THE MEDITERRANEAN ISLANDS AS
PLACES OF SYNTHESIS BETWEEN
ARAB CUL TURE AND EUROPEAN CUL TURES
by

J, CASSAR

PULLICINO

(Working Paper, with particular reference to Malta, discussed at
the Conference on the same theme held at the Grand Hotel Verdala
(11-14 September, 1978) on the joint initiative of the Tunisian and
Maltese National Commissions for UNESCO)
Since the earliest times the Mediterranean h as been the meeting
place of different, often diverse and rival cultures. S. Moscati has
shown that recent archaeological research in the central Mediterranean area bounded by Tunisia to the South and Italy to the North
revealed that certain islands, such as Malta, Sicily (Motya) and
Sardinia, played an important role in a process of cultural interaction in ancient Mediterranean history. These islands served as
crossroads where ancient cultures met or followed one another in
time. Sometimes, as in the case of Malta, a succession of civilisations imposed themselves on previous ones over a period of
some three thousand years, the component elements being prehistoric, Phoenician-Punic, Hellenistic-Roman and Christian. 1 It is
evident, therefore, that these islands have been the scene of cultural synthesis well before the emergence-of the Arabs as a power
in the Mediterranean.
The theme of our meeting concerns the interplay and fusion, in
the- Mediterranean islands, of the Arab culture and the European
cultures. Historically, the period of the Arab expansion westwards
(7th to 9th C.) may, therefore, be taken as the point of departure
for our approach. The subject, however, has to be studied from
various aspects with some considerations of a general culture.
SOME GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

The islands of the Mediterranean are so numerous that for prac1 S. MOSCATl, Cultural
Interactions in Ancient Medite,rranean History (in
'Proceedings of the First Congress on Mediterranean Studies of AraboBerber Influence', Alger, 1973, pp. 7-19),
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tical purposes it is perhaps advisable to limit the connotation of
the term 'Mediterranean isl ands' to those of the central and western areas. Even so, we will be faced with an assortment of islands of varying sizes and importance, some of the larger ones
being Sardinia, Corsica and Sicily, while others are very small
like Malta, Gozo, Pantelleria, Lampedusa, Djerba and the Kerkenna Islands near the Tunisian coast. Other islands form groups
or families, such as the volcanic Lipari Islands, and the Balearic
group off the East coast of 'Spain, the principal ones being Majorca, Minorca and Iviza.
In attempting to identify the various components of these isl and
cultures, one has to keep in mind that, as F. Braudel says, 'whether large or small, these islands of all sizes and shapes make up
a coherent human environment in so far as similar pressures are
exerted upon them, making them both far ahead and far behind the
general history of the sea: pressures that may divide them, often
brutally, between the two opposite poles of archaism and innovation'.2
Insularity may itself be one of the causes for retaining evidence
of an island's cultural identity. But isolation is a relative term,
and, generally speaking, it exerts this 'influence most where the
islands concerned are 'situated well outside the normal sea-routes.
Other psychological factors play an equally important part: when,
for example, either for commercial, political or military reasons an
island has frequent or long and sustained contact with a higher or
dominant civilisation, this is bound to impinge on the consciousness of the native community and to affect the inhabitants' tastes
and habits, luring them away from the essentially conservative
elements of the indigenous tradition. By and large, this gravitational pull tends to operate in the direction of the European culture existing in a neighbouring bigger country, such as Italy and
Sicily in the case of Malta. But to this there are exceptions, as in
the case of Pantelleria which, for historic reasons, has a dialect
that is predominantly Sicilian though it is situated much closer to
the Tunisian coast.
An extreme reaction to such a process of cultural criss-crossing
would be to regard the new culture as having been obtained by
trading away the native one, and that the
2

F.

BRAUDEL,

The Mediterranean and the Medite,rranean World in the Age

of Philip lI, translated by Si?m Reynolds. Vol. 1, London, 1972? p. 150.

18

Bartered birthrite
Like the chaste membrane
Is 10 st for good
So we can never arrive
At the beginning
To couch in the blue light
Of the primaeval hive ... 3
However, in spite of the gradual assimilation of a new way of
life and thought, with innovations in dress and food; customs,
education and, maybe, language, it is still possible, by patient
study and research, to trace the different layers of cultural borrowings and additions, and to identify the strands of the various
civilizations that were merged or fused in the islands over the
centuries.
Prejudice, often the effect of inferiority complex, is another factor to consider in assessing the cultural identity of an island. I
can speak from personal knowledge only about the Maltese experience in this regard, but I am sure that other island communities
suffer from the same psychological weakness. Thanks mostly to
Prof. Aquilina's scientific analysis of the language over a period
of about forty years, the Arabic origin of the Maltese language has
now come to be generally accepted, but up to the last War one of
the arguments of the opponents of the Maltese language movement
was that to uphold such an origin was a retrograde step as 'Arabic
was the language of Islam, whereas an Italian origin, or even a
Sicilian one was preferable as it denoted a link with Rome, the
centre of the Catholic world. This ran very close to the argument
adduced in regard to race. In 1912 R.N.Bradely wrote: 'The Maltese
race question has in the past been discussed with more regard to
sentiment and popular pride than to exact truth. When one writer
who upheld a Hebrew origin of the Maltese was asked why he favoured this rather than an Arabic derivation, he replied that the
Hebrews were the people of Christ, whereas the IArabs were the
people of Mahomet •.. ; the tendency of the learned has been to
seek a proud origin for the Maltese in a Phoenician ancestry, and
3 L. PETERS, Satelites, London, 1967, p. 45. Quoted by ] ohn POVEY, Bal'"
te,red Birthrite: A Comment on the Attitudes to th.:J Past in West African
Poetry (in 'National Identity: Papers delivered at the Commonwealth
Literature Conference', University of Queensland, Brisbane, 9th-15th
August, 1968, edited· by X.L. Goodwin. London, 1970, p. 44).
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much research has proved of little value owing to the prevalence
of this fixed idea ... Unfortunately the idea is still too prevalent
that language is an indication of race ... '4 G. Wettinger refers to a
recent fallacy that some people fear that admi ssion of 'Arabic links
might endanger the social and political acceptance of Maltese
emigrants in countries like Australia. The same writer points out
that while the general Arabic origin of most Maltese medieval
place-names is commonly admitted, 'family pride still interferes
with the acceptance of a similar origin for most of Malta's medieval surnames'. 5
The linguistic heritage may indeed be a good pointer to the cultural forces at work in a particular place. In so far as Malta is
concerned, the language is an excellent example of synthesis resulting in a flexible speech-medium made up of a Semitic ('Arabic)
foundation and a Romance superstructure drawn mainly fromSicilian and Italian, to which numerous accretions from English are
now being continually added. 'There is no doubt', writes Prof.
Aquilina, 'that the Arabs 1aid the foundations of the language ...
the vocabulary had to be supplemented later from outside sources '" but the principal features of the Semitic group remained
intact ... When the Normans conquered the island, they found a
Semitic language which had already become an integral part of the
speech-habits of the people, and it seems that, in spite of the
common bond of Christianity, the Normans and the Maltese kept
linguistically apart. Then with the feudal system they introduced
gradually a number of their own native words into the language. In
this hi storically very interesting period began the large-scale admixture of Maltese, which ceased to be completely Arabic till it
gradually became a unique language mixed from Norman sources
and in time from the linguistic stocks of the foreign rulers that
followed the Normans'. 6

R.N. BRADLEY, Malta, and the Mediterranean Race. London, 1912, pp. 161163. For a scientific treatment of the subject Race and Language in
Malta see J. AQUILINA, Papers in Maltese Linguistics, Malta, 1961, pp.
166-188.
5 G. WETTINGER,
Arabo-Berber Influences in Malta: Onomastic Evidence
<l

(in 'Proceedings of the First Congress on Mediterranean Studies of AraboBerber Influence', Alger, 1973, p. 484).
6 J. AQUILIN A, op. cit., p. 58.
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A

COMMON ELEMENT

There is one common element affecting life on the islands of
the Mediterrane an during the 16th- 18th centuries that must have
been a constant source of contact and of a great traffic in giveand-take between the 'Arabic and European cultures. I refer to the
constant harassment of the Christian inhabitants and shipping by
the Barbary corsairs in most islands of the Mediterranean, and the
equally regular raids and incursions On North African coasts and
islands such as Djerba by the Christian fleets of Spain and Genoa,
by the galleys of the Knights of St. ] ohn operating from Malta or of
other Christian privateers bent on adventure and with an eye on
the booty resulting from the 'corso'. The concentration of large
numbers of Christian, or Muslim, slaves among peoples of a different faith was a unique occasion for a direct influence on island
folk-life, as I have tried to illustrate in respect of Malta at the
first Congress on Mediterranean Studies of 'Arabo-Berber Influence. 7 Ransomed or fugitive slaves were returning home all the
time, too. This worked in both directions, giving rise to the transfer of skills and te chni que s, assimil ation, transformation and modification of ideas, beliefs and customs that went to enrich tradition, adding a new dimension to the local culture.
'A related influence was that of renegades, whether these were
leaders of the Barbary corsairs such as the brothers Barbarossa,
the redoubtable Dragut and Vluj 'Ali, rank-and-file Christian slaves
who went over to Islam or people who, for example, left Corsica
not only for Genoa, Venice and Rome but also emigrated in large
numbers to 'Algiers. This phenomenon has been underlined by the
eminent historian F. Braude1, who stressed that 'on coming into
contact with Islamic countries, Christians were often seized with
the urge to turn Muslim ... From Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Calabria, Genoa, Venice, Spain, from every point of the Mediterranean
world, renegades converged on Islam. There was no comparable
flow in the other direction'. 8 Recent research in Malta has shown
7 J. CASSAR PULLICINO,
Some Considerations in determining the Semitic
Element ,in Maltese Folklore (in 'Proceedings of the First Congress on
Mediterranean Studies .•• , Alger, 1973, pp. 374-5).
8 F. BRAUDEL, op.cit., pp. 158-9: 'In about 1568, a Spanish report estimates there were 6,000 Corsican renegades out of a total renegade population of 10,000 in Algiers. The town was swarming with Corsican middlemen, effective agents for the ransoming of captives, according to Ge-
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that some Christian Maltese, unable to stand theirsufferings and
in order to ease their condition of life, in their years of captivity
did, in fact, abjure their faith and turned Moslem. 9 As for Turkish
slaves turned Christian, this was not uncommon either in Malta
during the 16th-18th centuries. Baptized slaves married Maltese
girls, raised families and became integrated into Maltese social
life. As many as 60 or 70 could turn Christian in one year from
among slaves belonging to the Order alone, while other slaves
belonging to private families are known to have been baptized in
the parish churches. lo The same thing was no doubt takingplace
among the slaves of P alermo and other important centres. The subject, however, has not been properly studied so far.
Emigration has been a formative influence in cultural action and
interaction 'bearing on some Mediterranean islands. Such flow to
the countries of North Africa in the 19th century provided opportunities for continued exposure of Maltese emigrants to the beliefs,
customs, food, dress and ways of life of the inhabitants there, and
'the frequent comings and goings of the Maltese in the 19th C. must
have facilitated the assimilation of at least some folklore material
from North Africa that still needs to be identified'. 11 In the 20th
cent~ry, thousands of emigrants from Malta, as well as from Sicily
and other islands of the middle sea, left their home s and added to
the number of ethnic groups existing in the U.S.A., Canada and
'Australia. Some of them now have had their roots in the land of
adoption for more than one generation. How far do they actually
integrate in a cultural sense with their new society? To what extent do they succeed in preserving some of their native cultural
values? The acculturation of island groups among foreign societies along the Mediterranean and beyond is a matter primarily for
the social anthropologist. Corsicans settled in Franc·e and Sicilnoese documents, but also unofficial agents of foreign powers'. See also
Vol. IT, 1973, pp. 799-800.
9 For the 17th Century see A. BONNICI, Vit~ Christiana nell'isola di Malta
verso la meta del seicento (in 'Maltese Folklore Review' No.4 (1973)
pp. 305-335).
llTChiesa della Madonna della Vittoria - Valletta - Liber Bap tlsm atu..m'
I - ab an no 1617 ad annum 1709; II - ab anno 1710 ad annum 1796 (Preserved at the National Library, Valletta). For information on slaves
baptized in the parish of Luqa see Dun Guzepp MICALLEF, Hal Luqa:
Niesha u Grajjietha. Malta, 1975, pp. 197-8.
11 J. CASSAR PULLICINO, op.cit. ,.p. 375.
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ians in America are two such examples. The Maltese minority in
Tunisia has been studied by C. Sammut (1972).12 In spite of their
Mediterrant;an background, and although the Maltese spoke a language the vocabulary of which was largely borrowed from Tunisian, and despite the acculturation of food, bodily hygiene, habitat,
superstition and folklore, they did not regard themselves as Arabs.
Their religious ideology prevented them from being arabicized,
because their everyday life was regulated by the parish priest.
After the establishment of the French Protectorate in 1881, many
Maltese became frenchified, while succeding generations were
'disarabicized' and when Tunisia became independent the majority
of them left and settled in Europe. As for the 20th C. emigrants to
America and Australia, it is known that some items of loc al food
(e.g. pastizzi, qassatat and timpana) figure on their menu on social occasions during Ethnic Weeks as a characteristic of Maltese
identity. In Australia some years ago a Maltese group staged the
Kuntradanza or national dance. More significant, perhaps, is the
fact that local folk-singers keep up the tradition also when they
emigrate; Indri Brincat, himself a well-known guitarrist, receives
regular orders to construct guitars from emigrants in Australi a, and
only last year Mikiel Abela, known as il-Bambinu, received a free
passage and maintenance to make a singing tour among the Maltese communities in Australia. Tape-recordings of Maltese folksongs relayed over the local radio system have for several ye ars
been exchanged between families and their relatives and friends
in Australia. These are just a few indicators, of which one might
find parallels in other Mediterranean islands. A comparative study
on these lines might well commend itself for inclusion in a programme of work sponsored by Unesco.
Aw ARE NE SS
The theme of cultural synthesis in the Medi terranean islands
raises also the question of identity and cultural feeling. One is
immediately reminded of the unevenness, in time and depth, of the
Arabic social and political impact on the Christian islands, and
vice-versa. In some of the smaller islands, with the swing of the
power pendulum to the opposite direction of this historic sea the
CUL TURAL

12c. SAMMUT, La minoriie maltaise de Tunisie: ethnie arabe ou europeenne? (in 'Proceedings of the First Congress on Medi terranean Studies
• ", Alger, 1973, pp. 424-438).
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formative contacts with Arab culture that started in the period of
Islamic expansion were interrupted, and not only were they not
resumed but they were so thoroughly obliterated by the superimposition of various layers of European elements that nowadays
hardly any outward trace has been left of the preceding 'Arab heritage. The identification of these 'Arabic or rather Semitic elements
is vitally important for a better appreciation of the resulting synthesis with the European culture/ s. My colleagues will pardon me
if, rather than indulge in generic statements, I am keeping the situation in Malta primarily in mind. If anything, this will enable us
to grasp the potential range of a programme of studies covering the
main aspects of cultural symbiosis that has occurred and is still
taking place in one of the centrally placed islands of the Mediterranean.
If one were to make a rapid assessment of the cultural climate
of Malta today, one would likely conclude that the island is thoroughly soaked in the European tradition, reinforced by a centuriesold attachment to the Christian faith and its outward manifestations that contribute to the colourful spectacle of recurring fe asts
and calendar festivals every year. Intellectual and educational
life is)mpregnated with European ideas, and so is it also in the
field of visual and dramatic art. Baroque and other European influences are imprinted on its churche s and public buildings, while
sporting life and activities are modelled closely on Western patterns, mostly Italian and British.
This is one aspect of the 'strangely mixed inheritance' resulting
from the historical vicissitudes that go back to the 9th century,
covering more than 200 years of Aghlabid domination followed by
268 years under the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem and more than
160 years of British rule. In an interesting study 'Cultural CrossCurrents in Maltese Idioms' P. Cachia offers some very cogent and
pertinent remarks: ' ... almost every manife station of Maltese cultural life other than the language places it clearly in the stream
of European, more specifically Italiad, civilization. This European
affiliation is not merely a veneer taken on by the educated classes; nor is it entirely the result of that penetration of the Near
East by the West which began in the 19th century and has coloured
the life of the 'Arabs themselves ... Significant also is the testimo'ny of Faris ash-Shidyaq who lived and worked in Malta from
1854 to 1848 and reported at length on the customs, the superstitions, the social demeanour, the mannerisms, even the conven-
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tional gestures, of the Maltese. Biased and inaccurate as his observations often were, it is clear that he was reacting to a way of
life that, on the whole, seemed foreign to him, and his final verdict on it was that 'the island of Malta pleases but few Europeans.
The reason is that they find nothing novel when they come to it,
nothing that cannot be found in their own country - for everything
in it is but the refuse of what they possess ... Of the 'Arabs it
would please no one. This is because the Maltese all hate the entire race of 'Arabs and Muslims. H3
While consciousness of the cultural ties with Europe, especially
with Italy and the United Kingdom, remains alive and strong, there
is now also a slowly growing awareness of the :Arab affinity, fostered in recent years by officially sponsored cultural activities
and exchanges, by vi'sits of dancing troupes from Libya and Tunisia, exchange of teachers, the introduction of Arabic teaching in
the schools and as a subject in public examinations, the setting
up of a Libyan Cultural Institute with membership open to the Maltese, and by closer cooperation in the field of economic and agricultural development.
EUROPEANIZATION PROCESS

The process of Europeanization in Malta has now been going on
for more than seven centuries; it began more than three centuries
before the coming of the Order of St. John in 1530. Muslim contacts very likely lasted just over 250 years, covering a period of
120 years of direct Arab rule (870-1090) followed by 134 years of
Muslim influence. By 1241 Abate Giliberto could still report that
the customs and constitutions of Malta and Gozo were different
from those of Sicily, and the Emperor, Frederic IT, was prepared to
accept this, as long as it did not affect his Curia financially.
Historians nowadays tend towards the view, strongly upheld and
advocated by A. Luttrell, that during the Arab period (870-1090)
'in all likelihood the native Christianity of the island was more or
less completely extinguished'. In 1090 Count Roger the Norman
reduced Malta temporarily to a distant tributary status. The Normans (Latins) were welcomed by a great multitude of 'Christian
captives' whom they actually transported back from Malta towards
their homes in the various kingdoms and 'there must have been
13 P. CACHIA,
Cultural Cross-Currents in Maite,se Idioms (in 'J ournal of
Maltese Studies' No. 2 (1964), pp. 226-7).
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fewer Christians in Malta after Roger's invasion than before it' .14
There is no evidence that any kind of colonisation was attempted.
'Norman domi.nation was indirect and discontinuous, but it must
have brought occasional Christians to Malta, and from 1168 at the
latest there was a Bishop of Malta who apparently held his office
in partibus while residing in Sicily' .15 There is no hint that Roger
found any indigenous Christians to welcome him in 1090. Burchard,
Bishop of Strassburg, who may have touched at Malta on his way
to Egypt in 1175, referred to Malta as a Saracenis inhabitctta, et
est sub dominio regis Siculi. Malta's integration into the Sicilian
realm probably started with Frederick's reorganisation of the kingdom after about 1220. In 1224 he expelled many Muslims from
Malta and colonized the islands from Italy, the population of Celano, in the Abruzzi, being sent to Malta in May of that year possibly to offset the diminution in the number of Muslims there.
'Some lost their lands and others perhaps even left the island, but
many must have changed their religion while continuing to speak
their Semitic language. These converts, together with the Latin
colonists from Sicily, Italy and elsewhere, obviously required religious instruction and organization. The enduring Christianization
of Malta and Gozo took place at this point ... >16 In 1282 Malta
followed Sicily in passing 'into a new Western Mediterranean
sphere of interest, that of the Confederation of the Aragonese
Crown, within which it remained until long after 1530' .17
We have already mentioned how Italian influence came to pervade practically the whole gamut of the cultural scene up to comparatively recent times. Side by side with this,. and to a certain
extent in thinly di sguised opposition to it, English culture was
seeping through, gathering momentum mostly since 1900. This is
how an English historian, B. Blouet, assessed this process of cultural infiltration and assimilation. 'There were, of course, the
usual problems associated with English aloofness and the ill manners of British forces stationed overseas but as time went by
these difficulties became less troublesome. The Maltese soon
A. LUTTRELL, Approaches to. Medieval Malta (in 'Medieval Malta: Studies
on Malta before the Knights', published by the British School at Rome,
1975, p. 30).
15 A. LUTTRELL, The Christi(Znization 0/ Malta (in 'Malta Year Book', 1976,
p.415).
16ibid., p. 415; also Approaches to Medieval Malta, p. 37.
J.7 A. LUTTRELL, Approaches tq Medieval Malta" p. 41.
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picked up the English language, by the end of the nineteenth century they held most of the jobs in the civil administration, a group
of influential Angle-Maltese families came into being and sections
of Maltese· society started to imitate certair; English habits. Sons
were sent to English public schools, one such institution was even
founded on the island, Maltese officers received training at British military establishments and, perhaps above all, in the growing town of Sliema and the adjoining suburbs, English and Maltese
families lived side by side. Imported parterns of life were imitated
by the local inhabitants, particularly in this century, and the ability to speak good English came to be regarded as increasingly important. Maltese living in the Sliema area, or ta' Tas-Sliema, as
they are termed, became recognized, by the remainder of the islanders, as being culturally distinct' .IS
AREA AND FIELDS OF STUDY

Unesco's inici ative in convening this meeting augurs well for
the continued sponsorship of any programme of ;tudies agreed at
the end of the present deliberations. In the wake of the socio-economic conditions that have justified international (EEC) Western
awareness of the problems and needs of the Mediterranean countries, the time appears to be ripe also for a berter understanding
between the peoples of the Mediterranean at the cultural level.
Unesco's role in bringing about a rapprochement between scholars
and others interested in such a reciprocal understanding from both
sides of the Mediterranean is indispensable for the success of an
integrated scheme of studies.
The problem would appear to lie in the selection of themes;
there may also be different opinions regarding the focus on particular areas made up of islands of the middle sea. The central
strip appears to be more self-contained and quite manageable in
its proportions: the sea between Tunisia and Sicily is both central to the area and represents the shortest distance between the
two continents of Africa and Europe with the islands fairly evenly
distributed, while its boundaries roughly correspond to those of the
geological 'bridge' stretching from North Africa to Sicily: to the
East a line drawn from Tripoli to Syracuse, to the West a line from
Bone to Trap ani. Over tqe centuries the islands in this sea-strip Djerba, Kerkenna, P antelleria, Lampedusa, Malta and Gozo, Sicily
ISB. BLOUET,

The Story of Malta. London, 1967, p.197.
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- have shared in the hi storical events e.nacted therein. 19 My own
partiality for this area, however,should not blind me to the clainis
of other island groups, and I am sure my colleagues will be suggesting other fruitful areas for attention, the Balearic islands, for
instance, and others.
Whichever area is decided upon, any intensive study proposed
will no doubt call for a multi-disciplinary approach. It should be
an occasion for the participation of North African scholars side by
side with European specialists, with the involvement of Universities on both sides of the Mediterranean as well as of individual
researchers in this cooperative venture. In respect of certain human activities, such as house-building, fishing, folk-music, weaving
and pottery, it may be useful if arrangements were to be made to
associate indigenous practitioners with the experts at special
meetings, with practical demonstrations and di scussions, convened
from time to time in selected islands.
Oral Tradition in the Mediterranean islands may be considered
as deserving priority before it dies out as it continues to disappear before the disintegrating forces of modem life, education,
economic development, mass tourism, etc. The field is a vast one,
ranging from children's rhymes, sometimes accompanying traditional games, riddles, proverbs,songs,folktales and legends.
After collection, the texts from the island groups have to be analysed and the component parts studied on a comparative basis
with similar material from the European and North 'African littoral
as well as from neighbouring islands to establish degrees of similarities, possible paths of entry, stage of assimilation, extent of
modification and changes in the social milieu to which they have
been subjected lD the course of oral transmission.
To illustrate the potential of a comparative study in this field I
may quote here an example drawn from Maltese folklore material.
Some Maltese songs, composed in the traditional form of the fourline (monostrophic) stanza, are philosophical in mood and content.
One of them, which is still often quoted to underline the vanity of
human wishes and the futility of 'high-vaulting ambition', runs as
follows:
Fejn hu zmienek, ja herb a!

Where is the time of your pride,
ye ruins!
Once surrounded with marigolds;

Kont imdawra bil-lellux;

19
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op. cit•• Vol. I, 1972, p. 116.
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fIitanek kollha waqghu,

All your walls now have crumbled down,
And snails surround you everywhere.

Gejt imdawra bil-bebbux.

Almost identical in wording and ideas are the following three
lines used in Libya, which were quoted to my friend Dr. V. Depasquale by Mr. M.A. Annemri, of the National Historical Library,
Tripoli, who visited Malta as member of a Cultural Delegation in
January, 1974:
Wen hu gminek, ja gebja?

Where is your beauty, 0 cistern?
Once surrounded with marigolds
Snails now surround you everywhere.

Kunti mdawra bil-lellux
Eljom imdawra bil-belbux!

The proverb-lore sti 11 current in Mediterranean islands also reflects the reactions of cultural action and interaction on the popular mind. When subjected to a comparative analysis, the collected
material should yield interesting results probably varying from one
island to another in the degree of Arab or European influences apparent in the contemporary form of the paremiological expression.
The difficulty of identifying the 'Arabic substratum in the substantial corpus of Maltese proverbs was fully realised by Prof. 'Aquilina in his monumental work Comparative Dictionary of Maltese
Proverbs (1972). In his communication 'Comparative Maltese and
Arabic Proverbs' (1967) he referred to his collection, which was
then already in the press, and wrote: 'Of the whole collection of
proverbs, comparatively very few are of Arabic origin, but the total
list of correspondences in all the work is fairly impressive. Some
of these proverbs are mixed in the sense that they may be 'Arabic
and European at the same time, sometimes literally and sometimes
approximately. Here arises the question as to the criteria that
must be adopted to establish which 'is the original version. Comparatively only a small number of Maltese proverbs correspond to
Arabic ones because since 1090, when the Normans conquered
Malta, the social context of our country moved in the direction of
Sicily ... '20 As a result, he explained, the social impact of the
longer post-Arabic period of European cultural influences from the
13th to the 20th century has been much more profound than that of
the Arab domination. And if this is true of proverbs, one can imlO

J. AQUILINA,

Maltese Linguistic Surveys. Malta, 1976, p. 142.
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agine to what an extent has the Arabic culture manifested in other
forms and expressions been submerged and thrown out of recognition by Romance substitutes or encrustations.
Although the practice of story telling in Maltese nowadays has
declined considerably, folk-stories offer a fertile field for comparativestudy with other material from the Mediterranean islands.
The close similarity with Sicilian and Italian parallels is unmistakeable and has been underlined and illustrated, at a scholarly
level, by the late A. Cremona. 21 Long and close sustained commercial relations with Sicily, intermittent additions of immigrant
groups from Italy and Sicily since the 13th century, the presence
of Sicilian maids in the service of some well-to-do families and,
in more recent times, rather prolonged sojourns of political exiles
during the ups and downs of the Risorgimento, intermarriages with
Sicilian and other foreign workers during the construction of the
breakwater at the Grand Harbour - all these may have been factors in the transmission or absorption of folktale types and motifs
from Sicily and Italy that give a European character to the contemporary narrative tradition in Malta. Yet there is still room for a
systematic comparative analysis of Maltese folktale versions to
identify their relationship with those of the Maghreb countries as
well. In this respect Dr. M. Galley has already established parallel or counterpart links between some Maltese stories, i.e. Dak li
jhobb 'I Ommu jew I s-Sansun Malti (The Hero who loves his Mother or the Maltese Samson) and the Algeri an tale 'Ali and his Mother (T. 590 and 300), Tifla teqred Gganta (A girl destroys a Giantess) with the Algerian MqideS and the Blind Ogress (T. 327 and
328), the story of Bidibekk with that of the North African hero
Mqides or Sater (or diminutive Switer), not to mention the humorous character Gahan as a local version of Guha, a Mediterranean
hero. 22
21 A. CREMONA, Le re lazioni etnografiche del/olklore narrativo e leggendario delle isole di Malta,. Estratto dalla rivista 'Maltese Folklore Review' Vol. 1, Nr.1-3 (1962-1966) 46p.
22M.GALLEY, Un conte maltais [T. 327-328] (in 'Litterature orale araboberbere', Bulletin n.8 (1977) pp. 161-173); Celui qui aimait sa mere ou le
Samson maltais (in G. CALAME-GRIAULE, Permanence et metamorphose du
conte populaire, PGF-Etudes, 1975, pp. 32-44); A Mediterranean Hero (in
'Journal of Maltese Studies', No.7 (1971). "For other comparisons see
G. MIFSUD-CHIRCOP, Type-Index 0/ the Maltese Folklore within the Mediterranean Tradition Area (Unpublished Thesis, 1978- Copy in the Library
of the Old University of Malta).
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Such relationships may also be traced in legends attached to the
building or origin of churches. One does not normally expect to
find such links where matters concerning Moslem or Christian
places of worship are concerned. Yet this is not impossible as the
following example will show. According to a Gozitan legend the
villagers of Nadur could not agree on a site for their church. 'An
old peasant, however, suggested that if they loaded an ass with
quarry stones they could erect their church at the place where the
beast first stopped. The others approved of this plan and the ass
was accordingly I aden at Xewki j a, a vi 11 age situated at some considerable distance, whence it went uphill towards N adur, not stOPping until it reached the highest spot of the ri sing ground. There
the villagers raised their present temple.
The basic motif behind this story finds a close echo in Corsican tradition. In the village church at Casamaccioli one can see
the wooden statue of the Virgin, called La Santa. richly dressed
and adorned with jewels. In 1933 Ch. de la Morandiere wrote as
follows:
'La statue a sa legende. En effet, elle etait primitivement dans
l' eglise du couvent de la Se lva dans le Filosorma au pied du T afonato, Cl peu de distance du sentier qui grimpe au col de Capronale, ou reposerent pendant pres de quatre siecles les reliques du
bienheureux Franr;ois dei Maleficiis de Florence. Ce couvent fut
pille comme tous les autres lors de la Revolution de 1789. Apres
le depart des religieux, les habitants du Filosorma et en particulier les Niolins qui y sejoument tres nombreux cherchaient Cl
s'emparer de ce qui pouvait se trouver dans le couvent et en particulier de la statue de la Vierge. On etait sur le point d' en venir
aux mains lorsque l'un d'eux, plus sage, conseilla de mettre la
statue sur une bete ne connaissant pas la route du Niolo. Tous
tomberent d'accord et l'on placa la Santa sur une mule qui se dirigea aussitot vers le Niolo. Lorsqu'elle parvint au pont de Murricciolo, au lieu de suivre la route principale qui conduit Cl Albertacce et Cl Calacuccia, la mule prit le raccourci de Casamaccioli
a la grande surprise de ceux qui l' accompagnaient. Puis, arrivee
la, elle resta immobile jusqu' a ce qu'on l'eut dechargee. Apres
quoi, elle disparut sans qu'on sut comment. La statue fut portee
dans la chapelle St. Antoine situee pres du cimitiere, mais le
lendemain matin On la retrouva au milieu du village. On la transporta de nouveau a St. Antoine. Dans la nuit, elle revint au milieu
du village et c'est alors qu'on decida de construire i' eglise a son
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emplacement actuel. '23
One could perhaps argue that such correspondences between
folk-beliefs in twO Mediterranean islands with a long tradition of
Christianity should cause no surprise, but there are also close
parallels from Morocco and Algeria. In Morocco, Westermarck recounts that 'on the top of a mountain south of Tangier is the qobba
ofSida Hbib. This saint, who is said to have been the barber of
the Prophet, came to Morocco riding on a mule. He told his servants that if he died while riding they should let the mule go as it
pleased and bury him where it stopped. It went to the top of the
said mountain, which in consequence became the saint's grave. '24
Among the fair-haired Shawi a hill-folk of Menoa, in Algeria, we
read that 'some centuries ago the people now inhabiting Menoa had
been driven from their former village higher up in the hills, and
were searching for a suitable site upon which to erect a new settlement. While undecided which site to choose they met, near the
confluence of the two streams, a holy man riding up from Djemara.
upon an ass, and they decided to seek his advice. Dismounting,
the stranger said: 'Follow my ass, and where she rolls there build
your village'. The ass roamed around the valley and, ascending
the rocky mound upon which the village now stands, she lay down
and rolled. 'Here build your village', said the saint, 'and call it
your Menoa (Saviour), for its situation will save you from attacks
to come'. Thus Menoa was founded and to this day, in token of
their gratitude to the holy man who chose for them so good a site,
the people of Menoa pay a nominal tribute of garden produce every
year to his descendants, who dwell in the plains near Berika to
the West'. 25
Stories such as these lead us to consider the possibility of
tracing, through survivals in contemporary folk-culture, vestiges
of a simultaneous dual cult, Christian and Islamic, among some
Mediterranean islands. Such fusion of cults might have been originated in part by those renegades we have been· speaking about,
who may have retained a sneaking attllchment to their old faith in
23Ch. de la MORANDIERE, Au coeur de la Corse: Le Niolo. Paris, 1933,
pp. 134-135. I am indebted to Dr. Georges Ravis-Giordani, of the University of Provence, for calling my attention to this Corsican legend.
24 E. WE'STERMARCK, Ritua! and Belief in Morocco, Vol. 1, London, 1926,

p.82.
25M.W.HILTON-SIMPSON,

Among th.e Hill-Folk of Algeria. London, 1921,

p.66.
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their heart of hearts. :At least one such 'sanctuary between twO
peoples' existing in Lampedusa has been competently studied by
Amilcare Fantoli, who traced the development of this dual cult of
the Virgin Mary/Maryam by both Christi8:.3 and Moslems in the
past. He quotes, inter alia, from a 1558 description by Giovanni
Lorenzo D':Anania who refers to Lampedusa 'where a lamp burns
continuously before the image of Our Lady, and, as many people
affirm, it has never run short of oil as the pilots calling there al~
ways replenish it, whether they are Christian or Mo·slem'. 26 Now
something similar is recorded in Maltese tradition. In the Mellieha
sanctuary there is a rural painting of Our Lady, attributed by tradition to St. Luke, which apparently also enjoyed the same respect
from members of the two faiths as that registered in Lampedusa.
In 1866 the local historian 'Achille Ferris wrote that 'this sacred
image was held in the greatest veneration not only by the Christians, but also by the Turks who sent her candles, oils and other
things from their countries. 'And it is noteworthy that when the
Turks during the siege of 1565 wrecked the statues of some saints
that adorned the cave, they did not dare to damage the sacred
painting'. 27
This is just a suggestion that I am throwing out in case some
colleagues consider it worth while to promote the search for evidence of such fusions of religious cults in the Mediterranean islands. The fact that the figure of Mary, as testified by some verses, enjoys an honourable place in the Koran, is significant and
need not be elaborated further.
SONG, DANCE AND SPECTACLE

There is a cleat need to study and compare the contemporary
native musical traditions in the Mediterranean islands. The traditional instruments in use, the materials employed, the method of
playing, the place of folk-music in the social scene, its role in
calendar customs, home and family life, the standing of the singer
in the community, his poise and/or movements while singing these and many other points could be noted and later compared,
together with the musical recordings, the metrical form and literary
content of the songs transcribed by speCialists in the field.
26 A. FANTOLI, Un'isola Ira due continenti ed un santuario Ira due popoli
(in 'L.ibia - rivista ttimestrale di studi libici', Anno Ill, n.4 (Ott.-Dic.
1955) p. 30).
27 A. FERRIS, Descrizione stoTica delle chiese di Malta. Malta, 1866,

p.523.
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In 1972 Charles Camilleri drew attention to The Growing Awareness by Mediterranean Countries of their Musical Homogeneity and
pointed out that the countries of Southern Europe found themselves
culturally midway between Northern Europe and North Africa. He
explained that 'each country which was influenced (such as Spain,
Sicily, Malta, Sardinia and others) had to find a happy fusion of
the two forces and at the same time staying faithful to their own
culture. The problem lay in the difficult task of amalgamating a
basically free melodic line (coming from the South) enclosed by a
harmonic structure (coming from the North) which did not alio w for
a free melodic line to express itself horizontally'. The effect of
this on Maltese folk-music (goana), for example, was that 'accompaniment (based on Triadic chords and ,Western) accompanies and
imposes itself upon a melody that is crying out to be free in its
pursuit. The result is of course that both the melody and the rhythm are restricted, for the complex rhythms and melodic lines of
freely (not based on harmony) conceived music can only be gOt
unharmonically'.28 The Maltese experience can find a place for
more elaborate treatment in any study programme that may be
agreed as a result of this meeting.
Closely related is the dancing tradition as manifested in various
islands. In particular, surviving dances with a historical connotation are bound to be a sure indication of the effects of cultural
cross-currents. Of great interest for our purpose, to mention one
example, is the so-called Moresca, or Moorish Dance, which has
been studied in its manifestations in the Italian peninsula. In essence, this sword-dance - wooden sticks or swords are used here
- re-enacts the long-drawn out conflict between Christians and
Saracens or Moors, from whom it takes its name. In a monograph
on the subject Bianca Maria Galanti (1942) pays particular attention to the Moresca, traces its origin in Italy to the 9th century
and documents its flourishing existence in Genoa, Venice, Naples,
Milan, Tuscany and Romagna between the 14th and the 17th centuries. She points out that the Moresca has survived longest and
most tenaciously in the islands: the spectacle was held in grand
style in Elba and Corsica up to the 19th century, and although the
dance as such has gone out of use in Sicily the tradition there has
assumed the form of a medieval mystery or drama known as the
The Growing Awareness by Mediterranean Countries 0/
.their Musical Homogeneity (in 'Proceedings of the First Congress on
Mediterranean Studies', Alger, 1973, pp. 59-60).

28Ch. CAMILLERI,
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Madonna delle Milizie performed at Scicli. It survives in the Adriatic islands of Curzola and Lagosta. 29 To these one may add that
Malta preserves the tradition to this day in the form of the Parata
dance which ushers in the Carnival celet):ations every year. In
Corsica the spectacle has recently been revived at the Theatre
Equestre de Foza. 30
The possibility of tracing other versions of this spectacle on
the islands near the North :African littoral and in the Balearic islands could lead to a fuller study of the manifestation in dance
form of the people's reaction on opposite sides of the Mediterranean to the same historical events in the drama staged between
Cross and Crescent. Its inclusion for study under Unesco sponsorship might throw significant light on the question of the path of
transmission of the dance, for it has been suggested that the
Moresca has been so called not only because Moors figure in the
performance, but also because they practised a typical form of the
dance which was then assimilated by the Aragonese Court in N apIes and thence diffused all over Italy. 31
Whilst on the subject of dances, one notices that to a certain
extent tourism may help the people of an island to re-discover their
cultural heritage. With sustained growth in tourism in the Mediterranean islands comes a demand by visitors for folk-music and
dance served with the food in hotels and restaurants o"n the EUropean (e.g. Italian) pattern. This often helps a local tradition to
survive; it may also induce organizers of 'folklore' groups to
create variations of traditional local dances. This certainly is
true of Malta where, as Boissevain has pointed out, tourism 'has
29 B.M. GALANTI, La danza della spade in [talia. Rome, 1942, pp.46, 8295.
30Gisele POLl, La 'Moresca' ressuscitee (in 'Kyrn - le magazine de la
Corse', Aout-Septembre, 1978, pp. 59-61). Inter alia, this writer says of
'La Moresca': '••• elle "raconte le choc de deux civilisations, avec une
elevation assez rare pour ces temps recules et meme pour aujourd'hui.
Point de haine, point d'acharnement borne a detruire l'autre, mais le sentiment de participer a un grand mouvement de l'histoire, d'intervenir directement pour le maintien de la pensee occidentale et chretienne.'"r owe
this information to Dr. "G. Ravis-Giordani, of the University of Provence,
who kindly supplied me with a copy of this article and of Abbe Gaudin's
detailed description of the 'Moresca' spectacle witnessed by him at U
Viscuvatu in 1785.
31 B.M. GALANTI, op. cif. '" p. 30.
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created a modest folk-music industry which provides after hours
work for a few authentic singers and guitarrists and numbers of
young dancers who perform 'traditional' folk':dances, most of which
are only a year or ,two old. The tourists' demand for folk music
has unquestionably helped to preserve the limited traditional instrumental and vocal music that existed. It has also helped to
make this music acceptable to some young educated Maltese who
might otherwise have copied the middle-class disdain with which
their parents looked down upon this 'peasant' music. Patriotism
doubtlessly has also played a role, for the music has provided an
authentic item of local culture to a newly independent country in
search of its identity after four centuries of heavy-handed foreign
rule'.32
One may add here that over the past few years local folk-dancing
groups (e.g. the Viva Malta group) have shown a remarkable readiness to assimilate and adapt movements and choreographic motifs
from performances by visiting Tunisian and Libyan dancers.
:As for other popular spectacles, the Carnival in Malta has been
evolving over the past four centuries or so on the pattern and under the inspiring influence of the European Carnival tradition,
notably of Italy. The same may be said of the festa, with its apparent religious motivation to honour the town or village patron
saint, which offers close parallels and many points of comparison
with the patronal feasts of Sicily studied by G. P itre and others. 33
Agricultural practice offers yet another opportunity for cooperative study. Different problems'inherent in the size of some islands,
fragmentation of land, farm tenancy agreements, land management,
soil conservation, horticulture, cash crops and animal husbandry
are some of the aspects that figure prominently in present-day
cultivation techniques and problems. European influences no
doubt exerted varying effects on most of the islands since the
19th century through colonization and related policies.
'Apart from these comparatively recent cultural injections, agriculture may provide examples of much older methods as well as of

J. BOISSEVAIN, Tourism and Development in Malta. Paper read at the
Seminar on Tourism and Development organised by the Extension Studies
Board of the University of Malta - March 21st-26th, 1977. :
33 G. PITRE, Spett(J.coli e teste popolari
siciliane (Biblioteca delle tradizioni popolari siciliane, Vol. XII), Palermo, 1881; see also J. BOISSEVAIN, Saints and Fireworks: Religion and Politics in Rural Malta. London, 1965; Hal Farrug: A Village in Malta, New York, 1969.
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rites that unconsciously link it up with a possible Arab context.
A case in point is the preservation up to our own times of the
Semitic (Arabic) terminology of practically all parts of the primitive plough (M. mobriet) still used in Maltese fields. Delving
deeper into local tradition, one finds that among the fertility rites
surviving in these islands is the practice of leaving a column of
manure - evidently a phallic symbol - standing in the fields until
it is carried away by the first rains. The popular name given to
this column is I-gharus, i.e. the Bridegroom of the field, which
immediately suggests the underlying idea of a symbolic marriage
with Mother Earth for the production of richer harvests. The Maltese custom may be related to the agricultural rite practised in
many parts of Morocco where 'it is the custom for the reapers to
leave a small patch of the field untouched, which is sometimes
called 'the bride of the field' - 1-' arusa de I-feddan .,. ,34
,We now turn our attention to 1- ghaguza, the oldest woman in the
village who, Maltese children were ied to believe, was thrown
down from the church steeple by the sexton or some friar at noon
on Thursday, in the middle of Lent. 35 The older 18th century version of this belief centred in the proverb I-ghaguza f'nofs ir-Randan tinqasam 'the old woman is broken in two in the middle of
Lent'. 'According to Agius de Soldanis grown-ups impressed children that the oldest woman in the village, or the oldest friar in the
following year, was thrown down from a high tower on that day.36
Comparative data tend to indicate that the Maltese belief forms
part of a widespread calendar rite or custom. ,At Fez, in Morocco,
the New Year's Day and the following day are together named
haguza, but elsewhere this name is given to the last day of the
old year or New Year's Eve. 'H aguza is represented as a female
spirit of an old and hideous appearance, and her name is now derived from the word' aguza which means an old woman'. 37 But perhaps the Malta survival is also related to the period from the 25th
February to the 4th March, (oldstyle),lasting for eight days and
seven nights, called tamgart (the old woman), by the AitWorain,
presumably because the winter is then coming to an end. 38
op.cit.,Vol.n, 1926, pp. 225-6.
DE SOLDANIS, Domma tal-Kliem KartaJinis m.<;'~"""""'i.z!
tal Maltin u Ghaucin ••.•. (National Library Ms 143A, f.
36VZO. BUSUTTlL, Holiday Customs in Malta, 6th ed~
37 E. WESTERMARCK, op. c.it., Vol. 2, 1926, p. 161,
38lbid. , p. 168.
34E. WESTERMARCK,

35 G.F.
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Catching fish as a food for man seems to have been carried on
from very early times. Fishing methods practised in the Mediterranean islands offer good grounds for inquiry. In so far as. I anguage is concerned, much useful work in this direction has already
been carried out through the Questionnaire of the At/ante Linguistico Mediterraneo organised by the 'Istituto per la Collaborazione
Culturale, Venezia-Roma'. The linguistic material ranges over a
wide field - the sea, geomotphology, meteorology, the stars, navigation and manouvres, embarcations (types, parts, construction
and maintenance, the rigging, the oar, masting and sails, cordage),
life on board, commerce, fishing (kind of fish,species, fishing
gear, nets), marine fauna and sea flora. The Ma.ltese p art of the
investigation was carried out in 1961-62 by Prof. 'Aquilina whose
monograph Maltese Names of Fishes, Molluscs and Crustaceans in
the Mediterranean (1969), together with the extensive coverage
given to local fishing methods in two official reports, one dated
1931 and entitled The Fishing Industry in Malta with suggestions
for its further development, by J ames Hornell, and a more recent
one by T. W. Burdon published in 1956, entitled A Report on the
Fishing Industry of Malta, provide basic material for further comparative study.
The whole field of fishing is extremely vast, and it would appear that Unesco could undertake to supplement the work of the
Atlante Linguistico Mediterraneo by sponsoring a programme of
meetings for the exchange of information and experience b-etween
specialists and fishermen from the Mediterranean islands, together
with a series of documentary films covering both fishing methods
(e.g. tunny fishing) and boat construction. Tunny fishing has been
suggested here because it is practised in many parts of the Mediterranean, and F. Braudel has warned that although historians have
thought of tunny fishing perhaps as a specific activity of Genoese
seamen, of the fishermen of Naples, Marseille or Cape Corse, 'in
fact it was already practised by the :Arabs who passed on the skill
in the 10th Century'. 39
The time seems to be opportune because the adoption of modern
fishing techniques is bound to affect older methods andseacraft
in some way or another. To quote the case of Malta: present projects envisage the introduction of trawling beyond and outside the
fishing grounds that have been used for centuries in or near the
39

F.

BRAUDEL,

op.dt. ,.Vol.II, p. 763.
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territorial waters of Malta. Fishermen will continue, however, for
many years to come to use inherited methods hallowed by time and
experience in areas reached by the traditional luzzu and kajjikk,
small fishing craft that have since the War completely abandoned
oar and sails as a means of propulsion in favour of fuel oil motors.
Here the suggested programme of studies would cover as many
islands as possible, register differences in methods, record the
ones that are nowadays peculiar to particular islands (e.g. kannizzati fishing in Malta) and, maybe, trace the origin and development of specific fishing techniques in the Mediterranean. In boat
construction, a close study of methods in use may either clinch
the result of linguistic research or alter somewhat such conclusions on the basis of similar techni ques currently used in a different cultural environment that may antedate the present-day terminology.
In the case of Malta, both lexically and historically there is a
heavy European influence, mainly Sicilian and Italian. In the 15th
century the island experienced a growth in population, and this
was reflected in the emigration of some skilled workers to Sicily.
Thus, in 1454 Angelu Debonu and Jorgius 'Alfelu de casali Bilcalcala,Aloysius Balza de casali Chalcutin and P almeri Precopu de
casali Surrici found skilled jobs as fishermen at P alermo on Gaspar de Sasso' s chabica or fishing-boat with a large net (M. xibka). 40
Historically, the introduction of tunny fishing can be traced back
to the year preceding the Great Siege, when Grand Master La Vallette on the 14th May, 1564 granted a monopoly for this activity in
Maltese coastal waters and in the bays of these islands to the
Genoese Noble 'Ambrogio Tiradano, citizen of Trapani, in Sicily.
Tunny fishing was re-introduced in Grand Master Pinto's time
(1141-73) and since then it has had a fitful existence with periods
of inactivity down to our times. Relations with Sicilians in the
same line of fishing remained close, right up to the present century when we read, for example, that one Patron Pepp, a Gozitan,
on more than one occasion led a party of Maltese fishermen to
visit the Sicilian tunny grounds, especially those at Capo P assero
and Marsameni, to gain further experience in tunny catching with
the tunnara. 41
The 'Secrezia' and th,e Royal Patrimony in Malta (in 'Medieval Malta: Studies on Malta before the Knights', 1975, p. 133, footnote).
41C.P.B. Kif dahlet (Malta t-Tunnara (in 'Lenen is-Sewwa' - 7.10.1950).
I am indebted to Dr. G. Wettinger for indication of services on tunny
fishing.
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On the other hand, Maltese tradition points to the possibility of
direct contact through fishing with the Kerkenna islands off the
Tunisian coast in the 19th century. Fr. E. Magri (Hrejjef Misserijietna, Part 1, M.Z No. 15 (190'3) p. 12) states that Maltese fishermen used to fish in the waters round Kerkenna (M. Qerqna) and
adds: 'There are people who still remember the last fishing craft
which brought the fish that was caught there'.
Another matter for specialists - architects, town plann~rs and
builders - is an investigation of the impact of cross-cultural elements in the architecture of Mediterranean islands. Here again it
is important to establish in the first instance which elements have
survived from Islamic culture as without them it is hardly possible to speak of synthesi s of the two cultures. In Malta the subject is only now beginning to attract attention. It has beensuggested that Maltese building techniques were influenced from Syria
and Anatoli a, and it has been equally argued that Maltese building
styles could have come from Tunisia or Sicily rather than the Levant, and in any case they were determined by the materials locally available. 42
A Symposium on the theme 'Images of Islam' took place at the
Uni versity of Malta on the 14th May, 1976 and J0 Tonna, Acting
Head of the Department of Architecture at the University, spoke
about Islamic Aspects of Maltese Built Form, trying to identify an
Arab contribution. One area which, he suggests, betrays a strong
affinity with the Arab world concerns flat usable roofs - such use
is no doubt facilitated by the climate - that are a common fe ature
of Maltese buildings. His general conclusion is that one can identify 'a base which was enriched, even transformed, by impulses
from other cultures, but never quite submerged ... There is indeed
a 'grammar' of building methods, house form and urban texture
underlying Maltese built form. It has strong affinities with the
Islamic habitat, many of them developed long after the period of
direct Arab rule'. 43
Adolfo Florense's two communications read at the XV Congress
of the History of 'Architecture held in Malta in 1967 on the theme
L'Architettura a Malta dalla Preistoria all'Ottocento also offer
A. LUTTRELL, Approaches to Medieval Malta, pp. 23, 55 n.290.
Islamic Aspects of Malte.se Built Form. Paper read before
'Images of Islam: Symposium on Islamic Culture' held at the University
of Malta in 1976.
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food for thought. In one of them, he concludes that one can speak
of a Maltese architecture sharing with that of Spain the oriental
influences and contacts with the islands of Sicily and Sardinia
that for centuries had been linked first with Aragon and later with
the great Spanish monarchy. In the other paper, he underlines the
similarities and differences, in the vernacular architecture, produced by climatic conditions, materials available and ecological
conditions that are still vi sible in the rural buildings of Iviza and
Malta, with similarities found in other 'small islands such as the
Lipari and Aegean islands. 44 Here lies a possible theme for a
widely-based programme of comparative study under the aegis of
Unesco in the islands of the Mediterranean, before the rural habitations are unfeelingly altered, modified or converted for touri st
purposes. The Italian casa rurale has been systematically covered
so far by 30 separate monographs in the series Ricerche sulle
dimore rurali in Italia (Olschki, Florence), of which three volumes
are devoted to Sardinia, Western Sicily and Eastern Sicily respective1y.45
The Maltese experience of mass tourism and architecture was
discussed and its effect assessed by a panel of Maltese and foreign experts at a Seminar organised by the Extension Studies
Board of the University of Malta between March 21-26, 1977. One
particular paper dealt with Tourism in Malta: Its 'Architecture and
Impact on the Landscape. The facts examined and the conclusions
drawn may be compared with those of other islands similarly affected by modern town-planning and tourist projects.
The suggested field of study could be extended also to socalled 'typical' food di shes, 'characteristic' dress and region al
costume and to the handicraft skills that abound among the artisan
classes everywhere throughout the Mediterranean and elsewhere.
We could go on enumerating possible topics and themes, for life is
much more complex than could be covered in the short time assigned in a session.
44 A. FLORENSE,
L' Architettu.ra di Spagna a Malta (in 'L' Architettura a
Malta dalla Preistoria all'Ottocento' - Atti del XV Congresso di Storia
dell'Architettura - Malta 11-16 Settembre, 1967, Roma, Centro di Studi
de llaStoria dell' Architettura, 1970, pp. 412-421) and L' Architettura popolare in Ibiza come contributo. alio studio dei rapporti di Malta con le
cultu.re archite.tto.niche medite.TTanee (ibid., pp. 423-433).
45 O. BALDACC1, La casa TUrale in Sardegna, 1952; G. VALUSS1, La casa
TUrale nelia Sicilia occzdentale, 1968; and M. T. ALLERUZZO Dl MAGGIO and
others, La casa TUrale nelZa Sicilia orientale, 1973.
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

0) To do justice to the subject, the investigation should not be
limited to an examination of the 'contemporary' island cultures but
needs to be sustained by a search covering oral traditions, archive material and other sources;
(ii) The proper identification of the constituent Arabic and European cultural elements in the heritage of the Mediterranean islands
is essential for a proper appreciation of the synthesis that has occurred over the centuries;
Ciii) 'Any programme of studies undertaken should be carried out
on a multi-disciplinary basis and preferably in association with
Universities, research institutions and individual researchers;
(iv) If a time limit of, say,six years is set for such studies, one
has to decide whether to Opt for the widest possible coverage of
islands throughout the Western and Central Mediterranean or to
concentrate, in greater depth, on a particular area in this sea. 'A
combination of both methods, depending on the nature of the sub:"
ject to be investigated, is another possibility;
Cv) Whatever final shape the Unesco project may take, a practical selective programme covering ,the following essential points
may be proposed for implementation out of a reasonable and realistic budget:
Ca) oral tradition in its various m anife stations;
Cb) detailed documentation of island fishing life and methods;
(c) meetings of specialists and practitioners in the field of boat
construction;
(d) publication of a series of comparative monographs on rural
habitations in the Mediterranean islands;
(e) publication of representative selections of folktales, songs,
and legends from the Mediterranean islands, and possibly, in the
long term, of a Type-Index of Mediterranean Folk-Tales.
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