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Introduction
Malta, a picturesque archipelago cradled in the heart of the Mediterranean, is
renowned for much more than its sun-drenched shores and azure seas. Beneath these
scenic landscapes lies a culture that is deep, layered, and profoundly unique. "The
Culture of Malta: An Introduction for Beginners" has been crafted as a comprehensive
gateway for those who are curious about the island’s living traditions and the forces
that have shaped Maltese society over countless centuries.

Traversing through the epochs, Malta’s strategic location attracted a colorful array of
conquerors, traders, and settlers, each imprinting their customs, beliefs, and artistry
onto the local tapestry. The result is a vibrant mosaic where ancient practices blend
seamlessly with contemporary innovation. From the awe-inspiring megalithic temples
sprinkled across the countryside to the baroque grandeur of Valletta and the humble
fishing villages along the coast, every facet of Maltese life tells a story of resilience,
adaptation, and cultural fusion.

At the heart of the Maltese identity lies its distinctive language—a living reminder of
the island's Semitic roots, yet equally colored by Romance tongues and the legacy of
British rule. Maltese food, too, serves as an edible chronicle of the island’s shifting
allegiances, offering flavors that are at once Mediterranean and uniquely local, from
rustic rabbit stews to pastries sold on bustling street corners. Customs of hospitality,
celebration, and faith form the daily rhythms of life; villagers gather for spirited festas
and holy days, and the sense of community is palpable in every town square and
market.

Yet, Maltese culture is far from static. While the people cherish ancestral crafts and
age-old rituals, they also embrace new influences and adapt gracefully to the ever-
changing tides of globalization. The Maltese see themselves both as custodians of
their heritage and as citizens of a wider European and global community. Art, music,
and literature continue to evolve, reflecting both a deep reverence for tradition and an
openness to contemporary perspectives.

For newcomers, the culture of Malta may initially appear enigmatic—a filigree of
influences, practices, and paradoxes. However, it is precisely this complexity that
enriches every facet of the Maltese experience. Whether you are preparing for your
first visit or seeking to understand the Maltese way of life on a deeper level, this book
aims to provide an accessible, engaging, and illuminating introduction.

Through twenty-five chapters, we invite you to explore the culture of Malta in all its
vibrancy and depth. You will discover the myriad ways in which history, language,
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faith, and artistry intersect in everyday Maltese life. Most importantly, you will come to
appreciate how the Maltese, in their warmth and resilience, continue to reinvent and
reaffirm their unique identity at the crossroads of the Mediterranean world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Maltese Archipelago: Geography
and Setting
Nestled in the shimmering expanse of the central Mediterranean Sea, the Maltese
archipelago presents itself as a cluster of sun-baked limestone, a series of stepping
stones between the continents of Europe and Africa. This strategic placement has, for
millennia, shaped not only its geological contours but also the very essence of its
culture. The islands lie approximately 93 kilometers (58 miles) south of Sicily, Italy,
and roughly 300 kilometers (190 miles) north of Libya and northeast of Tunisia. This
seemingly modest geographical footprint, encompassing a total area of about 316
square kilometers (122 square miles), belies a rich tapestry of history and natural
beauty.

The archipelago itself is composed of eleven islands, though only the three largest are
inhabited: Malta, Gozo, and Comino. The main island, Malta, is the largest and most
populous, stretching approximately 27 kilometers (17 miles) in length and 14.5
kilometers (9 miles) in width. Gozo, the second largest, is situated about 7 kilometers
(4.3 miles) to the northwest of Malta and spans roughly 67 square kilometers (26
square miles). Comino, the smallest of the inhabited islands, measures a mere 3.5
square kilometers (1.4 square miles) and lies between its two larger siblings. The
remaining islands, such as Cominotto, Filfla, and St. Paul’s Islands, are uninhabited
rocky outcrops, each with its own ecological or historical significance.

The geological story of Malta is etched into its very foundations. The islands are
primarily composed of coralline limestone, a sedimentary rock laid down on the
seabed of the Pelagian Spur millions of years ago, during the Oligocene and Miocene
epochs. This limestone, particularly the Globigerina Limestone, is not only the
dominant outcrop across the archipelago but also the traditional building material,
giving Maltese architecture its distinctive honeyed hue. The terrain is generally low,
characterized by hills and terraced fields, with no permanent rivers or lakes to speak
of. The highest point on the main island of Malta is Ta' Dmejrek, located on the Dingli
Cliffs, which reaches an elevation of 253 meters (830 feet) above sea level. Gozo's
highest point is Ta' Dbiegi Hill, at 194 meters (636 feet).

Malta enjoys a Mediterranean climate, a significant draw for visitors seeking sunshine.
Summers are typically hot and dry, with temperatures often reaching 32°C (90°F) in
July and August, while winters are mild and wet, with temperatures rarely dropping
below 15°C (59°F) between December and February. Rainfall primarily occurs between
October and March, with June, July, and August generally remaining quite dry. The
island benefits from a generous amount of sunshine, averaging around 3,000 hours
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annually, making it one of Europe's sunniest spots. The surrounding sea also boasts
some of the warmest temperatures in Europe, making it ideal for swimming from July
to October.

Despite its inviting climate and stunning coastline, Malta is not rich in natural
resources. Limestone, used extensively in construction, and salt are the only
significant exploited minerals. Agriculture is limited by shallow soils and a scarcity of
fresh water, which largely depends on rainwater collected in aquifers or from
desalination plants. Nevertheless, the fertile terraced fields yield crops such as
potatoes, tomatoes, and grapes. The surrounding Mediterranean Sea, however, is a
valuable resource, supporting fishing and a growing aquaculture industry, with species
like common dolphinfish (lampuki) and bluefin tuna being caught for export.

The coastline of the Maltese islands is predominantly rocky, characterized by cliffs,
coves, and numerous natural harbors. Sandy beaches, while present, are mostly found
on the northern shores of the islands, such as Golden Bay and Mellieħa Bay on Malta,
and Ramla Bay on Gozo. The striking Dingli Cliffs on Malta’s western coast offer
dramatic vistas where the land drops sharply into the sea. The capital city, Valletta, is
a prime example of how the Maltese have utilized their geography, built on a narrow,
hilly peninsula flanked by two magnificent natural harbors: Marsamxett and the Grand
Harbour. This impressive setting has played a pivotal role in Malta’s history, facilitating
maritime trade and defense for centuries.
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