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Introduction

The islands of Malta, situated at a strategic crossroads in the Mediterranean, boast a
cultural identity as rich and complex as their storied past. Through centuries of
conquest, trade, and migration, the Maltese people have developed a distinct tapestry
of folklore and oral traditions—one that weaves together echoes of ancient goddess
worship, pagan practices, Christian legend, and the lived experience of generations.
These stories, whether whispered among family at the hearth, sung in fields and
festas, or shouted above the bustle of village life, have served not only to entertain
but also to educate, warn, unite, and reaffirm what it means to be Maltese.

At the heart of this living heritage are the myths, legends, folk tales, proverbs, and
songs that have journeyed across time. From legends rooted in the shadowed
Neolithic temples and Phoenician seafaring rites, to tales of saints, knights, and
pirates, Maltese folklore is an archive of wonder and resilience. It reflects both the
insular realities and cosmopolitan encounters that have shaped islands whose shores
have witnessed the arrival of countless peoples and beliefs. As Malta changed—from
prehistoric settlement to British colony, and finally to modern independent nation—so
too did its oral traditions, adapting even as they preserved echoes of the past.

Yet, these traditions have always been more than stories. Embedded in them are the
values, warnings, aspirations, and humor of the Maltese people. Proverbs distill a
timeless common sense, while children's games and nursery rhymes encode customs
and social roles. Feasts and rituals blend the sacred and the secular, infusing the
annual calendar with meaning and color. At every turn—from the mythic formation of
[I-Magluba to the sharp political wit of Carnival floats—folklore offers insight into
Malta’s unique worldview.

Today, the challenge of preserving and revitalizing this heritage is more urgent than
ever. Urbanization, globalization, and the digital revolution threaten the fragile
passage of oral traditions from one generation to the next. But these changes also
create new opportunities: grassroots revivals, festivals, school curricula, and digital
archives now offer strategies for safeguarding the island’s intangible heritage. Modern
retellings—in literature, performance, and online media—have begun to breathe new
life into old stories, ensuring their relevance for future Maltese and a global audience
alike.

This book is an invitation to explore the worlds contained within Maltese folklore. By
collecting, translating, and interpreting a broad selection of tales, proverbs, songs,
rhymes, and ritual lore, we aim to offer both those familiar with Malta and newcomers
alike a window onto the imaginations and lived realities that have nurtured a people.
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Each chapter presents not only representative examples but also the context in which
they arose, the social mores they reflect, and the paths they trace between the
intimate and the collective.

Maltese Folklore and Oral Traditions is both a celebration and a call to action: to
engage with the past, understand the present, and shape the ways we remember and
retell our stories in an evolving world. Through these pages, may new generations find
inspiration and connection, and may the voices of the village elders endure—not as
distant echoes, but as living companions on the journey toward Malta’s future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of Storytelling: Malta as a
Crossroads of Culture

Malta's story, etched into its limestone and whispered through generations, begins
long before recorded history, unfolding across millennia as the islands transformed
from ancient sanctuaries to strategic bastions. This unique geographical position, a
small archipelago nestled in the heart of the Mediterranean, has made it an unwitting
crossroads for countless civilizations. Each tide of migration, conquest, and trade
brought with it not only new technologies and governance but also new languages,
customs, and, crucially, new stories. These narrative fragments, carried on the winds
from distant lands, mingled with indigenous beliefs to form the rich, complex bedrock
of Maltese folklore.

The earliest inhabitants, whose presence dates back over seven thousand years, left
behind monumental temples that predate Stonehenge and the Egyptian pyramids.
While their language and direct oral traditions are lost to us, the sheer scale and
sophistication of these megalithic structures speak volumes about a highly organized
society with profound spiritual beliefs. The "Sleeping Lady" figurine, a serene
representation of a corpulent figure discovered in the subterranean labyrinth of the
Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, hints at a widespread veneration of a fertility and underworld
goddess. This suggests a foundational layer of spiritual tradition that likely manifested
in myths and rituals surrounding life, death, and regeneration, laying an enduring
mystical groundwork for future storytelling.

Around 800 BCE, the Phoenicians, master mariners and traders from the Levant,
arrived on Malta's shores. They established trading posts, linking the islands into their
vast commercial network across the Mediterranean. With them, they introduced their
pantheon of deities: Astarte, the goddess of fertility, love, and war; Baal, the supreme
god associated with storms and agriculture; and Melqart, the patron god of Tyre, often
linked with seafaring and commerce. The integration of these powerful, often
dramatic, deities into the local spiritual landscape undoubtedly enriched the islands’
mythological narratives, adding tales of divine power, human sacrifice, and epic
journeys that would have resonated with a maritime people.

The Carthaginians, inheritors of the Phoenician legacy, continued to exert influence,
maintaining Malta's role as a vital outpost. Their presence, though leaving fewer
distinct archaeological markers than the Phoenicians, reinforced the Semitic cultural
and linguistic ties that would prove remarkably persistent. The Punic language, a
dialect of Phoenician, continued to be spoken on the islands for centuries, even under
subsequent Roman rule. This linguistic continuity provided a channel through which
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certain narrative structures, turns of phrase, and perhaps even specific tales could
have been passed down, shaping the very rhythm and vocabulary of Maltese
storytelling.

The Roman era, commencing in 218 BCE, ushered in a new chapter of cultural
assimilation. Malta became part of the vast Roman Empire, and with it came Latin
language, Roman law, and the Greco-Roman pantheon. Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, and a
host of lesser gods and goddesses joined or supplanted earlier deities in public
veneration. While the Roman influence was profound, particularly in administration
and infrastructure, the existing Semitic cultural substratum proved resilient. Maltese
folklore often shows a fascinating blend, where Roman narratives might have been
adopted or adapted, sometimes overlaying older beliefs rather than completely
eradicating them, creating a palimpsest of mythologies.

The most transformative event of the Roman period, and one that forms a cornerstone
of Maltese Christian identity and folklore, was the shipwreck of Saint Paul in 60 CE.
According to the Acts of the Apostles, Paul, en route to Rome as a prisoner, was
caught in a violent storm and cast ashore on Malta. The narrative recounts that while
gathering firewood, he was bitten by a viper but suffered no ill effects, leading the
islanders to conclude he was divinely protected. This event is not merely a historical
marker of Christianity's introduction; it became a powerful foundational myth. A
popular legend, deeply ingrained in the Maltese psyche, claims that from that day
forward, all snakes on the islands became non-poisonous, a testament to Paul's
miraculous power. St. Paul's Island (Selmunett), a small islet off the coast of Mellieha,
is still revered as the traditional site of this momentous shipwreck, demonstrating how
deeply this event has shaped both sacred and secular narratives.

Following the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, Malta entered a period of
relative obscurity, punctuated by periods of Byzantine rule. However, the most
significant shift in its cultural trajectory occurred with the Arab conquest in 870 CE.
The Arabs introduced a new language, new agricultural techniques, and a vibrant
culture that would profoundly reshape Maltese identity. The Maltese language itself is
largely Semitic in origin, a direct descendant of Siculo-Arabic, highlighting the deep
and lasting impact of this period. Alongside the language came a rich tradition of
Arabic storytelling, replete with djinns, magical creatures, and moralistic fables, many
of which would undoubtedly have found their way into local oral traditions, adding a
distinct flavor to the existing cultural stew.

The Norman conquest of Malta in 1091, followed by various European powers including
the Aragonese and the Castilians, gradually reoriented the islands towards Latin
Christian Europe. Yet, the Arab cultural legacy remained potent. This period saw the
intermingling of Arabic narrative styles with European chivalric romances, saints'
legends, and folktales from Sicily and beyond. The blend created a unique hybrid,
where figures akin to genies or spirits might interact with knights and Christian saints,
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reflecting the layers of cultural influence that had accumulated over centuries.

The arrival of the Knights of St. John in 1530 marked another pivotal moment. For over
two and a half centuries, the Knights, a military-religious order, transformed Malta into
a formidable fortress against Ottoman expansion. This era injected a new stratum of
European influences, particularly from Italy, France, and Spain, countries from which
the Knights hailed. Tales of valor, sieges, and intricate courtly intrigues would have
filtered down to the general populace, enriching local storytelling with a heroic and
often dramatic flair. The Grand Harbour, with its constant comings and goings of ships
from across the Mediterranean, became a hub for news, rumors, and stories from far-
flung lands, ensuring that Malta remained a vibrant narrative melting pot.

Even after the Knights, brief French rule under Napoleon, and then the long British
protectorate that commenced in 1800, continued to add new threads to the Maltese
narrative tapestry. British cultural influence, particularly in the 19th and 20th
centuries, brought with it Victorian sensibilities, new literary forms, and different
modes of public discourse. While perhaps less overtly impacting traditional folklore
than earlier influences, it contributed to the broader cultural context in which these
stories were told and eventually recorded.

Thus, Maltese storytelling is not a singular, monolithic tradition but rather a dynamic,
ever-evolving phenomenon, reflecting its history as a literal crossroads. The "roots" of
these stories delve deep into ancient mysteries, stretching back to the silent echoes of
megalithic rituals. They twist and turn through the vibrant mythologies of Phoenicians
and Romans, absorb the rich narrative currents of the Arab world, and interweave with
the heroic sagas and saintly tales of medieval and early modern Europe. This constant
interplay of cultures, languages, and beliefs has forged a narrative landscape as
distinctive and enduring as the islands themselves. Each tale, each proverb, each song
carries within it a faint echo of these countless encounters, a testament to Malta's
enduring role as a place where the world has continuously come together.
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