of fine gold or silver threads into delicate designs. This sophisticated jewellery-making
technique, perfected by the Greeks and Etruscans, found fertile ground in Malta and
evolved into a cherished part of the island's cultural identity. The Phoenicians are also
credited with introducing weaving and dyeing skills, further enriching Malta's textile
traditions. Even in ancient Roman times, Malta was renowned for the excellence of its
local cloth, with historical accounts mentioning quantities of Maltese cloth being stolen
and the island being a "manufactory for weaving women's garments."

The Roman period, beginning in 218 BCE, further integrated Malta into a vast
Mediterranean network of trade and cultural exchange. While the Phoenicians laid the
groundwork for many crafts, the Romans undoubtedly fostered an environment where
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artisanal skills could continue to develop and diversify. Although specific Roman
influences on Maltese crafts are less distinctly documented than, for example, the
Phoenician introduction of filigree, the stability and connectivity of the Roman Empire
would have ensured a steady flow of materials, tools, and ideas. This period would
have seen the continued production of textiles, pottery for daily use, and perhaps
more sophisticated stonework for public buildings and private villas.

Following the Roman era, Malta experienced a succession of rulers, each contributing
to its evolving cultural landscape. The Byzantines, though their direct artistic legacy in
Malta is somewhat elusive, would have maintained trade routes that kept the islands
connected to wider Mediterranean craft traditions. The Arab conquest in the 9th
century, however, brought more profound changes. The Arabs introduced the cotton
plant to Malta, which significantly boosted the local economy and the weaving
industry. So much so that by 1164, Maltese merchants were already exporting cotton
to Genoa. It is believed that almost every household at one point possessed a loom,
and girls were taught weaving from a young age. This widespread practice of weaving,
fueled by the availability of cotton, underscores the craft's importance in daily life and
trade during this period.

The Normans, who conquered Malta in the 11th century, and the subsequent Spanish
rule until 1530, further layered European influences onto the existing Semitic and
Mediterranean heritage. While Maltese culture retained strong Semitic linguistic roots,
particularly in the Maltese language itself, these European powers introduced new
artistic styles and demands. Traces of Siculo-Norman architecture can still be seen in
Mdina and Vittoriosa, hinting at the skilled stonemasonry and decorative arts of the
time. The Spanish influence, for instance, is still evident in culinary, religious, and
musical aspects, including the use of the Spanish guitar in Maltese folk music. These
periods of varied rule ensured that Maltese crafts remained dynamic, absorbing new
aesthetics and techniques while adapting them to local materials and tastes.

Perhaps the most significant period for the development of many of Malta's signature
crafts was the rule of the Knights of St. John, from 1530 to 1798. The Knights brought
immense prosperity and a fervent artistic patronage to the islands, transforming Malta
into a center of Renaissance and Baroque art and architecture. This era saw a
flourishing of existing crafts and the introduction of new ones. Filigree work, already
present, truly blossomed under the Knights, who had a demand for elaborate gold and
silver pieces for both secular and ecclesiastical purposes. The Maltese Cross, the
iconic eight-pointed symbol of the Knights, became a prevalent motif in filigree
jewellery, solidifying its association with the island.

Lace-making also gained significant traction during the Knights' rule. While needle lace
had been made in Malta since at least the 16th century, similar to Venetian styles, it
was the introduction of bobbin lace in the mid-19th century that truly cemented
Malta's reputation for this delicate craft. Lady Hamilton Chichester is credited with
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reviving lacemaking in the mid-1800s by bringing Genoese lacemakers to Malta. These
artisans adapted existing needle lace patterns into the faster bobbin lace technique.
Over time, Maltese lace developed its own distinctive style, recognizable by its creamy
silk thread, the frequent incorporation of the eight-pointed Maltese cross, and plump,
rounded "wheat ear" or "oat" leaves. The craft, locally known as bizzilla, became
particularly cherished on the island of Gozo. Maltese lace even gained international
acclaim after being showcased at the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, influencing
lacemakers in the English Midlands.

Stone carving, an enduring craft since Neolithic times, also saw renewed importance
under the Knights. The massive building projects undertaken, including the
construction of Valletta and numerous fortifications, palaces, and churches, created an
insatiable demand for skilled stonemasons and carvers. These artisans, working with
the readily available Globigerina limestone, developed sophisticated techniques for
both structural and decorative elements, leaving a legacy of architectural grandeur
that continues to define Malta's urban landscape. The intricate carvings adorning
these buildings speak volumes about the mastery of Maltese stonemasons during this
period.

The brief French occupation at the end of the 18th century, followed by over a century
and a half of British rule, continued to shape Maltese crafts. The British presence, in
particular, had a profound impact on Malta's language, education, and industry. While
some traditional crafts, like lace making, faced a decline during times of economic
depression, efforts were often made to revive them. Government trade schools and
private organizations began offering classes to ensure the survival of crafts like lace
making. Apprenticeship schemes, which have a rich history in Malta dating back to the
14th century, continued to play a vital role in transmitting skills from master
craftsmen to younger generations in fields such as woodcutting, carpentry, and
construction.

The 20th century brought new challenges and opportunities. The advent of mass
production and changing consumer tastes posed a threat to many traditional crafts.
However, the rise of tourism also created a new market for handmade goods,
prompting artisans to adapt their designs and offerings. Crafts like glassblowing,
though a relatively more recent introduction in the form of studio glass, have
flourished by drawing inspiration from the island's vibrant colors and historical motifs.
The Maltese clock, with its distinctive wooden case, hand-painted dial, and ornate
hands, is another craft with a fascinating history, believed to have originated in the
late 17th century.

Today, the origins of Maltese crafts are not confined to dusty museum displays. They
are living traditions, continuously reinterpreted by skilled hands. The echoes of
Phoenician filigree, Arab weaving techniques, and the architectural grandeur of the
Knights are visible in contemporary Maltese craft. Understanding this rich historical
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lineage is crucial to appreciating the dedication and ingenuity of the artisans who
continue to breathe life into these timeless traditions, ensuring that the threads of
Malta's past remain vibrantly woven into its present and future.
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