ARE THERE ANY TRACES OF PUNIC IN MALTESE?
By P.

GRECH

EVER since G. De Soldanis made the first attempt at a systematic study
of Maltese over two centuries ago the convici:ion that the language which
is presently spoken in Malta is somehow Of other connected with Punic
has never completely died out.,jThat ,t4e Phoenicians occupied Malta for
many cent4(ies, and that some form of Punic was spoken in Malta duiing
i:4e first century of our era can hardly be questioned, jPunic inscriptipns
have been found on the Island,and t4e word baybaroi used in Aci:s: 28,2
to describe t4e inhabitants of Malta in A,1;>.~O.testi,fies to t4e factt4at
neither Greek nol!' Latin was spoken by the peasants who were so hospit"
able tq t4e shipwrecked company. jThe pwblem arises when we ask what
language was spoken t4roughout the Byzantine occupation of t4e Islands
up to the Arabic invasion io the Nirii:h.Century. (;. De Soldanis, .A. preca,
and C Caruana wel!'e convioced that ,Punic cO/luriued to be the language
of t4e Malt~se and that it developed into modern Maltese under the influ
ence of Arabic. JUnfortunately tqere is no histqrical evidence to verify
tqis assertion. jThe oo1y reliable criterion to dedde t4e question of Malo
t~se origins is t4e philological analysis of the language as it exists: tOo
day. rhis was done by serious Semitic .scholars like W, veseniu~. 1I.$ttlm
me, C J3rockelmann, ·and B. Roudanovsky who decided unanimously t4at
Maltese is a dialect of Arabic. jThe verdict raised a storm of protest .in
Malt~ where lesser scholars point~d tq the Hebrew roots, all faithful1y listo
ed in Caruana's dictionary, that corresponded to ~heirMaltese equivalents. j
Those scholars who knew A.rabic, however, immediat~lyrealized tqat the
new t4eory was tqe correct ,one, but some were t~mpt~d to st#ke a com
promi se by assertirig that ,modern Maltese is a mixture of Arabic. wii:h.a
smailer percentl\ge of Punic, or, at least, that Punic. tr~ces can sdIl be
found in t4e language. ffhe theory .found acceptl\nce among many scholars
and is sti~l held today. rhis paper is an attempt to examinewhet4er t4ere
is any philological evidence in support of such.an assumpti~n. j
The obvious metqod tq investigate t4is problem is tq look up all t4e
words of Semitic. origin in Maltese in an Arabic. dictionary. make a list
of those that do not correspond, then see lE they .can be explained t~rough
Puniċ. jfhe corresponding proceSs can then be repeat~d wit4 the grammar. j
Unfortunately. ,however, the very.nature of these two languages - Pho~
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nician: and Arabic - renders matters sligl1tly,more compliċated. :
Verylittl~ is known about ,Phoenician. ~at ~emairis of tqe language is
entiiely t() be found In hiscdpt1ons. lThese are, written in the phoenldan
alphabetic scr1pt whiċh. only, iric;licat~s consonantal sounds. ;It was onIy
\ in verylate Phoen1ċian that the 'aleph. the 'ain"and tqe weakconsonants
were used as vowel sounds, and even the se are very unstable. f)omething
of Pho'enician vocalization can begleane<l from Greek transaiptions iand
frolD some passages in Ace .v of Plautus' Poenulus. ;The vocabulary at
our disposal is very restrictC!d; in fact tqere is no Phoenician • 'dictionary'
but onlya glossaryof words at ,the back of Mards' Grflmmar 0/ the phoe<>
, nician Language (New Haven. ,1936) and J. fdeddch's Phoniziscb-Puno.
iscbe Grammatik, (Rome. 1951). JWhat we da know of phoenician vocabu~
lary, however, is suffieieni: to reveal that the vast ma"jority 'of words cor~
respond to Hebrew, of whichwe know more. though not enough. :The gram~
mar too, follows the Hebrew pattem with only dialectic differences. :As
the language is definitely NOi:th", WesJ Semitic we can safely refef to Hebrew
to find 9ut how things were said in Phoenician. :
The Phoenician language has ha~ a very long hi story. The oldest known
document is the Ahiram inscription dadng back to the end J)f the second
Millennium B.<;:. :The language is eady Phoenieian. Middle phoenician is
the language of the inscripdons between the Eight and the SixthCentut~
ies B.<;:.,: after which the language used in the mothedand continued to be
called Phoenician white the same language in the colonies, especially
Cyprus and North Afdca.came to be known as Puni~. :Neo-Punicis the
language spoken after the destruction of Carthage in 146 B.<;:. rhis contin~
ued to be the language of the North African peasams certainly until the
time of St. :Augustine (d. ~30). 'Whether it was spoken later durihg the
centuries preceding the Arab invasion cannot be kllown for certain owing
to lack of documentation. :
On the' other hand, Arabic: i~l sucha rich language that hs vocabulary. '
in spite of the many huge i:()mes in which.it has been col1ected, has l'le'let'
been adequately classified -, R. Dozy's 'Supplement to the already exist~
ing dictionaries contains over 1700: pages! Hence the vast majority of
Hebtew and Phoenician toots have equivalent roots in Arabic. whIch
makes it impossible to decide a priori whether a common Maltese root is
derived from the one language or from the other. :
We shall return to the vocabulary later on in this article. :As it is more
cocrect to explain the less certain by the moce certain we shall first
make some observations on comparative grammar which reve'als the
structural Identity of the language. :
Although there is one grammatical struċture which is common to :aTI
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West Sem~tic languages, ther~ are numerous points of difference between
North~West "Semitic, to which Phoenician belongs, and South WestSemitic,
whiċh includesArabic. Wherever thC<se two systems differ, Malte se always
follows Arabic.:1 shall enumerate as comprehensively as possible the
main points of differ~nce:
(I follow Friedrich's grammar cited above. The Arabic parallels marked
with an asterisk are taken from J. Jourdan's Cours practique et complet
d' Arabe vulgaire,Dialect Tunisien, Tunis 1952 as beingcloser to Maltese
than classical Arabic.)
l) pronouns: -The Maltese jiena. 'I', is a development of the Arabic
.wf' 'ana as the initial 'alif very ofte~ b~comes j or w in Maltese. It is
further removed from the Phoenician :pt'{ '·n·k which is in common use,
though !t'{ 'on is sometimes used in inscriptions. In the second.person
Maltese has lost the distinction between masc!lline and feminine using
inti for both. This corresponds to Arabic ';:'f " i.znta...ln PhoeQician,as in
Hebrew, the n has assimilated itseIf to the t producing t-1t'{ '-tt for both
genders. Huwa and hija. he and she, are just a trans~ription of ~ and
~
The Phoenician h· and b-j were probably vocalized as in Hebrew: u
and i respectively. The first person plural in Maltese is aħna corresponding to Tunisian .u:.l *' aħna and differing both from the Phoenician
ln.lt'{ 'on-ħ-n and the classical Arabic OL naħnu. Again like Tunisian,
Maltese has lost the gender distinctio_n in the second and third persons
plural, hencc;,jntom. huma. 'you', 'they'. Intom is the Arabic.
'antum
and its parallel in Phoenician is not attested. Huma is actually the classical Arabic dual, but, as in Tunisian ~ *huma it is used for the plural. :
The Phoenician is mil b-m-t.
TQe demonstrative pronouns in Maltese are da. dan a: 'this'; dak, dak a:
'that', used in the masculine. The feminine is di, or dina; dik or dika.. In
its simpler form, the Maltese is just the 1\.rabic i.:. dha and ~ hadhi.
Where does the n_ iq dana derive from? In Phoenician we have li t'{l!,
lt'{ and Jl z. z', 'oz. and zn. The evolution of d from z is phonetically
possible.So can dana be the same as
zn? Unfortunately this form is
only_attested in inscriptions from Byblos and Ur, never in Punic inscriptions from the· colonies. Moreover, as G.Barbera notes in his Dizionario
Maltes~Arabo /taltana (Beyrouth 1939) s.v.this could' easily be a mannerism taken over from Sicily where the [taHan questo >, cbż.stu >.stu >.
stuni• .If we take into account the tremċ:mdous influence of Sicilian on Maltese this explanation will appear more probable_ than the. one which derives dana from l' zn.The Pho enician for 'that' is t'{i1,p ~ilp mil h',
hj hmt totally unlike Arabic or"Maltese: .!11.::..dhakCl".!.l...:a· tika...
The relative pronoun illi, shortened to li has a parallel in Tunisian
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~ 'alli., a shorter form of the A.rabic 'alladhi ~I' • .In Punic we
have W~p Wp WY t YW '.'s,s,s. '90 which .come from a different root alo
together. :The same thing can be said of the article il· which is clearly
the A.rabic J!J- • Phoenician, like Hebrew has il ha which was originally
h~
,
2) The Verb: Maltese, in common with. Arabic has ten verbal forms:
qatel. qaitel. qale l, tqattel. tqatel. nqatel. qtatel. qtal. staqtel. The
'fourth form, aqt- al, has fallen out of use. Phoenidan has seven forms:
qal, ni!al, piel, pual, ifil, hitp ael, hiptael. ,
The conjugation of the perfect, as far as it is documented in Phoenician
inscriptions, seems to correspond to both Arabic and Maltese except in
the third perl>0n feminine singular where Maltese and Arabic end in to "
qatlet. while Phoenician in common with Hebrew most probably ends in a.
as can be surmised from the occasional Y 'ain at the end of the word. In
the imperfec:t, the Maltese first person singlllar differs from both classical
A.rabic and PhQ.'enician. :While these have •ali! as preformative according
to the formula ··q-t.l, Maltese, in common with. the North African dialects
has n. noqtol, cf. :Tunisian ~ ·nekteb. ,The same can be said of the
third person masculine plural. :In common with Tunisian Maltese has joqtlu: I~*jektebu. It is doubtful whether the Phoenician parallel ends
in u as the •ali! which. usually testifies to its presence is missing in this
case and we only have 'i~';l~ j. q-t.l.
.
3) Nouns:As in Hebrew, the plural of phoenician nouns is formed by
adding tJ. im in the masculine and n'I ot in the feminine. Maltese and
Arabic, on the contrary have the most intncate ways and means of forming
plurals. which,are too complicated to be listed here•.
4) I shall now proceed to give a paradigm of numerals from one to ten,
and of some particles:
'
ARABIC

PUNIC

~I-,

ln~

&0-'",.

!J.lW

MALTESE

ENGLISH

wieħed

one
two
three
four
live
six
seven
eight
!line
ten

• tn~jn
tlieta

.l,..:iV

W'iW

,~~I~

yJ'l~

erbgħa

0

WDn

ħamsa

~

WW

,-••

.~
.. 0

.~

~~
..

ywn

ilp

'lcy

.•

0

.~

0

sitta

y:JW
iI.lDW

sebgħa

tmienja
disgħa
għaxra
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Note especially that Maltese and Arabic t and s agree against Phoenicians and s.
ARABIC

PUNIC

.ft..:a
.u:..

D.:I bI

c?L...

P~

J
I.J-'
{!A

~
D

••
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MALTESE

ENGUSH

qabel
hekk

before
thus
not
to
after
with
above
under
why?

m.

't~

~oX

lil

in~

wa~a

n~

JIl a ,

'IV

fuq

nnn

taħt

tJ'I

għaliex

The agreement of Maltese. and Arabic against Phoenician is evident from
the examples cited. I .could not find one single case in which Maltese and
Phoenician agreed against Arabic'.There is, of course, a semantic evolution from Arabic to Maltese but this is easily traceable I which would not
be.so in the case of Phoenician.
Phoenician syntax is practically identical with Hebrew syntax. Both
differ considerably from Arabic despite many common Semitic traits. Maltese syntax breaks away from Arabic under the inBuence of Sicilian and
ItaHan,put remains fundamentally .Arabic. The .::eader is referred to E.
Sutcliffe's Grammar of the Maltese Language O.U.P., 1936.
We must now tq,rn to the question of vocabulary. Out of about 14,000
entries in Barbera's dictionary(all figures quoted areapproximate)noless
than 12,300 are of Semitic origin. :Barbera traces these back to 1,800 illf,.
ferent Arabic roots.On the other hand,A. E.Caruana, in his Vocabolario
della lingua maltese. :(Valletta 1903) could find no more than 400 Hebrew
roots corresponding with Maltese in spite of every po ssible straining of
the imagination. Unfortunately, all these Hebrew .mots have Arabic equivalents. : Moreover, only a smalI percentage of Phoenician words have
Maltese equivalents, and~s all of them have Arabic equivalents as well
it cannot be proved that they were not received Jnto 'Maltese via Arabic •..
As an illustration to this point I shall refer to Plautus' Puniċpassages
in Latin transcription in the fifth act of Poenulus. .The text is in a rather
bad st~te, but an admirable reconstruction of the passages has been made
by L. Gcay ('American Joumal of Semitic Literature. 1922-3, pp. 738S) •.
Out of 115 words in one recension only 11 correspond with Maltese. These
are:
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ARABIC

PQNIC

MALTESE

I~.J~

'tlLl~

ibierku

• f#'

~
.:}S
~

u~
0.

~

~

~

~t1~

'D

kull
iben
ikun
bint
beka
gid i
sema
int
demm

-p
l'O~

n:l

:p

~lj

~L...

~tl~

c.::...t t

nn~

'~

ħija

'tl1

ENGLISH

they bless
my brother
every
son of
is
daughter
he cried
kid
sky
you (sing.m.)
blood

It will 'be noticed tliitt' whUe the roots of all these words are common to
the three languages Maltese and Arabic have in common that the n nev~r
assimilates itself to the t which it precedes. Unfortunately.Plautus's
vocalization is too ħazy for purposes of philological comparison although
it does afford a valuable indication •.
Two exhaustive Maltese-Arabic word lists were published almost simultaneously about twenty years ago. C. Dessoulavy, in his Malte~~ic
WorrJ.Ust, London 1938 only examines the Semitic element in Malte"se.
His list inc1udes 50 words which.are thought to be Semitic but are actuaUy
Sicilian. But for about two hundred words Dessoulavy found noconvincing
. equivalent in c1assical Arabic~. .
.'."
_.
On c10ser examination, 68 out of the ~O were identified as Tunisian (eith..
er in form or in meaning) by two North African scholars whom the author
consulted.
G. ~arbera 'sDiziont#Żo Maltese<-'Arabool(aliano (Beyroutb, 1939-40, 3
Vols).like Dessoulavy's ward list,. is based on G.J:l. Falzon's Dizionario
Malte~e-ltalian~lnglese. Valletta 1845, 2nd ed.: 1882.:In spite of the
author' s windy introduction, and in spite of the conviction of the same
that the Maltese do not know thelt own language and should go back to
Arabic (which sounds like tellinġ the Italians to go back to Latin or the
English to Norman French or Anglo-Saxon!). the dictionary is a scholarly
piece of work and cannot be ignored by anyone working on Maltese philology •. Barbera agrees with. Dessoulavy all along, and further expla.ins
27 of the remaining problematic words by means of parallels in the Arabic dialect of Syria.As to the rest of the !i st of uncertain words, Barbera
either says that they are not t0,' be .found in anyArabic <ijċtionary. or
endeavours, unconvincingly, to find some Arabic equivalent. lt is very
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significant that not one of these words can be explained thtol.Jgh Hebrew
orPhoenician, whlchcould not have been sa had the Arabic~Phoenician
theory been cottect. I shall ptoceed to give a full list of those words that
have no equivalent (in fann or in meaning) in classical Arabic••
A. : The Words

(FI Tunisian

01'

North African Origin are:

Ahbar, last; ieħor, other; aħna, we; bajtar, figs; baqqat, to curdle milk;
barax, to scrape; bebbu", snaB; bebbuxija, tortoise shell catt belbel, to
winnow; bennen, to rock a: cradle; burqax, a perch (fish); ċarċar, to trickle
down; deff; 100m frame; disgħin, ninety; fartas, bald; ferkex, to scratch (of a
fowl); furrax, cral:Flouse; Rewnaħ, wing; gods, a heap,germed, to blacken
with soot; gerwel, to mutter; gidem, to bi te; bħal, like; ħanda, torrent;
ħanex, a worm; ħasel, to wash; kagħwex, to roll over; karfa, chaff; ka,.
wat, to grind coa.rsely; każa, shame; kerfex, to scrape; la, when; l ell ex,
~o shine; li da, a pestle; lil, for; mexmex, to gnaw; mingħul, the devil;
mkerxaħ, weak; muxmat, a kind of sausage; naħnaħ, to talk through the
nose; għareb,cornerstone; għattuqa, young hen; qarad, to dean clothes;
qrażżun, sore throat; qrempuċ, a trefoil;saddad, to gro~ rusty; 'seqi.,
chilblain; saqsa, to ask; 'sfunnarija, carrots; siegla, string; 'siel, to be a
creditor (used in the present), issa, now;si?,ra, tree;slan, field division;
sufra, cork; tabxa, sum of money due; tengħud, a spurge; wieReb. to
answer; xefaq, horizon; xejjer, swing; xelf ef, to blunt; xemx. sun; xandi,
dwarf; xullief. hangnail; xoti, dry (also from asciutto); żaddam, tocause a
cold in the head; iunżan, a wasp. :
B. :The Words o(Syfian Origin are:
Bagħtar, to dabble, Syr bi ~'d~ar; bef~ to look fixedJ,y; berbqq, squander;
berwin, a bird name; bniedem, person; ċaqċaq, to make a cracking noise;
dorga, a pitcher; gerrem, to gnaw, ħabrek, to be zealous; hafas, prickly
heat; habb, bosom; ħUR#eRa. a bonfire; illi. that (as in Tunis); jekk"
H; lablab, to chatter; mashat, to deride; niġgeż, to prick; perreċ. to
spread out, to air; qanqal, to heave: qarmuċ, gristle; qaxqax, to glean;
rewwixta, a conspiracy; troffa, a bunch; xenxel, incite to lust; xewlaħ.
to fling; xqawqaw, a vagabond; iżżattat, to be arrogant ••

C. :The Words ofUncertain Origin are:

'Aj!. porcupine. andana, a series; bajnsan, certainly; bass, to f art;
to be afraid (Arab with f); bażii:a, a pet; bekbek, to sip, guzzle;
berfel. to hem; bi qa, ,a grass rope; i:ajt, fun; ċaghqa, pebble; da/i. often;
diksa, a bad use of something; feRR. to peep forth; felula, a wort; ferrajċ
na, green food; #rdi. en a, splinter. flake; i!-tna, pigeon basket;· gajdra,
baża',
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bank-oyster; gorbof., pigstyj guga, roch. chamberj hebeż. to draw back;
hemm, there; hettef, to speak unintelligibly; balla, a comqstack; bambam,
to provokej bammud, block; barbar, to save up; ħażin, badjilu, ago. since;
iżda, but; jaf. to know; jaqaw, perchance; kagħbar, wal10w in dust; kes.
kes, to heat up someone against another; kieku, Hi lala, freedom; lefaq.
sob, sigh; madrab, pilaster; mandar, a frock; mingus, a fishQname; miŻTek,
a lean man; manfuħa, a reed mace; moxa, a heath; nibex, to tease; gbad,
to say; għolob, to grow thin; brimba, a spider; għanqra, double chin;għas
li, a mulatto; gbażżież. press; qandul, a wattle; qandel, heave. qamas,
to be wretched; qarważ. to clip; qarqni, dwarfish; qrada, ridge .of unplough~
ed eatth between furrows; raddad, to caress; redus, sheep's or rabbit's
dung; resaq, to come near; reżah, to freeze; 'sa, until; sefa, to become;
'sandar, stroke of luck; 'sbieħ, to make wretched;sibek, to strip off leaves;
'sittma, forehead; taq, to nourish; tewwet, talk to no purpose; tibUJigħ,
vomiting; webbel, cause to desire; wett, a ram; xarbebb, a plant name
xarrafa, scratch; żagħżigħ, plant name; żeblaħ, to despise; żin/!Ja, a smal1
basin; żanżan, to use anything new•.
(N.B.) The above words and their meanings have been taken from Des=
soulavy's word=list though some of them are somewhat doubtful).
Lastly we must turn to the alphabet. The discre pancy between the Mal Q
tese and the Arabic alphabet is not small. The Maltese letters c. e. g. o.
P. v. and z do not existin c1assical Arabic. On the other hand, the letters
d. għ. b,s, t, and ż stand for two or more Arabic letters. Thus the Mal
tese alphabet seems to be nearer the PhoenicianQHebrew alphabet though
it has only one t for n and t!). and oneS for :5 p r!J and D. In spite of
the similarity, very littie can be argued either way for the reason .that we
do not know exactly how the Hebrew alphabet was pronounced. The begatgefat rule already reveals a double pronounciation of some Hebrew let
ters which in Arabic have different letters to represe~t them; secondIy,
Malte se still retains a dialectic distinction between t and t , and beQ
tween C. and t, which revea'ls that the identification of these two sets
of sounds is only recent. Lastly the letters lacking in the Arabic alpha=
bet have been imported from Italian mainly to help pronounce ItaHan
words. In all this confusion it is difficult to decide whether the Maltese
alphabet is a simplificationof the Arabic alphabetor a continuation of the
Phoenician. :As the vocabulary is Arabic the former supposition is the
more probable one.
We must therefore. conclude ,that both in grammar and vocabulary, where
Arabic differs fro~~ho'enician, Maltese mainly follows Arabic. and there
i sno single insta~n which it follows Phoenician.The logical conc1U
sion, therefore, is t,at there is no philological evidence that any traces
Q
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of Punic remain in modern Maltese. It is not impossible that some_ words
which are c aDmon heritage passed directly into Maltese from Phoe
nician, ,especially those which ~re common with Syrian, but there is no
evidence for this, and, if we take into consideration the vast number of
cases in which Maltese and Arabic agree against Phoenici;in, the preo
sumption weighs heavily against direct tJCansmission from Phoenician.
Maltese, today, is a language on its own. Its direct ancester is the dia o
lect of the Aghlabids who i!lvaded Malta in the ninth century and came
from North Africa. Whether Punic was still sp9ken in Malta before the
Arabic invasion is a question which must remain unsolved for lack of
evidence. :As Malta formed part of the Byzantine F.rnpire, il: is more pro o
bable that the Maltese spoke Greek or low Latin as the Sicilians did,
but whatever language was spoken 'was totally wip-ed out by the Aghlabids
as happened in North Africa where the case for Punic is even stronger.
However, whatever the origin of Maltese may be historically, the language
is now part and parcel of the Maltese mind .and heart, and it has been
proved beyond any shadow of doubt that in the hands of able men it is an
adequate vehicle for the highest thoughts.
o
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