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Semuanya ini kita sedari: tapi kita hanya manusia, 
Tak daya mengelak syurga yang membawa ke neraka. 

130 

Sinar mata kekasihku tidak seperti bintang timur; 
Delima merkah jauh lebih merah dari merah bibirnya; 
Rasa pipinya tidak sehalus pauh dilayang; 
Bentuk mukanya tidak seindah bujur sirih; 
Urai rambutnya tidak secantik ikal mayang; 
Harum minyak wangi jauh lebih mempersona 
Dari harum tubuh si adik yang kucinta. 
Suka kudengar suaranya, walaupun kutahu 
Bunyi buluh perindu jauh lebih merdu. 
Aku tak pernah melihat bidadari menari; 
Kaki kekasihku sentiasa bertapak di bumi. 
Walaupun begitu, demi Tuhan, kekasihku luar biasa; 
Tak kurang dari mereka yang dipalsui kata-kata. 

Source 
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Salleh, Ben Joned. Sajak Sajak Saleh: Poems Sacred and Profane. (Kuala Lumput: 
Teks Publishing, 1987), pp. 43-44. 

(Editors' note: The IISttal script ofMalqy is in LAtin characters nowadqys, thottgh the otthogra­
pry is not absolttte!J standardized. The old Malqy smpt, a V(lriant of Arabic smpt, is no longer 
in use.) 
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A Maltese Translation of Twelve Sonnets by William 
Shakespeare 
by Oliver Friggieri 

I.n the absence of a tradition of translations of Shakespeare's Sonnets into Maltese I 
myself embarked on the task and am here presenting a collection of twelve. I have 
translated them in 2008, following the invitation to participate in this commem­
orative project. It is therefore appropriate on my part to briefly describe the 
method and criteria characterizing such an exercise. 

A major consideration has been made as a starting point. Shakespeare's Sonnets have 
survived the test of time not only because they have great thematic and technical 
merits but also because they are essentially simple, clear and easily understandable 
by all. His genius lies mainly in his unique ability to express profound existential 
concepts in a language which, however distinct, is basically a sublime recon­
struction of popular discourse. In spite of historically belonging to the late six­
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, the sonnets are written in a sort of English 
which to date is equally ancient and fresh, as if produced only a few decades ago. 
The average reader may enjoy all the hundred and fifty-four sonnets with rarely 
having to delve into a dictionary to search for meaning and clarity. The literary 
character of the era is also a secure point of reference no translator can miss or 
somehow underestimate. 

These Maltese versions therefore seek to retain such simplicity in terms of both 
syntactic structure and essential phraseology. Words have been chosen not only to 
convey the right significance or shade of meaning, but also to retain the original 
stylistic context, namely a sort of atmosphere midway between transcendence and 
intimacy. Efforts have been made to reproduce in Maltese a sense of historical 
distance between Shakespeare's and modern English, so as to make the trans­
lations sound like an original work written in the language four centuries ago. The 
relationship between the metaphorical and the literal levels of diction is also fully 
respected, and so is punctuation. 

Maltese, an ancient language of Arabic origin and written in the Latin script, is 
quite rich in the field of elementary nouns, verbs and adjectives. It has been quite 
intriguing for me to exploit such resourcefulness without risking being obscure or 
even ambiguous. Maltese words of Semitic origin have been commonly preferred, 
and whenever necessary Romance words have perfectly fitted into the whole tex­
ture. I have also sought to remain faithful to the subtle sense of continuity unify­
ing all the sonnets into a sort of cycle or sequence. Such cohesion is both the-
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marie and stylistic, thus involving the choice of words as well as their grammatic~ 
integration. 

I 

' The Maltese versions are conveyed through the hendecasyllabic line, which is the 
Maltese equivalent of the English iambic pentameter. Whereas rhyme has been 
eliminated to be able to render as closely as possible the semantic nuances of the 
original text, great efforts have been made to guarantee that the original syn­
tactical progression is adhered to, including the relationship between the various 
parts, the quatrains and the couplet, of each sonnet. •' 

,, 
Maltese culture ill general, and Maltese literature in particular, can be best de~ 
scribed as eminently romantic, pertaining to the more intensely sentimental <:lh 
mension of Mediterraneity. This interpretation has somehow naturally proposed 
to me which twelve sonnets to choose for this exceptional celebration of the qua­
tercentenary of Shakespeare's Sonnets. 

" As a dramatist Shakespeare is already prominent in the field of translations intc;> 
Maltese. These are the plays published and the name of their translator: The Mer­
chant of Venice (1951) by Edgar Dominic Busuttil, Julius Caesar (1970) by Valentin 
V. Barbara, Hamlet (1971) by Joseph Bartolo, and Romeo and Juliet (1994), The M~r­
chant of Venice (1995), The Taming of the Shrew (1996), A Midsummer Night's Drean; 
(1996), King Lear (1996), Macbeth (1996), The Comecfy of Errors (1996), The Tempest 
(1996), As You Lzke It (1997), Hamlet (1997), Julius Caesar (1997), by Alfred Palma. 
Great attention has always been given exclusively to his plays, which are fr~­
quently staged and are set for detailed study at the higher secondary schools and 
the university. 

Anthology 

17 

Lil vrusi mill ghad jemmen ftl-gejjieni, 
Li kieku mlejthom bl-oghla merti tieghek? 
Ghalkemm, is-Sema jaf, qishom hiss qabar 
Li jostor hajtek, bla rna juri nofsok. 
Li kiek.'U 1-gmiel t'ghajnejk jien nista' llikteb, 
U b'ritmi friski nghodd il-grazzji tieghek, 
Zmien gdid ghad jgrud, dan il-poeta jigdeb, 
Xejriet bhal dawn tas-sema qatt rna messu 

. Ucuh il-bniedem. Hekk safran bi zmienu, 
Jitmaqdar kliemi, xili ta' lsien bla reqqa; 
U kulma illt jitqies genn ta' poeta, 
U metru mgebbed ta' xi ghanja antika: 
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'Mma jekk xi tifel tieghek jgrux fdil-habta, 
lnt ghandek tgrux darbtejn; - fill, u fi vrusi. 

27 
Ghajjien bix-xoghol, lejn soddti mmur bil-heffa, 
Is-serh ghaziZ ghal gisem mifni jterraq; 
Madanakollu mbaghad jibda vjagg frasi, 
Biex jahdem monru, Ia sar xoghol il-gisem: 
Ghax hsibijieti mbaghad (mill-boghod fejn nghammar) 
Pellegrillagg imheggeg lejk jixxennqu, 
U jzommu miftuilln tebqiet ghajnejja, 
Imheddla, jilmhu d-dlam li jaraw 1-ghomja: 
Id-dehra li tisthajjel ir-ruh tiegru 
'L ghajnejja millghajr dawl troddilhom dellek, 
Li, qisu gawhra mdendla flej1 iwahhax, 
Isebbah lej1 sewdien, wicc xili igedded. 
u hekk, gismi bill-nhar, u bil-1ej1 monru, 
Ghalik, ghalija wkoll, xejn serh rna jsibu. 

28 
Kif nista' nerga' lura 1ejn il-hena, 
La jien mill-fejda tal-mistrieh imeahhad? 
Jekk swat il-jum bil-lejl m'huwiex imtaffi, 
U n-nhar mil-1ej1 u l-1ej1 mill-nhar imsawwat? 
U t-tnejn, ghalkemm huma saltlliet ghedewwa, 
Miftiehma, jiehdu b'id xulxin, biex lili 
Jahqrulli, mill bix-xoghol, mill billi ngerger 
Kemm jien imbieghed nahdem, boghod wisq minnek. 
Jien ngrud lill-jum, biex noghgbu, inti dawli, 
U rroddlu 1-hajr jekk shah itabba' s-sema: 
Hekk jien lil-lejl ta' lewn samralli nfahhar; 
Jekk swiedu 1-kwiekeb, illt 1-ghaxija ddehebha. 
'Mma 1-jum kuljum lid-dwejjaq itawwalli, 
U 1-lejl bil-lejl sahhet id-diqa jsahhah. 

29 
Meta fl-ghajb t'ghajn ill-nies u ta' xortija, 
Wahdien, imkecci, nibki 1-qaghda tiegru, 
U 's-Sema trux illdejjaq b'biki fieragh, 
U nhares 1ejja, u nishet lil xortija, 
Xewqan li kont xi hadd oghna fit-tama, 
lmlibbes bhalu, bhalu bil-hbieb miegru, 
Nixxennaq senghet dak, u 1-ghan ta' l-ienor, 
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B'dak kollu li nhobb 1-aktar kuntent 1-inqas; 
F'dal-hsibijiet sa nkasbar lili nnifsi, 
Jiftilli nahseb fik - u mbaghad din ruhi 
(bhalma 1-alwetta meta jzernaq tida' 
mill-art imnikkta) tghanni fbieb il-genna; 
ghax gid bhal dan iggibli mhabbtek helwa, 
tant li nistmerr li nasal nghix bhas-s1aten. 

57 
Bhala 1sir tieghek, dmiri xiex hlief nghasses 
Fuq is-sighat u z-zminijiet ta' xewqtek? 
Xejn m'ghandi hin prezzjuz li nista' nonfoq, 
U 1anqas hidmiet ohra, hliefhtigietek. 
Is-siegha minghajr tmiem 1anqas se ncanfar, 
Waqt li ghalik nghasses 1-ar1ogg, ja sidti, 
U 1e nqis morra 1-qrusa ta' nuqqasek, 
Met'inti '1-qaddej tieghek tajt 1-addijo; 
Lanqas bi hsieb ghajjur nissogra nsaqsi 
Fejn tista' tkun, jew nobsor x'inti taghmel, 
'Mma, 1sir imnikket, nibqa' w fxejn rna nahseb, 
Mlief, fejn tinsab, kemm tferrah lil madwarek: 
L-imhabba tassew belha, biex fi hsiebek 
(Minkejja x'taghmel int) xejn ghelt rna tara. 

71 
La mmut 1a titnikkitx aktar ghalija 
Meta se tisma' ddoqq qanpiena mqita 
Li thabbar li jien hrabt mid-dinja vili, 
Biex rna' dud vili jiena nibqa' nghammar: 
Jekk taqra dan il-vers, xejn 1a tiftakar 
Fl-id li kitbitu; ghax jien tant inhobbok, 
Li fil-hsieb tieghek helu rrid nintesa, 
Jekk int titnikket meta tahseb fija. 
Oh, jiena nghid, jekk tara dawn il-versi, 
Kif jien aktarx inkun maghqud mat-tafal, 
La dissen 1anqas biss lil ismi msejken; 
U halli mhabbtek tnin ukoll rna' hajti: 
Inkella d-dinja taghraf il-krib tieghek, 
U 1a n1."Un daqt tiddiehak bik ghalija. 

72 

Oh, li rna jkunx li d-dinja tqabbdek tfakkar 
Liem' mertu ghammar fija, biex int thobbni 
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Sa wara 1-mewt- hanina, mel'insieni, 
Ghaliex xejn siewi m'int se ssib go fija; 
Jekk rna tasalx biex tfassal gidba twajba, 
Li ttini aktar milli qatt jisthoqqli, 
U tixhet tif:hir izjed fuqi mejjet 
Minn kemm il-verita' xhiha trid troddli: 
Oh, biex imhabbtek fdan rna tkunx qarrieqa, 
Li int tfahharni b1a rna tghid is-sewwa, 
Jindifen 1-isem tieghi fejn hemm gismi, 
Biex aktar rna jkunx t'ghajb ghalik w ghalija. 
Ghaliex misthija nhoss b'kulma jien jiena, 
U hekk inti wkoll, biex thobb fejn m'hemm xejn siewi. 

76 
Ghaliex hawlin minn kull kburija vrusi? 
Imbieghda mit-tiZwiq u bdil harkieni? 
Ghaliex, maz-zmien, jien rna ngharrixx kull naha 
Ma nsib modi ohrajn u forom godda? 
Ghax nikteb haga biss u dejjem wanda, 
U nzomm 1-ghajxien f zerriegha l'hi maghrufa, 
Tant li kull kelma kwazi ssemmi ismi, 
Turi t-twelid taghha, u minn fejn gejja? 
Kun af, haninti, nikteb dejjem fuqek, 
U inti u 1-imhabba bqajtu hsiebi; 
Lill-kliem qadim inlibbes libsa gdida, 
Nonfoq mill-gdid dak kollu li ga' ntefaq; 
Ghax bhalma x-xemx kuljum gdida w qadima, 
Hekk ghadha mhabbti tghid kulma ga' ntqal. 

79 
Kif wahdi jiena dabt 1-ghajnuna tieghek, 
Mlewwitek kollha 1-versi tieghi kellhom; 
Izd'issa r-ritmi sbieh li kelli thassru, 
U 1-muza tieghi mardet, trodd hag'ohra. 
Nistqarr, hanina, il-hlewwa tal-h sieb tiegh ek 
Tisthoqq li ssib il-hidma ta' pinna aqwa; 
Biss kulma johloq bik poeta tiegh ek, 
Hu jkun seraqlek, u jkun hallsek lura. 
Virtu' jisilfek, dik il-kelma seraq 
Minn hajtek stess; sbuhija qiegh ed jaghti, 
U sabha fuq haddejk; rna jista' jh allsek 
B'ebda tif:hir hlief kulma fik qed jghammar. 
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Troddlux il-hajr ghal kulma qieghed jghidlek, 
Ghax inti nnifsek thallas dejnu mieghek. 

81 
Jew jien se nghix, niktiblek 1-epitaffju, 
Jew inti tibqa' kif jien fl-art nitmermer; 
Minn hemm il-mewt tifkirtek le rna tiehu, 
Ghalkemm kull parti fija tkun minsija. 
Minn dak in-nhar ismek se jghix ghal dejjem, 
Ghalkemm, la mort, ikolli mmut ghad-dinja; 
L-art tista' troddli hiss qabar komuni, 
Met'int, midfuna, fhars in-nies se toqghod. 
Ikun il-mafkar tieghek vrusi helwa, 
Li ghad jaqraw ghajnejn li mhux mitwielda; 
Se jghixu hajtek ilsna li ghad jigu, 
Meta 1-mahluqa ta' din 1-art imutu; 
lot xorta tghix (fsahhitha !-pinna tieghi) 
Fejn nifs iniffes, - anki fhalq in-nies. 

93 
Hekk se nghix jien, nisthajjelli int vera, 
Bhal rage! ittradut; hekk wicc 1-imhabba 
Jista' jidhirli mhabba, ghad li mbiddel; 
Marsietek mieghi, qalbek xi mkien iehor: 
Ghaliex fghajnejk rna tghix ebda mibeghda, 
Ghalhekk fdil-haga rna narakx mibdula. 1 

Grajjet il-qalb qarrieqa fkemm -il harsa 
Tinkiteb, ftikmixiet ta' wicc imqarras, 
F'burdati; iida s-sema ried x'hin halqek 
Li mhabba helwa tghammar fwiccek dejjem; 
Ikun xi jkun il-hsieb jew hidmet qalbek, 
Xejn harstek qatt rna kellha tghid hliefhlewwa. 
Kifbhal tuffieha t'Eva jikber gmielek, 
Jekk din hlewwitek rna twegibx W surtek? 

97 
Kemm kont bhalkieku qieghed nghix xi xitwa 
Imbieghed minnek,.gost tas-sena mghaggla! 
X'rezha hassejt, kemm rajt granet mudlama! 
Kull naha 1-ghera ta' Dicembru xwejjah! 
u zmien is-sajf did-darba kien imbieghed, 
Marifa ghammiela, kbira b'zieda ghanja, 
Iggorr toqla kotrana taz-zmien bikri, 
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Bhal guf ir-romol wara 1-mewt ta' zwieghom; 
Madanakollu dal-hsad mimli deherli 
Tama ta' ltiema, frott minghajr missieru; 
Ghax jistennewk is-sajf u 1-gosti tieghu, 
U, ghad li '1 boghod, anki 1-ghasafar siktu; 
Jew, meta jghannu, tant ikollhom dwejjaq, 
Jisfar il-weraq ghax ix-xitwa riesqa. 

· Source 

The twelve sonnets are published here for the first time. 
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