AN EARLY MALTESE WORD- LIST
By WILLIAM Cow AN

THE earliest recorded examples of Maltese that I have been able to examine are those included by Megiser in his description of Malta of 1611.1
Megiser is said to have visited Malta in 1588;2 according to his account
he published some of the forms he recorded there in his Thesaurus Polyglottus of 1603. I have not been. able to investigate this latter work.
Megiser's list consists of 121 items recorded in transcription, each
followed bya German gloss. Most are single words, but some consist of
short phrases. The last 34 are the numbers from 1-20, the decades to lOO,
100 to 500 by hundreds, and 1000. The material is difficult to subject to
any sort of through going analysis. Megiser obviously did not know Maltese,
the text is quite short, has almost no repetitions, and is much marred by
misprints. In addition, his transcription appears to be rather ad hoc, designed to give only a rough approximation of the Maltese sound. N evertheless, some information can be gotten from the list, and some speculations
can be made. In the interests of providing scholars interested in Maltese
with the material, and in the hope that it will further the study of the
historical phonology of Maltese, I present the list of forms, along with
Megiser's introduction.
The following arrangement has been used in listing the forms: First,
. the form as recorded by Megiser, followed by emendations where these
seem indicated, and the German gloss. Next the modem Maltese equivalent,
where known, in phonological transcription, equated with the form as it is
in Classical Arabic in a standard transliteration, or a Romance form. The
presentation of Classical Arabic as an equation rather than a derivation
reflects my conviction that Maltese, as other dialects of Arabic, is not
necessarily descended from Classical Arabic, but from a form of speech
that was cognate with it. This is followed in many cases by comments on
the forms, or glosses where the meaning of the Maltese differs from the
meaning of the cognate Classical Arabic form. A number of obscure points
remain unsolved; I hope that other investigators will be able to shed
some light on them.
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Hieronymus Megiser, Propugnaculum Europae ••• (Cracow, 1611).
Review of Sutcliffe A grammar 0/ the Maltese language. BSOAS

2C.L. Dessoulavy,
8.1175-1188.
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Megiser, pp. 11-17:
'Eln kurzes Specimen der Maltesischen Sprach/oder verdeutschung
etlicher gemeiner w5rter der Africanischen oder Morischen sprach/wie
solcbe von altersher und noch heutigs tags in der Insul Malta gebreuchllch.'

1. AlIa 'Gott'. /?alla/ = /?allaah/. The w'idespread emphasis of
Arabic /1/ in this word is reflected in the Maltese vocalization with /a/.
2. Semme 'Himmel'. /sema/ = /sama:?/. Megiser's writing of geminate
consonants does not seem to have any relation to the presence or absence
of gemination in the form itself.
3. Digna 'Welt'. /dfnya/ = /dunya:/.
4. Razal 'Mann'. /ra:)el/ = /ralul/. The use of the graph zwas probably
an attempt to indicate an affricate of some kind which Megiser would
have no other way of indicating.
. 5. Mara 'Weib'. /mara/ ;. /?imra?ah/.
6. Ebni 'Sohn'. /?lbni/ = /?ibni:/ 'my son'. Megiser's form includes
the possessive pronoun.
7. Sebems (Sebeb-) 'Jiingling'. /sep/ = /~abb/.
8. Sebieeb 'Alt'. /sleh/ = /sayx/. The present day Maltese form is
irregular in development, showing fief < /i:/, where the expected reflex
of Ar. /ay/ is /ey/. The form may be borrowed from a North African dialect of Arabic where the standard of development is /i:/. If the German
graph ie is to be read 0:], then Megiser's form shows that the pronunciation
with /i:/ was current in his day, and the diphthongization to fief had not
yet taken place.
9. Rani 'Reich'. f?a:ni/ = /yaniyy/. Dessoulavy has already pointed
out that Megiser's use of r here indicates that he was attempting to reproduce the voiced velar spirant /y /, which was still distinct from the
voiced pharyngeal spirantj9/.
10. Euebir (Fuchir) 'Arm'. /f?l:r/ = /faqi:r/. Megiser's form may reflect
an intermediate stage */fuqi:r/, where the * /u/ developed from analogy
with the plural /fuqara:?/.
11. Sabec 'SchOn'. /sableh/ = /~abi:l)/.
12. Eere 'Heszlich'. /?ikreh/ = /?akrah/. In gc;neral, the Maltese
elative forms show irregular development, and have probably been subjected to analogical reformations of various types.
13. Guir (Gbir) 'Grosz'. /gbl:r/ = /kabi:r/.
14. Sebecben 'Klein'. /skeyken/. The etymology of the word is disputed,
though obviously of the Arabic diminutive pattem.
15. Alle 'Hoch'. /?~:li/ = /9a:li:/.
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16. Nostrane (},. _srane) 'ein Christ'. /nusra:ni/ /nu~ra:niyy/.
17. Tureo 'ein Turk'. /tork/ /turkiyy/. Megiser's form is from Romance
rather than from Arabic.
18. Baehzeb (Baehr--) 'Schiffman'. /biihri/ /bai}riyy/.
19. Seit (Seit) 'ein Fischer'. (sayt/ /~ayd/'hunting'. Megiser probably
got the wrong word here.
20. Chaiat 'ein Schneider'. Ihayya:t/ /xayya:~/.
21. Racilta (Razal ta-) 'ein Ehrlichman'. /rii:Jel ta-I. The /ta-/ is a
genitive particle derived from the 'taa? -marbu:~', and generalized to use
after all nouns, both masculine and feminine. In modem Maltese, the
/ra:jel/ is frequently left off, and expressions like /talha1i:p/ 'milkman'
and /tallaham/ 'butcher' are current. Megiser did not record the rest of
the phrase, which could have been anything.
22. Embliet 'em Landsman'. In modem Maltese, /bHet/ = /bila:d/ is
the plural of /belt/ 'town'. Megiser's form may c;ome from a phrase like
/min bila:d/ 'from (the) country' or the like.
23. Essem (Zessem) 'der Leib' .1T£sem/ = /Jism/.
24. Ras 'Haupt'. /ra.:s} /ra?s/.
25. Kale (Hale) 'Mund'. /bal?/ lQalq/.
26. Mnieher 'Nasz'. /mnieher/ = /mana:xir/ 'nostrils'.
27. Einnen 'Aug'. /?~yneyn/ = /9aynayn/ 'two eyes'. Megiser's graph
ei (as opposed to the graph ie in the above and other items) reflects the
open diphthon.g [ay] conditioned by the preceding /9/.
2B. It 'Hand'. /?£:t/ = /yad/. The Maltese .form, like the same word in
many other Arabic dialects, probably goes back to a by-form ·/?i:d/.
29. Tria 'Arm, brachium' • /drieh/ = /C5ira:9/. The use of a final a ill
this form can be taken as an indication that at the time it was recorded,
/9/ was still distinct from the other velar and pharygeal spirants in this
position. On the initial t, see the discussion below.
30. Bezzile (Rezzile) 'Fusz'. The modem Maltese word for -'foot' is
number 32: /sle?/, glossed by Megiser as 'thigh'. Megiser's form is
obscure, but may be connected with the word for 'leg', /rfjel/ = /riTl/, if
my emendation is correct.
31. Sabba 'Finger'. Isiiba/ /?i~ba9/.
32. Sieeh 'Schenkel'. /sle?/ 'foot' = /sa:q/ 'le$"
33. Chops 'Brot'. (hops/ /xubz/.
34. Embit 'Wein'. (mb£:t/ = /nabi:C5/.
35. Elma 'Wasser'. l?ilma/ = /?alma:?/ 'the water'. The Maltese form
has an agglutinated article.
36. Summara 'Flus' (Flote); /zumma:ra/ = /zumma:ra/.
37. Hot 'Fisch'. /hU:t/ IQu:t/.

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

=

219

38. Lacban (Lacham) 'Fleisch'. /Iaham/ = /l~m/.
39. Toffia 'Apffel'. /tufHeha/ = /tuffa:l:la/.
40. Lancias 'Bim'. /lanJa:s/ = /?inja:::;/. The Maltese has an agglutinated article.
41. Sigura 'Baum'. /siJra/ = /saJara/. Megiser's form probably needs
amending, since the graph gu would probably indicate a voiced velar
stop [81, which seems unlikely in this form.
42. Veheb 'Gold'. /de:p/ = /5ahab/. Dessoulavy viewed the v in this
form as an indication that • /5/ was still pronounced as a voiced spirant
in Megiser"s day. This seems unlikely in comparison with 29: Tria
/5ira:9/, and 34: Embit = /nabi:5/, in both of which the phoneme is
rendered as a stop.
43. Ofeda 'Silber'. /ffdda/ =:= / fi4q.a/. Megiser's initial '0' is enigmatic.
44. Flus 'Geldt'. /flii:s/ = /fulu:s/.
45. Sarbon 'Schuch'. /zarbii:n/ = /zarbu:n/.
46. Cbtieb 'Buch'. /kdep/ = /kita:b/.
47. Tar 'Hauss'. /da:r/ /da:r/.
48. Sotto 'Bett'. /s6dda/ /sudda/. Megiser's form probably needs
amending, but presents too many difficulties.
49. Eimo"o 'Gehen'. /?eyya mm6rru/ = /hayya: namurr/ 'let's gol'.
Since double letters in Megiser's transcription are no sure guide for
gemination, we cannot be' sure whether the Maltese form of his day was
the one cognate with Ar. /mart/, or the one curtent in modem Maltese,
which is cognate with /ma:r/ 'to move',
50. CuI 'essen'. /k6l! /kuI/. This is an imperative. Megiser is inconsistent in choosing which inflected form of a verb to quote.
51. Nisitop (Nisirop) 'Trinken'. /nisrop/ 'I drink' /nasrab/ 'we drink'.
52. Camer 'Mon'. /?amar/ /qamar/.
53. Belt 'Statt'. Ibelt/ = /balad/.
54. Nerquo (Nergbo) 'Reitten'. /nirgbu/ = /narkab/.
55. M.esiccbero (Nesicchero) 'Schiffen'. This is probably the first person
plural of a fa99al-type verb.
56. Siemel 'pferd'. /ziemel/ = /za:miI/.
57. Kelb 'Hund' •. /kelp/ = /kalb/.
58. Kattus 'Kat;z'. /?a~tU:s/ /qattu:~/.
59. Far 'Mauss'. /fa:r/ /fa?r/.
60. Borin 'Raubvogel'. The Maltese is obscure. The first part is to be
equated with the element /bu-/ /?abu:-/, current in many Maltese plant
and animal names.
61. Beheri 'Geyer'. The Maltese is obscure. It probably refers to a sea
bird of some sort.
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62. Sajjak 'Spt~~cz'. Both the German and the Maltese are obscure, but
the Maltese is probably to be related to /zakak/ 'chaffinch'.
63. Asaph 'Sp'erber'. The Maltese remains obscure, but may be connected with /?!sfU:r/ = /9a~fu:r/.
64. Balarg 'habich [sic1'. The Maltese remains obscure.
65. Allas 'Falck'. The Maltese remains obscure.
66. Aroch 'Adler'. The Maltese fonn is cognate with /?arruxx/ 'Roe,
mythological bird'. Modem Maltese does not appear to have preserved the
word.
67. Teiep 'schone heutere zeit'. /rayyep/ = tayyib/.
68. Hasseltrisse 'Bosenwetter. The firstpart of the word may be related
to /haz£:n/ 'bad' = /I;lazi:n/ 'sad'. The -trisse remains obscure.
69. Schini 'ein Galee'. /s£:ni/ = /si:ni:/.
70. Riech 'Wind'. !deh/ = /ri:l]/.
71. Guart 'Rosen'. /wart/ /ward/.
72. Schiobo 'Kacz'. /~ab6/. According to Barbera, S who quotes Falzon,
the Maltese comes from French /zabo/ 'frill of a shirt'.
73. Sfragel 'Quitten apffel'. /sfarTel/ = /safaijel/. Megisers form may
be a misprint, but there could equally well have been a metathesis in a
form of this nature.
74. Char 'Cucummer'. /hya.:r/ /riya:r/.
75. ,Tin 'Feigen'. /tf.:n/ = /ti:n/.
76. Ecnep (Einep) 'Trauben'. /?~nep/ = /9inab/.
77. Alla scleb 'Gott griisz euch'. The first word is obviously to be connected with /?alla:h/, the second is obscure. It is possible that emendation to (selem) may be correct, connecting the form with modem /scHlem/
'to greet' = / s all ama/ •
78. Sbe elcit 'ein Guten Morgen'. The modem Maltese word for 'moming'
is /zbieh/ = /~aba:l]/. Megisers form needs emending, but presents too
many difficulties. The elcit may be equivalent to /hiiyr/ /xayr/ 'good',
with a prefixed definite article and a t misprinted for r. The phrase would
be like modem Arabic / llIaba:l} ilxe:r/ 'good morning' •
79. Belt elcita 'Guten abend'. The Maltese is obscure. The elcita appears to be a feminine form of the elcit above. Perhaps we should emend
the first word to (Jelt) and equate it with the word for 'night', /leyl/ =
/layI/. The t would be a representation of the taa? marbu:!a of the singulative /leyla/.
80. Nesi ceiri 'Gott danck euch'. /nizzi hayr/ = /niizi: xayr/ 'we
that).k'. Ceiri may be equated to /xayri:/ 'my thanks'.
81. Alla jack 'Gott behut euch'. The phrase is probably equivalent to
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D.G. Barbera, Dizionario Maltese-Arabo-Italiano (Beyrouth, 1939):

221

(

/?alla:hu ma9ak/ 'God (be) with you', in mQdem Maltese /?alla m1:yak/.
82. Ve mort ve canto 'Wo seit ihr gewest'. /feyn mortu- feyn k6ntu/ =
/?ayna murtum--?ayna kuntum/. The phrase appears to mean 'Where did
you all go--where were you all'.
83. Cale amar 'Wils Gott/geliebts Go tt' ./kallayamar/= /kalla:hu ya?mur/
'as God wishes'. The prefixed /k/ is equated in modem Maltese with
/yek/ 'if', of doubtful origin.
84. Iena 'Ich bin' ./yena/ = /?ana:/.
85. Entiboa 'Du bist'. Megiser has interpreted two words as one: entiis the same as modem / ?'mti/ = /?inti/ 'you'. It is feminine singular in
Arabic, but is &. free variant of /Nnt/ in Maltese, which makes no distinction here between masculine and feminine. The -boa is the same as
modem /?u:wa/ = /huwa/ 'he'. The use of the third person masculine
singular independent pronoun as a copula survives in modem Maltese, but
is generally reduced to /?G.:/.
86. Hua 'Der ist'. Either this or the preceding -boa is probably a misprint. It is possible that a stress difference could account for the difference in vowel.
87. Lacbanat 'Wir seind'. /?ahna/ /nal;u1u/. The initial I may represent a change /n/>/1/, seen also in item 68. The modem /?:ihna/,
corresponding to the form current in most other dialects, is not a development from Megiser's form or the one current in Classical Arabic, but represents what must have been an alternative form in Proto-Arabic.
88. Quacbat (Guacbat) •Eins'. /wfehet/ = /wa:~id/.
89. Fne 'Zwey'. /tneyn/ = ,!?i9nayn/. Dessoulavy4 took the f in this
form as an attempt by Megiser to record some sort of voiceless spirant,
presumably /9/, an indication that it had not gone to /t/ before Megiser' s
day.
90. Fliesan (Fliefan) 'Drey'. /dleta/ = /9ala: 9a/. This is another
example of Megiser's use of f to indicate voiceless spirant. The final -n
remains obscure.
91. Herba 'Vier'. /?erba/ = /?arba9a/. The initial b- may be a typographical mixup, and Megiser may have recorded the form as * erbaba. See
below the word for' seven' •
92. Camsa (Cbamsa) 'Flinff'. /hamsa/ = /xamsa/.
93. Seta 'Sechs'. /Sltta/ = /sitta/.
94. Sebaba 'Siben'. /seba/ = /sab9a/. Megiser's use of -b- 'here is
probably an attempt to represent the reflex of the /9/.
95. Sfniema (Sfmiena) 'Acht'. /tmfenya/ = /9ama:niya/. The use of sf
here is obscure.
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96. Tesa 'Ne\.- Idfsal = ltis9a/. One of the most puzzling problems
of Maltese historical phonology is why the modem Maltese word for 'nine!
begins with Idl instead of the expected It/. Sutcliffe's· explanation that
the Isl voiced to Iz/, causing the It I to voice to Idl, whereupon the
Izl devoiced back to I si, is unacceptable. Similarly unacceptable ifs
Dessoulavy's' contention that Megiser, as a German, was congenitally
incapable of distinguishing an initial Idl from an initial Itl, since Ger~
mans can and do make this distinction in their own language, and presum ..
ably could in Megiser's day. Speakers of English, however, have difficultY
in hearing the distinction that Germans make, since the German allophones
are different from the English allophones. The fact remains that Megiser
did record some words with.t which begin with Idl in modem Maltese,
like Tar 'house', modem Ida:r/, and Tria 'arm', modem Iddeh/, fonnl$
which the comparative evidence indicates were always pronounced wlpi
I d/. He also recorded with t words which begin with I dl in modetn
Maltese, like Tesa 'nine', modem Idfsa/, and Tesatasch 'nineteeril\
modem Itsata:sl (at an earlier stage' ldisata:s), which the comparativi:
evidence indicates were once pronounced with It/. Note, however, chart
he records the related word for 'ninety' with initial d: Dischin, modem.
I dis~n/. I do not think the two cases have anything to do with ea'lZh
other. In the first case, it is probable that Megiser used a t to indicate
an emphatic '141, and which would have developed in the words undet
question through proximity to Irl and la:/. The vocalization of modem
Maltese words like I d3.:rl 'house', Ina:rl 'fire', as well as the eviden'ce
from other dialects, shows that Irl next to la:1 was emphatic at a previous
stage of the language. This emphasis influenced neighboring sounds, and
was still present in Maltese when Megiser recorded these forms. It has
since disappeared from Maltese, but its effect can be seenin vocalizations
such as la:/, as opposed to the non-emphatic reflex lie/.
I i
In the second case, we are not dealing with sound change, but with
sound substitution. There are no phonological factors that could have
changed It I to Idl in the words related to 'nine' in Maltese, so the
explanation of the forms must be sought elsewhere. Megiser's list gives
us a clue. I consider his record accurate: the words for 'nine' and 'nineteen' be.gan with Itl, and the form for 'ninety' began with / d/. What Megiser
has preserved for us is analogical change in mid-stream, so to speak.
Mutilation of numbers for purposes of concealment is a feature of Medit~J:
ranean culture. 7 The word for 'ninety' had suffered a mutilation 0 f thi"
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OPe Clt.
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Ph. Matt;ais, Le parler arabe de Diidielli (Pads, n.d.).
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type in Maltese prior to Megiser' s visit to Malta, perhap .. oecause of some
magical or other special reason. The mutilation was probably recent,
because the related words for 'nine' and 'nineteen' had not yet been
affected by the analogical change that subsequent to Megiser's departure
did affect the words to the extent of changing their initial /t/ to /d/ to
~oincide with the initial / d/ of 'ninety'. The regular reduction ofunstressed
vowels in open syllables and the subsequent devoicing of the / d/ before
a voiceless /s/, both of which are regular developments in Maltese,
~rought about the modem form of 'nineteen' with the initial /t/, fortuitously restoring the original sound.
,97. Assar<l 'Zehea'. /?fsra/ = /9asara/ •
. 9B. Tash 'Eilf'. Ihda:s/ /?al;1ada 9asar/. The modem vocalization
indicates that the /d/ comes from an earlier */4/, again recorded here
by Megiser with t.
,99. Fnas (Fnash) 'Zwolff'. /tna:s/ = /i9na: 9asar/.
,lOO. Flietash 'Dreyzehen'. /tlitta.:s/ = /9ala:9ata 9asar/.
101. HeTbatasch 'Vierzehen'.
erbata:s/ /? arba9ata 9asar/•
.:102. Chamsatasch 'Funffzehen'. /hmisca:s/ = /xamsata 9asar/.
103. Setasch 'Sechzehen'. /sitta:s/ = /sittata 9asar/.
104. Sebatasch 'Siebenzehen'. /zbata:s/ = /sab9ata 9asar/.
105. Sfniematasch (S/mientasch) 'Achtzehen'. /tminta.:s/ = /9ama:niyata
9asar/.
106. Tesatasch 'Neunzehen'. /tsata:s/ = /tis9ata 9asar/.
:lD7. Aszrin 'Zwanszig'. /?gsri:n/ = /9asri:n/•
•10B. Quachat (Guachat) aszirin 'Eiauad z:waaszig'. /wfehed u?Qsri:n/ =
V:wa:tIid wa9asri:a/.
109. Flieti (Flietin) 'Dreissig'. /tletf:n/ = / 9ala: 9i:n/.
HO. H eTbin 'Vierszig'. /? erb~yn/ = /?arba9i:n/.
Ill. Chamsin 'Funffszig'. /hamsi:n/ = /xamsi:n/.
:B2. Setin 'Sechszig'. /sitti:n/ = /sitti:n/.
113. Sebei (Sebein) 'Siebenszig'. /seb§yn/ = /sab9i:n/.
114. SfTemi (Sfmenin) 'Achszig'. /tmenf:n/ = /9ama:ni:n/ •
.U5. Discbin 'Neunszig'. /dis~n/ = /tis9i:n/.
116. Mia 'Hundert'. /mfyya/ = /mi?a/.
1.17. Metein 'Zwey hundert'. /miteyn/ = /mi?atayn/.
lIB. Flehmia (Flefmia) 'Drey hundert'. /t11't miyya/ = /9ala: 9umi?a/.
-n9. HeTbamia 'Vier hundert'. /?erba mfyya/ = /?arba9umi?a/.
lt20. Chamsmia 'Filnff hundert'. /hames miyya/ = /xamsumi?a/.
121. Elf 'Tausent'. /?elf/ = /1a1£/.
Megiser closes with the following statement:
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'Mehres vd. dieser Maltesischen wie auch andem Africanischen
Sprachen findet man in meinem The.sauro Polyglotto VD 400 Sprachen:
so gedmckt ist zer Franckfurt in 1603 J ahr: dahin ich den Giinstigen
Leser wil remittiert haben.'
More material of this nature is needed. When other lists, recorded by
speakers of other languages, and speakers of Maltese itself come to light,
we will be able to establish a body of texts whose analysis and comparison
will clarify even more the permutations that Maltese has undergone from
the earliest times of the Arabic conquest to the present day.'

J. Aquilina, for a
number of suggestions and corrections he has made for this arricle. Naturally,
1 remain responsible for all statements made here.
'1 would like to express my thanks to the editor, Professor
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