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The group of It-Tafal ta’ Bingemma consists of three such devices. One
was carved on a huge detached boulder which seems to have rolled over
on its side since then because the horizontal floor of the larger basin is
now tilted on a steep angle.'” The other two were cut out on the edge of the
terraced rock contour at a slightly higher altitude. While one was carved on
the upper surface of a projecting ledge and overlooks the fields below, the
other was cut almost at the foot of a terrace so that part of it is now covered
by the soil of the field below. Both systems have a feature that seems to
be absent from the other Maltese specimens I have come across so far, but
which occurs on many abroad, namely, a large, somewhat deep hole on the
vertical rock wall behind the upper basin."

A single set of rock-cut basins near the La Ferla Cross was brought to
my attention by Professor Joe Falzon (Fig. 2)."*

Distribution abroad
The first time I have seen a similar feature documented for a country outside
Malta was during a lecture on Corsican prehistoric archaeology given in 2001
at the National Museum of Archaeology in Valletta by Dr Joseph Cesari,
head of the Antiquities Service of Corsica. At one stage, he showed a slide
illustrating a similar combination of rectangular and circular basins.
personally saw and photographed two similar features carved on rocky
outcrops in the woods on either side of Perperikon during an archaeological
study tour of Bulgaria in April 2007. One was situated at the beginning,
the other at the end of the last climb on this ancient, partly rock-cut, partly
constructed sanctuary, 15 km northeast of the present-day town of Kardzhali
in the Eastern Rhodopes, which goes back in time to prehistoric Thracian
origins but remaining in use in historical times, when a Byzantine church
was built on the upper terrace. In the tourist literature, the two rock-cut
features are described as wine presses, connected with the cult of Dionysus,
the Greek god of wine who originated in Thrace (Fig. 3)."

12 Unless, that is, it was originally the edge of a natural, projecting rock terrace which has broken
loose of the parent bedrock at some time after the creation of the man-made feature. The whole
area is indeed characterised by the presence of such rock boulders all along the different contours
of the side of the hill below the Victoria Lines at Dwejra. This phenomenon may provide some
indication of the antiquity of these rock-cut features. Another indicator of their age is the high
degree of erosion of the surface of these features, reducing considerably the depth of the basins.

13 For the purpose of these holes refer to the Appendices infra.

14 Prof. Falzon also kindly provided this photo of the feature on 5 February 2008.

15 Illustrated in images nos 015, 016 and 019 on www.imagesfrombulgaria.com, accessed on
27 .vii.2008.
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(Fig. 4). Alternatively, the olive mash was pressed, always in a wicker
container, on a free-standing press supported by a system of vertical and
horizontal wooden beams fixed onto a large and heavy rectangular block of
stone. In view of the above, olive pressing did not seem plausible on these
modestly sized rock-cut devices.

So far as the ancient past is concerned, although olive oil production is
well documented in the Roman period (albeit only in terms of archaeological
remains) by the surviving stone components of the apparatus mentioned
above among the remains of Roman villas, wine production in the Maltese
islands was never in the news. Again, although the same pressing apparatus
found in the Roman villas could possibly be utilised also for wine pressing,
the conspicuous presence of foreign wine amphorae in ancient archaeological
levels suggests that in Punic, Roman and Byzantine times, wine production
did not have much economic relevance for Malta, and most of the wine was
imported.?! This is the reason why wine pressing appeared at that time, prima
facie, to be the less probable function of these basins, provided that their
age went back that far.

In Malta, it is only in the beginning of the 20™ century that wine
started to be produced on industrial levels on the initiative of a handful of
entrepreneurs. But one should not ignore the written evidence compiled
by Godfrey Wettinger for a reasonably widely diffused viticulture in Late
Medieval Malta.”> At one stage, precisely in 1434, we find that ‘the town
authorities of Malta complained that the importation of foreign wine was
harming Maltese viticulture which provided a livelihood for a thousand
inhabitants, a figure acceptable only if it included the labourers together
with their dependents’.?* A Medieval use for these rock-cut devices for wine
production, therefore, remained a possible interpretation.

On the other hand, a close inspection of the immediate environment and
the minor elements surrounding the basins suggested that the most plausible
interpretation was that of the processing (retting and/or dyeing) of linen.

20 The olive mash was produced separately by the olive pipper (trapetum) or olive crusher (mola
oleatoria). For a vivid and comprehensive reconstruction, see A. Bonanno, Malta, Phoenician,
Punic and Roman, Malta 2005, 180.

21 B.Bruno, L’Arcipelago Maltese in Eta Romana e Bizantina: attivita economiche e scambi al centro
del Mediterraneo, Bari 2004, 139-157.

22 G. Wettinger, ‘Agriculture in Malta in the Late Middle Ages’, in Proceedings of History Week
1981, ed. M. Buhagiar, Malta 1982, 23-27.

23 Ibid., 23.
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examples were very similar to the Ferruzzano ones, their interpretation as
wine-presses suddenly appeared the most probable one.

In Easter 2007, this was followed by an archaeological tour of Bulgaria
where two rock-cut features like the Ferruzzano ones were encountered and
photographed on either side of Perperikon, an impressive sanctuary, partly
rock-carved and partly built on the sides and top of a steep rocky hill in the
Rhodope mountains (Fig. 3). According to the local tradition, the sanctuary
had its origins in Thracian prehistory and the two features were none other
than wine-presses connected with the Greek god of wine drinking and
revelling, Dionysus, who was supposed to have hailed from Thrace. The
type of rock in which the presses were carved was a very friable sandstone,
similar to the Ferruzzano one, and the features manifested an advanced
state of erosion. The idea of wine pressing, therefore, was affirming itself
on firmer ground.

So far, however, [ had no interest in, or intention of involving myself
directly in the discussion around these features until, that is, I received an
invitation from the same Dott. Pascuzzi to give a paper on the Maltese ‘pans’
in a convegno due to be held at Ferruzzano in August 2007. The first of a
three days’ stay in Brancaleone, after an early-morning flight to Reggio,
was spent in the company of Santino Pascuzzi, Nathaniel Cutajar and the
author Orlando Sculli on an intensive survey of some of the palmenti around
Ferruzzano. Many of them were difficult to reach and involved climbing high
walls and jumping back from same. One example was completely invisible,
surrounded by thick undergrowth, and it was only the expert topographical
knowledge of our guide that made access to it possible.

The close similarity to the Maltese basins was confirmed; if anything,
the Calabrian ones were consistently deeper. The climax for me was when
we were shown a particular palmento, still covered by a constructed rural
room, which, although clearly abandoned for decades, preserved all the
stone and wooden apparatus used for wine-pressing until the 1950s. This
direct experience convinced me even further that the likeliest purpose for
the Maltese pans was the same as that of the Ferruzzano palmenti, that is,
wine pressing. But there were still nagging dissimilarities in the Maltese,
mainly Gozitan, examples that required explanation, such as the presence
of additional secondary holes and cup-like depressions around the basins.

The final and definitive confirmation came while I was word-processing
this article, that is, in August 2008, when Mr Charles Spiteri and Mr Vincent
Vella of Mgarr showed me a group of three such pan systems in a field
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cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower
in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine press in it’.*' This vignette is echoed
in the gospel of Matthew (21, 33): ‘Hear another parable. There was another
householder who planted a vineyard, and set a hedge around it and dug a
wine press in it, and built a tower, and let it out to tenants, and went into
another country’. Given the nature of a wine press of this type, requiring a
hard, solid matrix, there is no sense in digging it in loose soil. It had to be
hewn in solid rock, like the ones in question. Examples of such wine presses,
I am told, are quite common in the rural landscape of Palestine (Fig. 6)**

For the full extent of their existence, however, the most helpful indications
come from their Calabrian counterparts, some of which go back to Roman,
possibly even Greek, times. Orlando Sculli has compiled a whole body of
archival evidence for viticulture in the area during the Byzantine period when
some palmenti seem to have been adorned with incised or relief crosses.
A substantial number of them, then, are known to have been still in use till
the mid-20th century.

The Maltese ones seem to have gone out of use much earlier, but it is not
possible to say when. The problem is that no verbal tradition has survived
regarding them, neither written, nor oral. As we have seen, there were stages
in the Late Middle Ages when wine did seem to play an important economic
role, and some of these wine-presses could belong to those times. It is likely
that, at least, some of them go back to the Roman period, but we await the
official publication of the results of the research project at Mgarr ix-Xini to
confirm such a dating.

Appendix 1
The wine presses at It-Tafal ta’ Bingemma
Three rock-cut wine presses were examined in this area to the south of Mgarr.
All three of them are scooped out of the horizontal surface on the edges of
the natural rock terraces that characterize this steep hillside of Bingemma,
on the contour falling roughly between 10 and 20 metres below the Victoria
Lines of Dwejra (that is,c. 170m. a.s.l.) (Grid Ref.: 439 740). As the place-
name implies, the soil in this area is very clayey and the hillside has been

31. Ithank Prof. Anthony Frendo for confirming that the word for the dug feature in the original Biblical
text could mean also ‘wine press’ and not just ‘wine vat’ as reproduced in the Revised Standard
Version. The Maltese version gives it as ‘maghsar’.

32. Anthony Frendo, personal communication. I also thank him for the web source of this
illustration.
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b) About 100 metres further east is another set on a spot which overlooks
the main road to Ghajn Tuffieha. This time, only the lower basin is visible
(Fig. 17). It is oval in shape and was formerly connected by a hole to the
upper basin that has been concealed by a heap of stone chippings; only its
edge just beyond the connecting hole is visible. It seems that, at some stage,
another basin with a similar oval shape was carved in the opposite direction
giving the whole the shape of a pince-nez. The floor of this second basin
too is on a higher level. The floor of the lower basin ranges from 27 to 37
cm in depth. This time one small hollow is visible, at the corner where the
lower basin met the covered upper basin. What is striking in the case of
these two wine presses is the absence of cultivated fields within a radius
of 200 metres. The area is in fact predominantly garigue and starts to turn
into proper cultivated fields beyond the lip of the plateau, where the terrain
descends into the valley of Ghajn Tuffieha. Consequently, vines could have
been grown only in small pockets of soil amid the rocky terrain, or else some
distance away. '
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