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During the Middle Ages, politically Malta fOnTIS part of the administration 
in Sicily, with the effective capital ofMalta being Palermo. Rebel communities 
of Italians are exiled to Malta, whilst rebel residents of Malta are exiled to 
Italy. With the arrival ofthe Knights of St. John and the adoption of the Tuscan 
variant of Italian as the language of the administration, the contacts with 
mainland Italy increase: in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
we not only have the Maltese intelligentsia producing literary compositions in 
Italian but we also find an influx of Italian artists and architects flocking to 
Malta and influencing the tastes and the training of the Maltese. 

In the eighteenth century we encounter the first grammars and dictionaries 
of the Maltese language. The nineteenth century witnesses the presence in 
Malta of the Italian Risorg imento exiles who spread the ideals of nationalism 
and romanticism amongst Maltese writers, politicians and intellectuals. 
However, the ascent of fascism in Italy in 1922 leads to the elirrUnation of 
Italian as an official language of Malta in 1936, whilst Italy 's declaration of 
war on Malta in 1940 puts a definitive seal on ltalo-Maltese cultural relations, 
at least for the time being. 
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The strong connections between Malta and Italy go back thousands of 
years. In a way, because ofMalta's position in the Mediterranean, metaphorically 
just a stone's throwaway from Sicily, it was practically impossible for these 
connections not to be established. Of course, the northern shores ofthe African 
continent are also a couple of stones' throwaway from Malta. Unfortunately, 
however, at least until the beginning of the nineteenth century, the relationship 
between Malta and the Maghreb region was centred more around conflict and 
warfare and all the tensions and diffidence that they bring with them. 
Geographical position apart, because of the way historical events have 
evolved, it stands to reason that Malta and Italy have established a privileged 
relationship. 

The Medieval period (Twelfth century-l 530) 

The re-entry of Malta into the Latin-Christian sphere of influence in 1091, 
when Roger of Normandy occupied the island, was to mark a new beginning 
in the politico-social-cultural relationship between Malta and its northern 
neighbor, a relationship that was to get more intense and stronger as time went 
by. Palermo had already been the capital ofMalta during the Arab domination, 
but in reality, if Malta had been abandoned by the Arabs and then only 
repopulated from 1048 onwards (Brincat 1995), the influence of the capital on 
its Maltese periphery must have been quite limited. This detachment from 
Palermo was certainly not to last long, since Maltese cull mal activity, even in 
Palermo itself, is recorded from the twelfth century onwards. 

Indeed, the first known Maltese poets of the modem period, i.e. after the 
birth of the modem European languages, actually exercised their poetic 
prowess at Roger II's Palermitan court where, together with other poets who 
were born in Sicily, they utilized Arabic as the linguistic medium for their 
literary production. The verses of these three Maltese poets, 'Abd Allah 'Ibn 
'as Samanti 'al MaIiti, 'Utman 'Ibn 'Abd ar-Rahmiin (nicknamed 'Ibn as
SUsi) and'Abu 'al-Qiisim 'Ibn Ramadan 'al Maliti, were brought to light by the 
Sicilian historian Michele Amari, who grouped them together with the Sicilian 
contemporary writers who composed and recited their Arab verses in and around 
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1150 (Cassar Pullicino 1%2: 1-5, Friggieri 1986: 85, Cassola2000b: 31-33). 
The cross-fertilisation between Maltese and foreign intellectuals was to 

continue during the feudal period. Frederick II, the Holy Roman Emperor who 
ruled over Sicily -and therefore over Malta too- from the age of three, from 
around the beginning of the thirteenth century, was a great lover of poetry. 
Italy, in fact, owes the birth of its rich literature to this Swabian Lord who, 
from around 1220 till his death in 1250, encouraged the flourishing of the first 
Italian poetical congregation in his court, the famous "Scuola Siciliana". Of 
course, Malta remained on the periphery of the Sicilian realm, but it did share 
some of the cultural activity that characterized the mother island. 

Indeed, prior to the birth of the "Scuola Siciliana", between 1204 and 
1205, one can register the presence of the Provenyal troubadour Peire Vidal 
who, whilst in Malta, composed two, maybe three, of his poetical works 
dedicated to his patron, Count Henry of Malta (Brincat 2003: 81-82). The 
presence of other intellectuals from Frederick's court on our island has been 
registered. Amongst these, one fmds the well known "Scuola Siciliana" 
protagonist Jacopo Mostacci, who had been sent to Malta in 1240, together 
with another 18 members of the Emperor's court, in order to capture Maltese 
falcons that were to be taken back to Palermo to be trained in the sport of 
falconry, which was a recreational activity much favored by Frederick (Di 
Girolamo 2008: 377-378). There can be no doubt that during their stay in 
Malta these poets shared their technical and poetic skills with their Maltese 
counterparts. 

The connections between Malta and Italy were not always cultural ones in 
the strict sense of the word. Certainly, however, some historic events must 
have had a say in the widening of the limited horizons of Maltese culture. For 
example, in the years 1223-1224 Frederick expelled a consistent number of 
Muslims from Sicily and Malta to Lucera, in the Puglia region (Dalli 2002: 
48; Brincat 2003: 76). At more or less the same time, in order to fill in the 
demographic gap, the Emperor deported the followers ofTommaso da Celano, 
who had rebelled against him, from the Abruzzo region to Malta and Sicily. 
Undoubtedly, the arrival of such a consistent quantity of "Celanesi", who 
replaced another consistent group of formerly established Maltese residents, 
must have contributed to renewing not only the customs and way oflife of the 
inhabitants ofMalta but also their cultural tastes in generaL 



4 I MEDITERRANEAN REVIEW IVol. 5, No. I [June 2012] 

Celanesi apart, it is a fact that, according to the records of the Sicilian law 
courts, over a quarter of the Sicilians sentenced to exile in the course of the 
fifteenth century were actually deported to our islands (Giuffrida 1975: 
70-tables, as quoted in Busuttil-Fiorini-Vella 2010: xxiii). Of course, the 
exchange of populations, in particular between Malta and Sicily, was not 
always a forced one, and it worked both ways. We know that the Jewish
Maltese community living in Sicily in the Middle Ages was a reasonably large 
one. In fact, "[ ... ] the dispersion from Malta began early. As far back as the 
middle of the fourteenth century a certain Bulfaracchio of Malta, one of the 
Proti, or presidents, of the community of Messina, was engaged in considerable 
financial transactions with the Crown; [ ... ]" (Roth 1931: 193). On the other 
hand, the Maltese community itself was already firmly rooted in certain cities 
of Sicily, like Trapani, by the first half of the fifteenth century. 

In the period 1419-1455, around 51 Maltese have been identified in 
Trapani and this without counting their spouses and offspring (Cassola 2011 b: 
II-50). This information surfaces in the notarial archives of Trapani. 
Considering the relatively short period of 36 years, this figure constitutes an 
extraordinary amount ofMaltese people, especially if one compares it with the 
number of Maltese resident in the Sicilian capital Palermo in 1400-1460. In 
this sixty year period only 19 Maltese "immigrants" were recorded in 
Palermo. When one adds the other 5 known Maltese that Bresc lists as living 
in Palermo between 1290 and 1399, one finds a total of only 24 Maltese 
known to be living in Palermo in a span of 170 years. Of these, we know that 
5 had jobs related to the sea, I to medicine and 2 to transport whilst II were 
involved in agricultural activities (Bresc 1986: 599; 601-602). 

As Bresc points out, with regards to the work situation in Sicily between 
1290 and 1460, generally speaking it is the Sicilians, the Maltese, the Eastern 
Mediterraneans, the Calabrians, the Sardinians and the Corsicans who are 
involved in agricultural work, whilst the immigrants from Campania, Tuscany, 
Lombardy, Occitania, France and Gern1any are in the majority artisans by 

'. 
profession (Bresc 1986: 600). 

As regards the nature of the jobs that the Maltese resident in Trapani in 
1419-1448 were involved in, although we cannot pinpoint all ofthem, one can 
safely state that at least 6 were involved in agricultural activities. It would 
seem that these people were pursuing that activity, i.e. agricultural activity, 
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which was the main occupation of the Maltese in Malta during the fifteenth 
century and indeed constituted the major pillar ofthe Maltese economy in this 
period (Wettinger 1985: 34). 

Amongst the other Maltese in Trapani, 2 were mule drivers, I was a sailor, 
5 or 6 were merchants buying or selling horses, cheese, cotton or cloth, 1 was 
a tavern owner (tabernarius), 2 owned boats (or half a boat, in one case) which 
were used for privateering or gathering coral, 3 seem to have been property 
owners/administrators, Bilingarius Maltensis was probably working as a clerk 
in a notary's office, Rogerius Maltensis had been taken slave "in terra 
barbarie", whilst Paulus Charcugi was busy working trying to ransom slaves 
taken into captivity. We then find Simon Maltensis involved in a business 
venture centred around fine embroidery work and Frater Augustinus, who was 
the Prior of the Augustinian convent in Trapani. A very varied spectrunl of 
jobs and activities indeed (Cassola 2011 b: 45-46). 

Getting back to Italian culture implanted in Malta, one has to mention the 
establishment of the religious Mendicant Orders in the Maltese archipelago. 
This happened at the beginning of the fifteenth century. Recently recovered 
documentation seems to indicate that the Augustinian Priory had already been 
established in Malta by 1415 (Aquilina-Fiorini 2005: 143); the Franciscans 
were here by 1436, whilst by 1459 the presence of the Carmelites had been 
already recorded. The last Order to be established during this century was that 
of the Dominicans, who are recorded in Malta in the year 1473 (Borg 2008: 
419). What is interesting here is that, first of all, all these convents were 
established in Malta by members of religious orders coming from Sicily 
(Cassar Pullicino 1946: 15). The second important factor is that most of these 
people must have been well read and quite cultured for their times and 
therefore would have brought with them a certain cultural baggage which 
undoubtedly they could share with the Maltese they were in contact with. 

The same could be said for the first known notaries public and schoolteachers 
who practised and taught in Malta, since they mostly came from Sicily. 
Amongst the notaries, one already fmds in Malta in the course of the thirteenth 
century Antonius Cappillerio (1274), Leo de Puntemulo, Henricus de Montemurro, 
Nicolaus de Lentini and Teninus de Daniele (1299), whilst the presence of 
Rogerius de Alemanno, Symon de Carlo and Petrus Marranchi (1318, 1324) is 
recorded in the fourteenth century (Fiorini 1996: ix-x). Of the second group 
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we know of Giovanni di Licata and Zilio Delia, whose presence in Malta is 
recorded respectively in 1460 and 1478 (Cassola 1998: 4). All these people 
exercised their profession in Latin and Sicilian and it was not until late in the 
following century that we encounter the Gozitan-born notary Andrea di 
Bongenlinu who, in 1453, was retained in his post ofJudge also because ofhis 
knowledge of the Maltese language (Wettinger-Fsadni 1968: 23). 

In the course of the fifteenth century, the Latin language utilized for the 
writing of the minutes by the Mdina governing body, the Universitas, was 
gradually replaced by Sicilian. Actually, the first document written in Sicilian 
in Malta dates back to 1398 (Fiorini 1999: 269-272), whilst the second one 
goes back to 1409 (Cassola 1998: 16-19). Wettinger (1993) gives us a 
multitude of examples of such Siculo-Maltese texts written during the fifteenth 
century. One can safely surnllse that a person like Petrus Caxaro, the author of 
the oldest text in the Maltese language (the Cantilena) must have received an 
academic fonnation based on such a linguistic-cultural background. 

This is quite evident from the twenty-line text of the Cantilena. Though 
the text contains only two, maybe three, words of Latin origin (the Sicilian 
word vintura, the Latin slip of the pen et, and possibly the word tale, which I 
would associate with the meaning 'about this'), we simply cannot be restricted 
to the yardstick of lexical frequency alone. If other factors, such as metre, 
syntax and cultural influences are taken into consideration, it is evident that the 
Italo-Maltese connections in the Cantilena are quite high. Oliver Friggieri (1986: 
88; 1995: 5-7) has shown that a substantial amount of verses in this Maltese 
medieval poem are modelled on the Italian hendecasyllable, whilst the 
imagery is very reminiscent ofBiblical tropes. But the most tangible proof of a 
strong Siculo-Maltese connection comes up in the verse Min ibidill if miken 
ibidil if vintura, which is a perfect syntactic and semantic calque ofthe Sicilian 
proverb that goes: Cui muta locu muta vintura (Cassola 2000a: 16-17). 
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The fIrst period of the Knights ofSt. John 
(1530-Seventeenth century) 

Petrus Caxaro's Cantilena is an evident example of the prolific Siculo
Italo-Maltese cross-fertilisation that was already so productive in the literary 
field in the course of the fifteenth century. However, other Maltese were to be 
active in various other fields in the course ofthe sixteenth century, utilising the 
Italian language as their written medium. If some doubts still persist about the 
real nationality-Maltese, Sicilian or otherwise- of Giovanni Aragona, who 
wrote the Vita di San Cono in 1371, there are no doubts at all about Giovanni 
Vassallo or Francesco Mego who, though being Maltese by birth or by 
adoption, published their legal treatises by the name ofAmpliazioni, e Commenti 

fatti sopra gli statuti della Sacra Religione Gerosolimitana in 1555. Gabriele 
Rosset, instead, had written a Diario della Guerra di Malta dell 'anno /565, 
which has unfortunately been lost, whilst Leonardo Abela (1541-1605) devoted 
his energies to the study of semitic languages and to his travel accounts. Abela, 
who in 1582 was appointed Apostolic Nuncio in Siria, Mesopotamia, Assiria 
and Egypt, was the author of a Grammatica della Lingua Arabica, of 
Istruzioni per la lingua Caldea, as well as of a Relazione della Nunziatura 
presentata al Sommo Pontefice Sisto V and of Altre Relazioni in riguardo Ie 
cose di Oriente (ca. 1587). 

It would however seem that the first Maltese to produce literary 
compositions in Italian was Franceschino da Malta. He was the author of two 
sonnets in honor of Scipione de' Monti, Marchese di Corigliano, entitled 
Monti, tu sei del gran Parnasso il Monte and Nel regno di Plutone e di 

Caronte. The manuscript containing Monti's Canzoniere, which in 1756 was 
in the possession of Giovanni Bernardino Tafuri from Nardo, dates back to ca. 
1583 (Mifsud 1764: 34-35). The evident play on the words Monti/Monte in 
the initial line of the first sonnet seems to indicate that Franceschino had 
already been attracted by the baroque tastes and literary techniques that were 
to prevail in the course of the seventeenth century (Cassola 2000b: 34). 

With the Knights of Malta having adopted the Tuscan variant of Italian as 
the administrative language of the Order from the time of their arrival in 1530, 
the literary-cultural ties between Malta and Italy were to increase dramatically. 
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One should keep in mind that Malta was not to have a fully functioning 
printing press and a university until the mid-eighteenth century and therefore 
all members of the professional classes were to be trained in the nearby 
peninsula whilst most publications by Maltese authors -with a few exceptions
were to be printed in Italy. The seventeenth century was to prove to be a most 
dynamic one as regards Malto-Italian production. 

The first Maltese historiographer, Giovan Francesco Abela (1582-1655), 
studied at the University of Bologna and afterwards published in Italian in 
164 7 his Descrittione di Malta, isola nel Mare Siciliano; Antonio Bosio 
(1555-1629), a Maltese by birth, published in Rome in 1600 his masterpiece 
on the Roman catacombs, Roma Sotterranea; Vittorio Cassar (1550-1607), 
Lorenzo Gafa (1635 ca.-1667) and Tomrnaso Dingli (1591-1666) were 
positively influenced by the works of renowned Italian architects active in 
Malta, such as Pietro Paolo Floriani from Macerata, Vincenzo Maculano from 
Firenzuola, Masini di Valperga (Laurenza 1940: 194). Melchiorre Gafa (1635 
ca.- 1667) made a name for himself as a refmed sculptor a few decades after 
Caravaggio had worked in Malta and at the same time that Mattia Preti was 
enriching the arts in our country for the benefit not only ofcontemporaries, but also 
for that ofposterity. 

With regards to poetry, the author of the second poem written in Maltese, 
Giovanni Francesco Bonamico (1639-1680), displayed his literary prowess 
not only in the Maltese language (his 16-line poem is entitled Mejju gie 
bil-ward u z-zahar ['May arrived with itsflowers and blossoms J), but also by 
writing literary works in Latin, (e.g. his Laureae Cottoneriae, Gratulatorii 
Plausus and Gaudia Mehtensia) and scientific treatises and various other 
works in Italian (e.g. Trattato circa l'origine delle Glossopietre, Conchiglie ed 
altre pietre figurate, che si cavano nelle rocche dell/isola di Malta, a Memoria 
of his travels, a Trattato della Cioccolata). Salvatore Imbroll (1590-1650) was 
the author of a number of sonnets in Italian, mode lIed on the Petrarchan 
example and replicating Giovan Battista Marino's high sounding baroque 
techniques while Marcello Attardo de Vagnoli (1605-1655) left us a whole 
Canzoniere, inspired by Petrarca and Marino (Attardo de Vagnoli 1994). 

As regards other works written in Italian by Maltese nationals in the 
seventeenth century, Enrico Magi (1630-7) was the author of a book in five 
Acts entitled Daphne ovvero la vergnita trion/ante, which was written in prose 
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fonn and totally modelled on the Italian pastoral poetry of the period, a genre 
initiated by Giovanni Battista Guarini and Torquato Tasso. Carlo Michallef 
(?-1689), instead, wrote L 'lsmeria 0 sia I'Allegrezze della Francia nei stu pori 
dell'Egitto (1648) to exalt the cult of the Madonna of Liesse, whilst Domenico 
Magri (1604-1671) made a name for himself in Italy not only through the 
account of his travels published as Breve racconto del viaggio al Monte 
Libano (1655) but also especially through his Hierolexicon sive Sacrum 
Dictionarium (1677) which was reprinted several times. 

Domenico's younger brother, Carlo (1617-1693), proved to be a prolific 
writer too. Apart from being co-author of the Hierolexicon and publishing in 
Rome his defence of the Maltese (11 valore maltese difeso contra Ie calunnie di 
Girolamo Brusoni-1667), he also proved to be a worthy theatre writer, with 
his most notable works being the comedy Chi la dura la vince, owero 
Teodolinda (1674) and the unpublished tragi-comedy La reggia eun sogno, 
owero la Costanza. On the other hand, Fabrizio Cagliola (1604-1665), with 
his picaresque novel Disavvenure marinaresche, 0 sia Gabriello Disavventurato, 
can be considered to be the fITst significant Maltese novel writer. 

The second period ofthe Knights ofSt. John (Eighteenth century) 

The eighteenth century witnessed a rapid expansion of writings and 
writers in Italian in Malta. After nearly two centuries, the Tuscan variant of 
Italian had by now asserted itself as the dominant language of the intelligentsia 
on the island, even more so because the Maltese language was still relegated 
to the role of spoken language, and mainly in the villages and countryside, far 
away from the circles ofpower that really mattered. 

In the course of this century Italian strengthened its role as the foremost 
linguistic medium in most spheres of life, ranging from the administrative to 
the juridical to the clerical to the literary spheres. An Intermezzo, written by 
the Palerrnitan Abate Domenico Boccadifuoco in the fITst half of the 
eighteenth century, is clear proof of the fact that by this time even the Maltese 
lower middle class had been making efforts to master the Italian language in 
some way, since this had become a useful linguistic tool in daily Maltese life. 
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Boccadifuoco was so impressed by the horrible Italian spoken by Maltese 
women ("la maniera con la quale parlano corrottamente Ie Donne maltesi in 
Italiano") that he consequently wrote this Intermezzo -incidentally, possibly 
one of the fIrst known theatrical pieces composed in Malta- to ridicule the 
Maltese petite bourgeoise, Vittoria. 

While the caricatural intent is clearly highlighted in this work, it also gives 
a rather faithful socio-linguistic picture ofMalta in the fIrst half of the century. 
Whilst the Italian Pantalone courts Vittoria in a correct and literary form of 
Italian, the latter replies in what she perceives to be the Italian language but 
which, in reality, is Sicilian or having a strong Sicilian patina, intermingled 
with Maltese words. The type of Italian spoken by Vittoria must have been 
very similar to the "Italian" spoken in the harbor area, which was frequented 
by numerous foreigners, in particular merchants, sailors and other people 
crossing over from nearby Sicily. Vittoria addresses her "serva" Grezzja in 
Maltese. In contrast, Grezzja, a member of the Maltese lower classes, does not 
even say one word in the whole Intermezzo, presumably because she can only 
speak the Maltese vernacular and does not understand one single word of 
Italian (Cassola 1998: 53-92; Brincat 2003: 194-195). 

The eighteenth century witnessed a flourishing of grammars and dictionaries 
of the Maltese language. This was also due to the fact that the "Age of 
Enlightenment" had shifted the spotlight onto the study of various exotic 
minority languages that, until then, had been quite ignored by scholars. This 
new trend was to benefIt the Maltese language, which became an object of 
interest for a number of scholars. 

In reality the drafting of the fIrst grammar and dictionary of the Maltese 
language had already taken place in the course of the seventeenth century, 
probably during the fIrst half, the author being a Proven9al Knight of the 
Order of St. John, by the surname of Thezan. However, the motivation behind 
this dictionary and grammar was not dictated by scholarly interests, but rather 
by practical ones. 

Thezan entitles his 17 page grammar "Regole per la lingua maltese" and 
then goes on to list 3925 Italian words with their Maltese corresponding terms 
and 3110 Maltese words with their corresponding Italian meaning. Despite 
being of French mother tongue, Thezan does not hesitate to resort to the use of 
Italian in order to explain the Maltese language to his fellow French, 
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Portuguese, Spanish, Gennan and Italian Knights for whom this grammar and 
dictionary were meant to provide a practical help in communicating with the 
Maltese soldiers, servants etc. (Cassola 1992). The final part entitled Taghlim 
ghal Soldat ['Instructions for Soldiers 1clearly reinforces these practical aims. 
By the mid-seventeenth century, therefore, Italian had already become the 
language of lexicography and granIDlars for those writers who intended 
describing the Maltese language. 

In 1750, the future librarian ofilie newly established Biblioteca Nazionale 
in Valletta, Giovanni Pietro Francesco Agius de Soldanis, published in Rome 
his grammar entitled Della lingua punica presentemente usata da Maltesi. 
He annexed to iliis volume an Idea d'un Dizionario della Lingua Punica
Maltese. The Gozitan born De Soldanis wrote his work in Italian, as he was to 
do for most of his other works which included, amongst others, ilie Apofiegmi 
e Proverbi Maltesi, raccolti e spiegati in lingua italiana; II Gozo antico
moderno e sacro-profano, ecc. and the Annone Cartaginese, cioe la vera 
spiegazione della Prima Scena dell 'Alto V della Commedia di MA Plauto in 
Poenulo, ecc. 

De Soldanis was one of a sizeable group of Maltese eighteenili century 
grammarians and lexicographers who utilized the Italian linguistic medium for 
their studies on the Maltese language. A lost grammar and dictionary of this 
period was "un'altra mss. Grammatica con il Dizionario Maltese Italiano 
Francese, composto dal Commendatore Fr. Francesco Bardon, il quale procuro 
certamente di arricchire la raccolta a tutta perfezione, e gli avra costato non 
poca fatica" (Mifsud 1764: 324-325). 

De Soldanis himself was ilie author of a Damma tal Kliem Kartaginis 
mscerred fel fom tal Maltin u Ghaucin, a dictionary of the Maltese language 
that has remained unpublished to iliis day. This dictionary basically translates 
into practice De Soldanis's Idea di un Dizionario, and takes up four 
manuscript tomes, the first being a Maltese-Italian-Latin dictionary, the 
second and third an Italian-Latin-Maltese dictionary, and the fourth a Latin
Italian-Maltese one. 

Another incomplete manuscript dictionary is ilie one written by Bartolomeo 
Mifsud (1708-1781), also known as Padre Pelagio of Zebbug. This work 
consists of two parts which are to be found at the Cathedral Museum, Mdina. 
Amongst oilier things, in the first part of his dictionary Pelagio criticizes Agius 
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de Soldan is for not having consulted his colleagues with regards to the 
composition of the Maltese alphabet. The simultaneous compilation of 
different dictionaries by different authors must have contributed to a certain 
amount ofrivalry between the Maltese intellectuals of the period. 

The Mezzo Vocabolario is another eighteenth century Maltese-Italian 
dictionary, only recently published (Cassola 1996). This dictionary is made up 
of the surviving second half (pp. 69-138) of a manuscript dictionary compiled 
around the mid-eighteenth century. It consists only of the Maltese-Italian 
segment and seems heavily indebted to Thezan's seventeenth century work. 
However, it adds some very interesting insights into the historical-social 
aspects ofMaltese eighteenth century society, with its references and defmitions 
of Mnaria, Strina, etc., as well as in regard to the formation of Maltese 
proverbs. Brincat (1996) has suggested that the author of the Mezzo 
Vocabolario might actually be Padre Pelagio. 

The epitome of Maltese lexicography during this century is reached in 
1796, when M. A. Vassalli publishes his Lexicon in Rome. Vassalli has carved 
for himself a special place in the history of Malta, mainly for two reasons: he 
was the first person to compile a dictionary of the Maltese language based 
on scientific criteria and he was also the first intellectual to theorize the 
concept of Maltese Nationality. A third merit ofVassaIli is that -again another 
first for Malta- he described the different dialects of this little island in the 
Middle Sea. 

He vents his anger against the inhabitants of the harbor area who, according 
to him, were corrupting the Maltese language in an unacceptable way, by 
adopting and adapting Sicilian, Italian and French expressions rather than 
making use of the local authentic vernacular. Ironically, his anger against such 
unacceptable linguistic behavior is expressed in Italian. For him, the way in 
which the Maltese living in the harbor area expressed themselves was: "il piu 
corrotto, non solo per la frequenza de' forestieri, la quale molto influisce nelle 
lingue, rna per un certo fanatismo che alcuni anno di maltezzare voci estere e 
di barbarizzare l'idioma nativo con espressioni siciliane, italiane, francesi, e 
sirnili, non gia nelle nuove denominazioni di usi e cose estere, locche aile 
volte enecessario, rna nell'adattar quelle e sostituirle aile vere nazionali e piu 
espressive" (Vassalli 1796: sec. xviii). 

Despite denouncing the use and abuse of the Italian language amongst 
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Maltese native speakers, Vassalli's works reiterate the fact that Maltese 
intellectuals of the time could not do without the use of the Italian language: 
the Mylsen is a 341 page Maltese-Italian-Latin dictionary; his Discorso 
Preliminare is drafted in Italian; his appeal to the Maltese people for the 
assertion of a Maltese national language and identity (Alia Natione Maltese) 
was also drawn up in Italian. The Italo-Maltese cultural-linguistic synergy had 
become so firmly cemented by Vassalli's time that it was to survive and thrive 
for around another century and a half, despite the strong politico-linguistic 
developments of the nineteenth century. 

The French occupation and the first British period 
(1798-1879) 

When Napoleon Bonaparte took over the Maltese islands from the 
Knights of the Order of st. John on 12th June 1798 he was quick to try and 
assert the predominance of the French language: on 18th June the teaching of 
French became part of the curriculum of Maltese primary schools; on 6th July 
the streets in Valletta were given French names whilst in December of the 
same year the French language was granted equal status with Italian in the 
Maltese Tribunals, with both becoming official languages of the Law Courts 
(Testa 1979: 122; 144; 162; Cassola 1998: 94). This attempt at "FrenchifYing" 
Malta, at least from a linguistic point of view, did not succeed in eradicating 
Italian, so much so that, for example, the Valletta streets were still known by 
their Italian names and the first Maltese newspaper, the Journal de Malte, was 
published in a bi-lingual French-Italian version. 

The first forty years of British domination (1800-1840) did not change 
much in Italo-Maltese cultural relations. Of course, English became the 
official language of the administration, but Italian continued being the 
language of culture, of the law courts, the University and, basically, of 
education. Until 1840, the British imparted their orders to the Maltese military 
in Italian. Indeed, the abolition ofpress censorship on 15th March 1839 was to 
signifY a peaceful invasion of hundreds ofItalian exiles, whose presence was 
welcomed in Malta. Basically, the possibility to express one's political 
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opinions freely -and in the Italian language prevalent amongst the Maltese 
cultural rnilieu- served as a magnet to attract myriads of Italian political 
intellectuals who had to flee from Sicily and the nearby Italian peninsula. 

Two of these political exiles were Ruggero Settimo and Francesco Crispi, 
who were destined to become, respectively, the first President of Senate 
(1861) and the eleventh Prime Minister (1887) of the future unified Italian 
state. They were extremely cultured persons who, through the publication of 
their Italian newspapers and writings in Malta spread their ideas on nationalism 
and romanticism amongst the Maltese, thus influencing the intelligentsia of 
the island politically, linguistically and culturally. 

The number ofItalian newspapers published between 1838 and 1870 ran 
into many scores (Bonello-Fiorentini-Schiavone 1982). Many leading Maltese 
nineteenth century politicians and intellectuals, like Vincenzo Azzopardi, 
Cristo foro Frendo, Ramiro Barbaro di San Giorgio, Zaccaria Roncali, 
Fortunato Mizzi, Guze Muscat Azzopardi, Enrico Castaldi and Salvatore 
Frendo de Mannarino, collaborated during their early formative years with 
Italian exiles and newspapers founded and edited by them, such as Il 

Mediterraneo (1838-1871), Il Filologo (1839-1842), II Carriere Mercantile di 
Malta (1856-1885) and others. 

The step from Italian newspapers to newspapers written in Maltese was 
quite a short one, with L 'Arlecchin (1838), II Kaulata Maltia (1839), Bertoldu 
(1839) and 11 Ghauci (1843) being the first ones to be published in the 
vernacular (Cassola 2011a). The Italo-Maltese synergy is clearly seen at work 
in a bilingual newspaper like II Malti (1843-1844). This publication, which 
was animated by Ludovico Mifsud Tommasi and Giovanni Antonio Vassallo, 
who were to become two of the fmest Maltese poets, both in Italian and in 
Maltese, had as its main aim that of defending the Italian alphabet in the study 
and writing of Maltese. It was for this reason that they, together with others 
"sommamente desiderosi ed impegnati pe' vantaggi di Malta, uniti in societa 
col nome di "Accadernia Filologica Maltese" si sono determinati di scrivere e ' . 

far circolare in Malta e nel Gozo questa Gazzerta per assuefare tutti a leggere e 
scrivere il maltese come loro" (Bonello-Fiorentini-Schiavone 1982: 61). 

Indeed, after a long diatribe which took up a good part of the nineteenth :i. 
" :~ 	

century, the Italian alphabet was defmitely adopted, in 1924, as the ideal 
alphabet to relay the Maltese written language. And, as Dante had resorted to 
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the use of Latin in his De Vulgari Eloquentia to stress the importance of the 
Italian language, so did the leading Maltese intellectuals of the nineteenth 
centtuy, such as Salvatore Cumbo, Nicola Zammit, Giovanni Antonio Vassallo, 
Francesco Vella, Napoleone Tagliaferro, resort to the use of the Italian 
linguistic medium in order to assert the utility and need of a correctly spoken 
and, even more, properly written Maltese language. 

The second British period (1879-1936) 

The unification of Italy in 1861 brought about a change in the linguistic 
policies of the British authorities in Malta. If in 1838 Commissioners Austin 
and Lewis had considered the Italian language to be the most useful one for 
the Maltese, in 1879 Commissioner Keenan reversed the whole concept: 
according to him, having two foreign languages on the primary school 
syllabus was a bit too much. He therefore decreed that English was to be the 
only compulsory language and that anybody who wanted to study Italian 
could do so after school hours and only from the third year of primary 
schooling onwards. 

At the Lyceum, English was to be compulsory, whilst Italian could be 
studied as an additional optional language. At University, English was to be 
the medium of instruction in all faculties except in the Theology faculty. In the 
Council of Government, debates were held in Italian and in English, 
parliamentary questions were often asked in Italian but the Governor's 
answers were always given in English. Basically, the year 1880, when 
Sigismondo Savona became Director of Education, witnessed the birth of 
what is known as "the language question", which was eventually to lead to the 
linguistic policy known as the pari-passu system, a system which was to last 
for around half a centtuy and bring about strong controversy (Hull 1993: 
25-57; Cassola 1998: 113-114). 

During this period of history when linguistic controversy was running 
high in Malta, the Italian language still maintained an important role. The 
Maltese theatre scene was normally dominated by Italian plays and operas and 
even the Maltese works introduced on stage, mainly by Luigi Rosato, Pietru 
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Pawl Castagna and Carmelo Camilleri, not only had whole passages in Italian 
inserted in the Maltese text (Galea 1997) but also made use of the Italian 
language to denote instructions, titles and captions (Galea 1997, II: xii). The 
librettos of the operas written by the leading Maltese composers of the time, 
such as Antonio Nani, Giuseppe Emanuele Bonavia and Paolino Vassallo, were 
normally penned in Italian by Italians resident in Malta (Brincat 2003: 272). 

Despite the progressive gains made by the English and the Maltese 
languages in the course of the early part of the twentieth century, the fIrst 
decades of this century witnessed the birth of important literary and historical 
journals in Italian, such as Malta Letteraria (1904-1915; 1926-1939 and 
1952-1955) and Arehivio Storieo di Malta (1929-1942). 

In fact, Malta Letteraria welcomed a first generation of writers (Agostino 
Levanzin, Anastasju Cuschieri, GuZe Muscat Azzopardi and Dun Karm 
Psaila) in the 1904-1915 series and, in the 1926-1939 series, gave an early 
opportunity to relatively young Maltese writers, like Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici, 
Giovanni Curmi, Vincenzo Maria Pellegrini, Giovanni Cremona, Karmenu 
Vassallo and Albert M. Casso la, to go through their literary apprenticeship in 
Italian before maturing as writers in Maltese. 

The second journal, despite its clear irredentist intentions, gave birth to 
articles of high scholarly value that shed light on the history and identity of 
Malta and the Maltese people. 

The end of the centuries-long relations between Malta and Italy was to be 
speeded up by political developments both in Malta and in Italy. Already, in 
1899, an imperial decree by the British authorities in Malta had decreed that 
the Italian language was to be phased out in the Law Courts over a period of 
15 years. This decision, together with the other decision to severely limit the 
use of Italian in the education system, brought about widespread protests. The 
compromise reached was the pari-passu system, which afforded equal status 
and dignity to the Italian and English languages in schools and the Law Courts. 

The corning to power of the Italian fascist regime in 1922 managed to 
achieve, in a few years, what the British rulers of Malta had failed to do in 
over a century: the banning of the Italian language from the Law Courts and 
from Maltese schools. A decisive year, in this respect, was 1934: fIrst the 
Maltese constitution was modifIed so that the Maltese language became an 
official language, alongside Italian and English and, later on in the year, Italian 
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was ousted from the Law Courts and University. Then, in May 1936, another 

official decree removed the Italian language from its official status in the 
island once and for all (Cassola 1998: 122). 

The declaration of war by Mussolini in 1940 was to put a defmitive seal 

on Italo-MaItese cultural and political relations, at least for the time being. A 
decade or so later, in a post-war scenario, the rebuilding of such relations was 

to start and, indeed, reach the unprecedented heights we know today. But that 

is another story, and a success story indeed, which does not form part of the 
present paper. 
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