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‘Juggling between different versions of reality’:                                               

An Interview with Alfred Sant 

 

The antae Editorial Board 

 

ANTAE: Being a prolific author, you have given the Maltese a variety of works to read. 

What, in turn, do you yourself read nowadays? And was there a particular author, 

Maltese or otherwise, who influenced you to write? 

ALFRED SANT: Apart from EU documents and reports, this is what I’ve recently been 

reading: Murder in the Mews, by Agatha Christie; Naguib Mahfouz’s Khufu’s Wisdom; Leïla 

Slimani’s Chanson Douce; Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone; Thomas Mann’s Lotte in 

Weimar; and Jaume Cabre’s Senyoria. 

Among the authors who influenced me over the years, I count G.A. Henty, W.E. Johns, 

Walter Scott, Pirandello, Dickens, Balzac, Stendhal, Dostoevsky, Jules Verne, Tolstoy, 

Francis Ebejer, Thomas Mann, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and others. This listing is unfair to 

these “others”. 

A: How would you characterise your writing process? Do you have an ideal reader in 

mind, or a particular demographic? 

AS: You write because you have a particular vision of the world around you that makes sense 

as a story, as an account of a character’s (or characters’) experience, as an insight on what 

takes place around us. The rest—who’s going to read what you write (if anybody at all), with 

whom to publish, who shall criticise it—will find its own outcome, including total oblivion or 

disregard. 

When you’re writing full-time, these visions come up all the time (this doesn’t mean they’re 

all good; some or all may be excruciatingly bad as visions as well as art). But it’s like breast 

feeding; continuous practice keeps it going. Given the other commitments I had throughout 

life, my approach to the writing process has been episodic. But once I embark on an episode, 

the commitment has usually been quasi-total, even if others do not recognise this. 

A: You seem to make it a point in your prose to have your characters speak entirely in 

Maltese, to the extent that the dialogue may seem prescriptive rather than descriptive 

when compared to how Maltese is generally spoken. Do you think that it is partially the 

responsibility of writers to set this kind of standard for the Maltese language?  

AS: Frankly, I do not understand what you mean by “prescriptive” and “descriptive” 

dialogue—such descriptors are usually meaningful in social policy. Are you using them in the 

same way?  

There are many ways to write dialogue, all of them defined by a certain convention of their 

own. I’m not so convinced dialogue in drama or a novel has to be exclusively naturalistic, 

that it has to repeat the idioms, expletives, barbarisms, and non-indigenous inserts of 

everyday speech. For instance, I have no interest in replicating the Maltese/English pidgin 

that many people speak, though of course there is a good argument for doing so, even if it 
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runs the risk of creating a new pidgin. Russian classical writers faced a similar problem when 

describing the life of their arisrtocratic and upper class characters who dosed their speech 

with fluent French and clumsy German. 

That dialogue has to reflect the cadences and meanings of everyday speech is true, but there 

are multiple ways of doing so. One of them is to use, in a “special” way, the resources of 

Maltese in its “pure” Semitic, traditional Romance, and modern “no holds barred” forms. 

Writers have no responsibility to set any kind of standard for the Maltese languauge or any 

language they care to write in. If they wish to follow any option they consider worthwhile, 

why not? So long—in my opinion, at least—as they follow the call of their writing urges with 

honesty and commitment. Afterwards, it’s up to readers to judge.  

A: There seems to be a playful and intriguing reticence in your collection of short 

stories, Ċpar, which can be seen in how the eponymous final story withdraws into itself 

at the moment when the reader expects a revelation; or in the backstage focus of ‘Fir-

Restorant’; and embodied in the figure of Klara in ‘Joyce u Klara’. Would you 

characterise this impulse to withhold as the main factor behind your formula, ‘bejn 

rakkonti u divertimenti’, for both Ċpar and Western? 

AS: Of course your interpretation cannot be brushed aside, although I see the stories in 

Ċpar—as well as Western and Pupu fil-Baħar for that matter—in a different light. What 

happens in real life before your eyes, what you tell in a story, is only a single part of what is 

happening—there are untold layers of relationships and human dealings that are only partly 

reflected in what you see, in what you narrate. Can one detect, through that reflection, the 

wider and deeper “truth” of a situation? I think not, but the ambiguities that result from the 

untold story or stories hiding in any narrative are worth exploring. 

For instance, the three narratives you mention have completely different starting points. Ċpar 

started off as a challenge to build a story out of an ending that was suggested to me: the 

decision faced by a woman to sleep, or not to, with a guy she likes very much but rather 

disapproves of—and to leave her decision pending in the reader’s mind. Could I write such a 

story? I liked the idea, it fitted in with what I’ve just said, and it fitted too with another 

project that is still ongoing, namely to write stories featuring a Maltese woman as a main 

character, and this in the space of capital cities. Up to now I’ve done New York, Brussels, 

and London.  

‘Fir-Restorant’ tries to explore the tensions under the surface when people were (and still are) 

adapting to the dip in living standards in Europe following the 2008 crisis, as well as 

globalisation. How are they coping with immigration, violent demonstrations and repression, 

the need to preserve standards of governance that impose discipline, and all this while they 

age, nonetheless carrying with them a persistent need to enjoy leisure, good food, and sex? 

By the same token the figure of Klara does not come without baggage in the story of “Joyce 

and Klara”. She is a main character in my novel of the early seventies “Silġ fuq Kemmuna” 

where she was putting on a play by the writer David, who also features in the novel. In the 

play “Fid-Dell tal-Katidral”, Klara was again directing another of David’s plays, and this 

ended in disaster. “Joyce u Klara” puts an end to this cycle (if that is indeed the right word) 

by investigating how Klara, now an old (very old) woman guards the history of her creative 

(only creative?) relationship with David by blanking it out very cleverly, sidestepping the 
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efforts of Joyce’s thesis supervisor to get at her truth about the writer. At least that is my take 

on the story, but I’m still not convinced this is all there is to it.  

The juggling between different versions of reality, as well as between memories of the past 

and today’s lifestreams, that we all experience sometimes without realising it, is what I have 

found most fascinating  over the years. 

A: What attracted you to the geographical and chronological distance that characterises 

your novel, La Bidu La Tmiem (1599)? Is there value, in your opinion, in looking to 

different times and places in order to understand our present situations? 

AS: With La Bidu, La Tmiem, I first wanted to write a historical novel in order to fit in with 

the template for Maltese novelists, most of whom have written in that genre; some only that. 

Then I wanted to write a novel to mark the start of the 2000 millenium, because that would fit 

in with the mood of the times, but with the difference that it would show how signposts 

carrying the digits of centuries or decades hardly tell us much about the past and the future. 

Following that, more importantly, I was interested in describing how Malta fitted into her 

geographical context, the Mediterranean. But by the beginning of the sixteenth century, there 

was a globalisation process moving quickly forward and the Mediterranean could no longer 

be considered on its own, but now had already to be placed in a wider, globalising context. 

(However, the case may be that this had already happened in the past; only, the flow of the 

globalising processes that were developing, say under the Roman Empire, were slower than 

they were in 1599, or, of course, today).  

All this had to be ordered and reordered through a narrative that needed to be firmly based on 

the life experiences of “real” people. 

There is always value in exploring through narrative (if well done) what people have been 

doing in the past, are doing in the present, and will be doing in the future (via science 

fiction)—that is, in their thoughts, their conjectures, the refashioning of their memories, their 

acts now as well as in the past, and so on.  

That value does not necessarily consist in being able, as you put it, “to understand our present 

situations”. That could be too “prescriptive”—again to borrow your phrase—and possibly too 

dogmatic. For me the value that arises from the whole exercise of narrative is perhaps that of 

helping us come to better grips with the human condition—apart of course from providing 

entertainment and/or enjoyment, which is a sine qua non.  

A: Your most recent project—the cabaret Balzunetta Towers (performed in July 

2017)—is a satire that looks at the quasi-dystopic vision of (quite literally) building a 

new future at the cost of erasing history. Is this current situation—to whatever extent it 

is present in the Maltese Islands—something that the humanities are able to deal with, 

in your opinion? Or is the power to change for the better solely within the gestures of 

legislature, political power, and money—these very same things that can change things 

for the worse? 

AS: Perhaps you’re only mentioning one “quasi-dystopic vision” attempted in the script 

which was intended to be darker and grittier than the performance allowed—actually, the 

decision to tone it down, performance-wise, was well taken.  
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It has been the practice of successive Maltese generations to destroy the vestiges of the past 

in order to build present-day structures. For instance, from the Middle Ages and into the 

seventeenth century at least, Phoenician tombs that were quite prevalent in Malta were looted 

to get at their clay artefacts, which were subsequently ground down and reused as waterproof 

covers for the roofs of new houses being built. 

Another “quasi-dystopic vision” embedded in Balzunetta Towers relates to how the Maltese 

population interacts with the non-Maltese population that over the centuries and into the 

future, has come/comes/will come to live here, whether as soldiers, tourists, slaves, 

construction workers, knights, accountants, e-gaming specialists, settlers, or whatever else. 

We have been very negligent in trying to understand those interactions and to explore their 

end effects. 

However, it is questionable whether the arts/culture and cultural initiatives/the humanities 

should be expected to, as you say, “be able to deal with” such phenomena as the recycling of 

historical and natural space—if by this you mean that it should be up to them to trigger the 

mobilisation for “reforms”. That is hardly their role even though they can/should form part of 

any “reform” or “protest” movement one way or the other.  

I would say that their deep role, however, is working through their different perspectives and 

the grid they supply by which to see things in order to focus on what is happening at the 

surface and below. By giving evidence to the realities they encounter, they should liberate the 

awareness and understanding of citizens about the reality that constitutes their experience of 

life. 

A: Speaking of reforms, proponents of culture and the humanities might suggest that 

one is needed. In fact, a recent survey—carried out by the National Statistics Office, 

Arts Council Malta, and the Valletta 2018 Foundation—has found, from a sample of 

1,500 individuals, that only 44.4% of Maltese people have read at least one book in the 

past year, with 9.3% having read only one book. While avoiding speculation about the 

many possible reasons for this, what, in your opinion, is the benefit of literature to the 

Maltese individual? Is there enough of Maltese literature itself, if there can be such a 

thing as “Maltese Literature”? 

AS: Indeed, I don’t like discussing Maltese literature separately from literature in general. By 

sampling across the board—Maltese as well as non-Maltese literature—readers will be able 

to find what suits their aspirations and inclinations best, while then continuing to follow up 

on what they discover in this way. Maltese literature has what it takes to keep readers 

interested and committed, opening up to them diverse meanings about the life we live or 

lived. But I would advise that it be “consumed” alongside writings from outside, not least in 

order to enhance its impact and meaning. 

A: This same study has found that, in terms of cultural events, the parish feast has far 

more attendance than, for instance, the cinema, music concerts, or dance performances. 

Do you locate any unique value in festive gatherings? Would you consider this an 

artistic event, or would you situate its gestures elsewhere? 
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AS: I am not at all surprised with the finding. The parish festa still has tremendous 

mobilising power at local community level, not least among young people. And it is also—

for those who enjoy it—most enjoyable. It brings the community together, it strengthens 

generational solidarity, because you see young people who have left the parish to live 

elsewhere come back for the festa to join their seniors, whose lives still remain within their 

village or small town of origin. There are, in fact, lots of communal and personal networks 

that the festa brings to life; so there is value, yes, in what it provides. Whether it all needs to 

be labelled artistic: I doubt that this is relevant in assessing the enjoyment that is generated. 

However, some of the inputs provided, such as the band marches, the sacred music performed 

in the parish church and the traditional fireworks displays (though about the latter I have 

qualms because of the deaths they have caused over the years), should in no way be 

underestimated as cultural/artistic products.   

A: While not speaking of particular party politics, there is an undeniable relation of 

“the political” and “the creative”. In what ways do you identify the interrelations 

between these two modes? Is there anything lacking in the Maltese context, and, if so, 

what could be done to remedy this? Are the arts, in their multitudinous manifestations, 

a priority in Malta? 

AS: In the best of politics, you seek to help build new realities. In the best of literature (or art 

more generally), you seek to create new life possibilities, by way of how you look at reality 

past or present, or by way of how you discover different ways of living, relating to others, 

and dying. 

Both need tensions, contrast, and “drama” to make sense to people. If, for instance, political 

projects are immediately accepted by all, there would be total disinterest in public choices. 

Literature and art are a bit more mitigated in this, since they too depend on ways of 

expression that can be bound by cliché and mass-commercial techniques (e.g., telenovelas). 

Still, the best of politics and the best of literature and art follow from the to and fro 

movement of contestation. I have no problem with this.  

A: Finally, where do you see the future of Maltese literature heading?  

AS: Increasingly, Maltese literature aspires to be part of the mainstream of European as well 

as US literary trends. The best of it will be those strands that, while responding to such a 

challenge, will also be giving honest evidence, in their narratives and creative strategies, of 

contemporary life in Malta. In all such endeavours, I hope that writing in Maltese will remain 

a central activity. 

 

 


