
 

 

Abstract 

This study deals with the way Malta has been represented in 

poetry and narrative written in Maltese. Metaphor, with its 

ability to stretch language and thought beyond its elastic limit, 

has played a fundamental role in the forging of the national 

imaginary that lies at the junction between real history and 

literary texts. On one hand, the conventional conceptual 

metaphors of the mother, home, traveller, and village are rooted 

in conventional conceptions of the nation; on the other, the 

relocation of the motherland in the sea marks a return to and a 

reinterpretation of the figure of the mother. While conventional 

conceptual metaphors have the potential to structure the concept 

of the nation by imagining the unimagined, fresh conceptual 

metaphors simultaneously create and defy that new structure. 
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Metaphor allows us to deal with abstract concepts and to perform abstract 

reasoning by mapping a more concrete, or at least a more highly structured 

subject matter onto a relatively abstract or inherently unstructured subject 

matter.1 Maltese literature constructs and elaborates the concept of “Malta” 

by mapping onto it concepts like those of the mother, home, traveller, 

village, and sea. The choice of metaphor made by a writer and the 

variations he or she introduces in the conventional conceptual metaphor 

reflect on his or her vision of the nation; and an understanding of the 

nature, structure and functions of metaphor allows the critic to draw 

informed conclusions from the writer’s often metaphorical narrative of the 

nation, because metaphors belong to those who use them, not to those who 

“create” them;2 on the other hand, by creating them, these metaphors come 

to constitute culture and therefore, in this sense, the writer invents an 

imaginary that is then understood as “real” rather than constructed by the 

users of the metaphors. 

 

“Nations, like narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only 

fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye.” This image of the nation, or 

narration, writes Homi Bhabha, might seem “impossibly romantic and 

                   
1 George Lakoff, “The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor,” Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew 
Ortony, 2nd ed., (Cambridge: University Press, 1993), 245. 
2 Antonio Skármeta, Il Postino di Neruda, trans. Andrea Donati (Milano: Teadue, 1998), 59. “La 
poesia non è di chi la scrive, ma di chi la usa!” 
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excessively metaphorical,” but it is from those traditions of political 

thought and literary language that the nation “emerges as a powerful 

historical idea in the west. An idea whose cultural compulsion lies in the 

impossible unity of the nation as a symbolic force.”3 

 

“A Totally Discoursive Being”“A Totally Discoursive Being”  

This study deals with the construction of the Maltese imaginary. The main 

methodological approach that has been adopted is that of close textual 

analysis through which general trends can be perceived. One of the most 

important ways in which this is done, apart from music, folklore and art, is 

through literature, and within literature, metaphor plays a leading role in 

the way “malteseness” is created, reproduced, disseminated, modified, and 

challenged. The “innocent” reader who is unaware of the dynamics involved 

in the construction of identity and nation is bombarded by these metaphors 

and takes them to be real; the culture constructed by writers and other 

influential actors comes to be reality and develops into something that is 

strongly resistant to change because it becomes firmly rooted in the 

popular imaginary. 

 

                   
3 Homi Bhabha, “Narrating the Nation,” Nationalism, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith 
(Oxford: University Press, 1994), 306. 
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At the end of James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, a 

novel set against the turbulent background of the emerging Irish nation 

state in the late nineteenth century, Stephen Daedalus writes this note in 

his diary: “Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the 

reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated 

conscience of my race.” 4  Joyce acknowledges that the conscience, the 

inward knowledge or consciousness, of a race is constructed and that the 

writer is in a position to create or invent it. The use of the verb “forge” is 

particularly interesting because it suggests both the act of building and 

formation and the act of forgery and falsification. The ambiguity of this 

verb suggests that the construction of a collective identity or imaginary is 

both a creation and a fabrication; it is both an attempt to lead and an 

attempt, perhaps an unintentional attempt, to mislead; it gives the 

impression that it is a reproduction or representation of reality when in fact 

it is an invention of reality which passes for “reality itself.” In this sense, 

like metaphor and resemblance, it is made up of a tension between identity 

and difference, between “being” and “being like,” that is, “not being.” One 

can apply the double-edged meaning of “forge” as it appears in Joyce to the 

construction of the Maltese identity. The significance of the use of “forge” 

in such a context lies in the fact that it uncovers the creative act that 

                   
4 James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 
1992), 253.  
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constructs the Maltese imaginary. In the case of a relatively new metaphor, 

the figure calls attention to itself as an unusually creative linguistic act and 

therefore the metaphor isn’t normally mistaken for a literal statement 

about reality; but conventional conceptual metaphors do not call attention 

to the metaphorical mappings that constitute them because they have 

become invisible, part of everyday thought and language, and therefore 

they can easily be mistaken for some kind of “essential” reality. An analysis 

of both novel and conventional conceptual metaphors reveals that a “race’s 

conscience,” to follow Joyce’s formulation of the creation of an ethnic or 

collective imaginary, is culturally constructed and literature, especially but 

not exclusively through metaphor, plays a significant role in this cultural 

construction of identity. 

 

In another revealing passage on the cultural construction of identity, the 

French nation is seen as constituting “a totally discoursive being,” a nation 

“welded” by “culture and its institutions,” a process that equates the 

national and the cultural in an overt way. 5  Art and literature, writes 

Kristeva, are the signs of recognition with which the most unassuming 

citizen identifies. The case of France, where “literature plays a considerable 

part in the consciousness [the nation] acquires of itself and its civilization,” 

                   
5 Julia Kristeva, Nations Without Nationalism, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), 43-44. 
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is described as unique by Ernst Robert Curtius, but it is also indicative of 

the role that literature in other places, like Malta, has played in the 

construction of the national imaginary. No other nation, he writes, grants 

literature comparable place in the forging of a national conscience. “Only in 

France does the entire nation consider literature to be the representative 

expression of its fate.” But like the French nation, the Maltese “nation” is 

essentially “a language act” and Maltese literature allows the national 

community to turn and return to a structured, often coherent and 

conservative representation of the “totally discoursive being” that is the 

nation.  

 

Possession By and Seizure OfPossession By and Seizure Of  

The greatest thing by far, writes Aristotle, is to be a master of metaphor. It 

is the one thing that cannot be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of 

genius, since to metaphorize well “implies an intuitive perception of the 

similarity in dissimilars.” 6  This means that resemblance must be 

understood “as a tension between identity and difference in the predicative 
                   
6 This quote is from a translation of Aristotle’s work by Richard McKeon quoted in Paul Ricoeur, 
The Rule of Metaphor. Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creation of Meaning in Language, trans. 
Robert Czerny, Kathleen McLaughlin and John Costello SJ (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1978), vii. In S. H. Butcher’s translation of this crucial passage, “to make good metaphors implies 
an eye for resemblances” (http://classics.mit.edu//Aristotle/poetics.html), while in the 
translation by Leon Golden and O. B. Hardison, Jr., reproduced in Alex Preminger et al, (ed.) 
Classical Literary Criticism: Translations and Interpretations (New York: Frederick Ungar, 
1974), 132, “the ability to construct good metaphors implies the ability to see essential 
similarities.”  
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operation set in motion by semantic innovation.”7 The concept of “Malta” 

and the concept of “mother” are not normally considered to be similar and 

yet the Mother Malta metaphor allows us to perceive resemblances between 

these two concepts. This act of perceiving similarities intuitively implies a 

re-assessment not merely of the words as physical entities but of the 

concepts that are associated with them. Therefore the issue is now “the 

reference of the metaphorical statement as the power to ‘redescribe’ 

reality.” Metaphor presents itself as “a strategy of discourse that, while 

preserving and developing the creative power of language, preserves and 

develops the heuristic power wielded by fiction” 8  and reveals the 

mechanisms whereby the real is constructed. Therefore, although poetic 

discourse seems to be essentially non-referential and centred on itself, 

metaphorical discourse actually constructs reality. Ricoeur argues that 

“metaphor is a rhetorical process by which discourse unleashes the power 

that certain fictions have to redescribe reality;” and to circulate these “new” 

realities. The poiêsis of language arises out of the connection between 

muthos, or fiction, and mimêsis, or representation of reality.9  

 

Aristotle’s analysis of metaphor is situated at the crossroads of the two 

disciplines of rhetoric, which focuses on “persuasion” in oral discourse, and 
                   
7 Ricoeur, 6.  
8 Ibid., 6. 
9 Ibid., 7. 
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poetics, with its focus on the mimêsis, or poetic redescription, of human 

action.10 Although the Greeks used to believe that these are two separate 

fields, Aristotle argues that metaphor has a foot in both of them: it has one 

structure, which consists in the “unique operation” of transferring “the 

meanings of words,” but two functions, that of persuasion and that of 

mimêsis, that express the difference between the political world of 

eloquence and the poetic world of tragedy. The pre-Independence Maltese 

writers who elaborate on the conventional metaphor of the idealized 

nation-mother or the island-village do so both to persuade their 

compatriots who are intellectually “asleep” or “half-asleep” about the 

wisdom and genuineness of their vision for Malta and to recreate that 

vision, because the concept of a Maltese nation is essentially abstract and 

by thinking about it metaphorically they are (re)creating it. This creative 

act and broad “design” establish their works on the Maltese imaginary as 

canonical and give the “innocent” reader the impression that they represent 

the truth and that the authors are privileged, particularly enlightened 

thinkers. Metaphor allows for the creation of a new reality and those 

writers who refuse to recreate their metaphorical language, who do not 

leave the beaten track, essentially refuse to venture beyond the 

conventional concepts they have received. 

                   
10 Ibid., 3. 
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The whole notion of “understanding” and “interpreting” metaphors, writes 

David E. Cooper, is not entirely happy because it is not easy to divorce such 

terms from the idea that, faced with a metaphor, “the job is to identify a 

proposition meant.”11 The more unconventional the metaphor, the more 

there is scope for “interpretation,”12 what Kristeva has described as “the act of 

a murderous desire for appropriation;”13 the more innovative the metaphor is, 

the freer it is to seize and to be seized by those who use it, the greater its 

potential to stir emotions, to set off mental associations, to attract attention 

to the dynamics of language. A person may utter a metaphor, writes 

Cooper, “to stimulate an image, or to provoke an interesting comparison, or 

to register a beautiful turn of phrase,”14 or even “[to] lend memorable 

expression to theories, evoke atmospheres, create a mood of conceptual 

disturbance and so on.”15 

 

Jane Gallop believes that all writings “lead elsewhere,” but the professional 

reader, the professor of literature, has learned to “recognize and ignore this 

lure in poetry, in literature.” The formalization and professionalization of 

the study of literature have led to the “containment of reading within the 

text,” to a “sophisticated rejection of the pull of whatever experience the 

                   
11 David E. Cooper, Metaphor (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 108. 
12 Ibid., 111.  
13 Jane Gallop, Reading Lacan (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1985), 29. 
14 Metaphor, 140. 
15 Ibid., 168. 
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text might allude to, behind or beyond.” And this compartmentalization has 

“blunted the power of the experience of reading.”16 

 

If one were able to trace all the contours of the nation-as-mother or the 

nation-as-traveller metaphors one would be stating that conceptual 

metaphor were reducible to a proposition or set of propositions. But this 

would be profoundly misleading, because metaphor is not an information-

giving device; it has little to do with meaning and navigates rather in the 

realm of songs, poems, myth, allegory and the like.17 A metaphor is not 

meant to be “understood” through a “cognitive operation” but seized by the 

recipient. On the other hand, those who seize the metaphor are also 

possessed by it: the end of the poem marks the lifting of something like “a 

spell.”18  Cooper claims that there is no contradiction here because the 

“oscillation” between possession by and seizure of is precisely what many 

people experience in the face of poetry. On the one hand readers let 

themselves “be swept along by the words, surrendering” themselves to “the 

power of the words to conjure up images.” But, on the other hand, they also 

press 

the words into service, using them as pegs on which to hang a chain of 
fantasies or as spurs to speculations which may have no relation to 
anything entertained by the poet. And such, it seems to me, is our 

                   
16 Reading Lacan, 34. 
17 Cooper, 108. 
18 Ibid., 110. 
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experience before fresh and interesting metaphors, inside or outside 
of poems. “Interpretation” of metaphors can indeed take the form of 
an oscillation between surrender to the power of the words and a 
commandeering of them for our own purposes.19 

 

In contemporary literary theory, the reader is no longer seen as the patient 

wholly on the receiving end. The idea of the “death of the author” means 

that “there is no subject who intends and guarantees the meaning of the 

text.”20 Cooper mentions two metaphors, Hofmannstahl's human dovecots 

and Nietzsche's female truth, which “take hold of us, yet serve as vehicles 

which we take over to carry us where we want to go.”21 Readers do this 

individually, in their own particular way, constantly creating and recreating 

the literary work. “A metaphor, once announced, belongs like a published 

poem or an exhibited painting to the world.” The speaker, poet or painter 

does not have exclusive rights to interpretation – and even if they did their 

interpretation would not have to mimic their intention at the time of 

composition.22 After all, the user cannot keep a certain meaning, embedded 

in the language but not intended, from returning.23 Cooper also talks about 

metaphorical indeterminacy: in novel metaphors, more than one 

                   
19 Ibid. 
20 Gallop, 177. 
21 Metaphor, 110. 
22 Ibid., 73. 
23 Gallop, 14-15. 
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interpretation is possible, none of which can be demonstrated as uniquely 

correct.24 

 

Fresh or unconventional metaphor is not meant to say things; it is not 

meant to mean because it deals with that which is beyond meaning; it 

recreates reality and thus travels beyond language, beyond the known and 

conventional. Poetic metaphors reflect “a decision to alter the function of 

language”25 and therefore trying to hang a number of “interpretations” onto 

one metaphor would be to ignore this important decision on the part of 

language to liberate itself from what Lacan has called “the oppressive rule 

of meaning.”26 Gallop challenges the presumption that the text is the “very 

place where meaning and knowledge of meaning reside.”27 

 

Any attempt to interpret metaphor, particularly new metaphor, must be 

seen as an attempt to chart the unchartable, to glimpse at the new world or 

worlds created, but not owned, by the poet. The home, or the journey, or 

the sea of Maltese literature have a mimetic function in the Aristotelian 

sense: they are not out to counterfeit sensible reality but rather to present 

“universals,” which Aristotle defines not as metaphysical entities like the 

                   
24 Metaphor, 70. 
25 Ibid., 108. 
26 Gallop, 37. 
27 Ibid., 30. 
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Platonic Ideas, but “simply the permanent, characteristic modes of human 

thought, feeling and action.” His concept of mimêsis or imitation comes 

very close to “creation,” but the poet's creation “is not of some ‘second 

nature’” existing only in his or her fancy; “it is a valid representation of the 

actions” of human beings “according to the laws of probability or 

necessity.” 28  At the heart of mimêsis there is a tension “between the 

submission to reality – to human action – and the creative motion which is 

poetry as such.” Therefore although mimêsis involves an initial reference to 

reality, respecting “the very rule of nature over all production,” the 

“creative dimension is inseparable from this referential movement.” 

Mimêsis is poiêsis, and poiêsis is mimêsis.29 Metaphor is a distinctive mode 

of “achieving insight.”30 

 

Conventional and Novel Conceptual MetaphorConventional and Novel Conceptual Metaphor   

The so-called contemporary or experientialist theory of metaphor 

associated with George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By 

(1980) is particularly relevant to an analysis of dominant and conventional 

metaphors. The village, journey, home, and mother metaphors for the 

nation in Maltese literature are rooted in conventional conceptual 

                   
28 Alex Preminger, ed., The Princeton Handbook of Poetic Terms (Princeton N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1986), 104. 
29 Ricoeur, 39. 
30 Cooper, 18. 
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metaphors of the nation. Lakoff and Johnson claim that their empirical 

research has led them to conclude that most of our ordinary conceptual 

system is metaphorical in nature.31 An analysis of the abovementioned 

metaphors of Malta confirms the fundamental and pervasive nature of the 

system of conceptual metaphors: the abstract concept of the Maltese nation 

is conceived of in terms of metaphor. This means that metaphor is “a cross-

domain mapping in the conceptual system” and its locus is not in language 

but in the way we conceptualize one mental domain in terms of another; in 

the process, everyday abstract concepts like time, states, change, causation, 

purpose, and nationhood also turn out to be metaphorical.32 Metaphor is 

therefore a major and indispensable part of our ordinary, conventional way 

of “conceptualizing the world,” and “our everyday behaviour reflects our 

metaphorical understanding of experience.”33 Conventional metaphor is 

characterized by a huge system of thousands of cross-domain mappings, 

and this system is made use of in novel metaphor.34 

 

The nation-mother conceptual metaphor involves “understanding” one 

domain of experience, Maltese nationhood, in terms of a different domain 

of experience, “motherhood,” which is in itself a cultural construct. 

                   
31 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago, 1980), 4. 
32 Lakoff, “The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor,” 203. 
33 Ibid., 204. 
34 Ibid., 203. 
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Technically speaking, in this metaphor the culturally loaded concept of 

motherhood, which is more structured and rooted, is mapped onto the less 

structured concept of nationhood. The mapping is “tightly structured” and 

there are ontological correspondences, according to which entities in the 

domain of the “nation” (e.g., the people, their beliefs, their culture, where 

they live, the roles they play, their history, their common goals and 

aspirations, their difficulties, etc.) correspond systematically to entities in 

the domain of the mother (the mother’s children, her beliefs, her culture, 

her home, the role she has, her history, her goals and aspirations, the 

difficulties she faces, etc.). This metaphor is inextricably connected to other 

metaphors, like the nation-as-traveller, the nation-as-home and the nation-

as-village, and they often operate together in what Lakoff calls 

“simultaneous mappings.” This is possible because “metaphorical 

mappings are fixed correspondences that can be activated,” not 

“algorithmic processes that take inputs and give outputs,” and these four 

metaphors pick out different aspects of the target domain (the Maltese 

nation); each mapping is used partially. Thus, “while the mappings - as 

wholes - are inconsistent, there are cases where parts of the mappings may 

be consistently superimposed.”35 

 

                   
35 Ibid., 219.  
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The nation-as-mother mapping is a set of ontological correspondences that 

characterize epistemic correspondences by mapping knowledge about 

mothers onto knowledge about nations. Such correspondences permit us to 

reason about nations using the knowledge we use to reason about 

mothers.36 An analysis of the conventional concept of the mother will allow 

the critic to bring the main elements of the concept of the nation to the 

surface.  

 

Unlike Aristotle, Lakoff believes that metaphor is mostly based on 

correspondences in our experiences, rather than on similarity.37 The home, 

mother, village, journey, and sea form part of the everyday experience of 

the Maltese people and that is why they turn to these and similar, relatively 

structured concepts to think or “rethink,” to create or recreate, a “nation.” 

Because poetic metaphor, according to Lakoff, is, to a large extent, an 

extension of our everyday, conventional system of metaphorical thought, it 

too is grounded in everyday experience.38 

 

 

 

 

                   
36 Ibid., 207. 
37 Ibid., 245. 
38 Ibid., 246. 
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MeMetaphor, Metonymy and Similetaphor, Metonymy and Simile 

In metonymy, one entity is used to refer to another, but the metonymic 

mapping occurs within a single domain, not across domains. Metaphor and 

metonymy are “different kinds of processes.” Metaphor is principally a way 

of conceiving of one thing in terms of another, and its primary function is 

understanding. Metonymy has primarily a referential function, that is, it 

allows us to use one entity to stand for another.39 But metonymy also 

provides understanding, because when, for example, we say “the 

Christians” to refer to the Maltese, we are making a statement about our 

perception of who the Maltese are or who they should be.  

 

The distinction between metonymy and metaphor is not always clear-cut. 

In the case of the nation-as-village metaphor in Maltese literature, one can 

argue that the “village” is a synecdoche of Malta. Frans Sammut’s novel 

Samuraj is explicity set in Malta, but the village where the action takes 

place, and which represents the island nation, is anonymous. In J. J. 

Camilleri’s Il-Għar tax-Xitan, on the other hand, the story is set in a village 

called San Rokku and the opening description of the village is clearly 

metaphorical. One could argue that in the case of Samuraj the village is a 

synecdoche because it is a village, albeit anonymous, on Malta, while in the 

                   
39 Metaphors We Live By, 36. 
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case of Il-Għar tax-Xitan the village is metaphorical because the novel is 

not explicitly set in Malta. The ambiguity arises from the fact that both 

metaphor and metonymy are conceptual in nature and both are mappings. 

Another reason why these two kinds of mappings are sometimes confused 

is that they can interact in complex ways to yield composites.40 

 

The complex relationship between metaphor and simile comes to the fore 

in works like Dun Karm’s “Kewkbet is-Safar.” Many critics argue that there 

isn’t much difference between metaphor and simile because the nature of 

both is based on the ability to create or see similarity in dissimilars. In line 

7 of this sonnet, Dun Karm uses the word “like” to compare the Pole Star to 

“a prudent mother.” This is hardly a literal utterance, because the Star 

would not normally be likened to a mother, so in this sense, this simile, like 

Aristotle’s metaphor, implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in 

dissimilars. Similes, in fact, are non-literal utterances.41 Essentially, this 

particular simile identifies the star with the figure of the mother (who 

ultimately represents Malta). Cooper notes that the distinction between 

metaphor and its non-literal relatives like metonymy, synecdoche, irony 

and simile, is less important than the distinction between the literal and the 

                   
40 George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago, 1989), 103-104. 
41 Cooper, 143.  
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non-literal.42 Inspired by Aristotle’s liberal characterization of metaphor as 

“giving the thing a name that belongs to something else,” Cooper and other 

critics see metaphor as a metaphor for the non-literal in general. On the 

other hand, some theorists argue that the treatment of metaphor as the 

representative trope has “metonymized” the relation between tropes and 

blurred the complexities and subtle differences required in explaining their 

function.43 

 

For Aristotle, simile is a sort of metaphor.44 

While it is true in a formal sense that metaphor is a deviation in relation 
to the ordinary use of words, from the dynamic point of view it proceeds 
from the encounter between the thing to be named and that foreign entity 
from which the name is borrowed. Simile makes explicit this mutual 
approach that underlies borrowing and deviation. 

 

Aristotle uses metaphor to explain simile and on six different occasions in 

the Rhetoric he subordinates simile to metaphor. To Aristotle the fact that 

there is no term of comparison in metaphor does not imply that metaphor 

is an “abbreviated simile” but rather that simile is a metaphor that has been 

developed further.45  

 
                   
42 Ibid., 12. 
43 Patricia A. Chantrill and Jeffery Scott Mio, “Metonymy in Political Discourse,” Metaphor: 
Implications and Applications, ed. Jeffery Scott Mio and Albert N. Katz (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum, 1996), 183. 
44 Aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. by W. Rhys Roberts, http://classics.mit.edu//Aristotle/rhetoric.html 
Book III, Part 11: “that similes are metaphors has been stated often already”, See also Cooper, 13. 
45 Aristotle, Rhetoric, Book III, Part 10: “The simile, as has been said before, is a metaphor, 
differing from it only in the way it is put.” See also Ricoeur, 24-25. 
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Metaphor is more elegant; simile is longer and therefore less attractive. 

Besides, simile puts people off because it does not say outright that “this” is 

“that.” Liveliness, writes Aristotle, is especially conveyed by metaphor, and 

by the further power of surprising the hearers; because they expected 

something different, their acquisition of the new idea impresses them all 

the more.46 John M. Kennedy and Daniel L. Chappe discuss the idea that 

metaphors are stronger than similes and they conclude that this is only the 

case when a metaphor corrects a simile, as when we say: “This is not like a 

prison. This is a prison.” But when they are uttered separately, similes can 

be as strong as metaphors.47 

 

The proximity of metaphor to simile brings to language the relationship 

that operates in metaphor without being articulated. This closeness 

confirms that the “inspired art of metaphor always consists in the 

apprehension of resemblances.” Metaphor's genius-stroke lies in its ability 

to apprehend or perceive, to contemplate, to see similarity.48 Lakoff and 

Johnson see metaphor and simile as conceptual phenomena in which a 

concept is mapped onto another concept. The difference between these two 

                   
46 Aristotle, Rhetoric, Book III, Part 11. See also Ricoeur, 26-27. 
47 Daniel L. Chappe and John M. Kennedy, “What Makes a Metaphor Stronger Than a Simile?” 
Metaphor and Symbol 14, no. 1 (1999): 6. 
48 Ricoeur, 27. 
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types of mappings is purely linguistic and therefore superficial. They also 

claim that people receive and use metaphors and similes in the same way.49  

 

There is another consideration to be made about the simile used by Dun 

Karm to liken the Pole Star to “a prudent mother” in line 7 of “Kewkbet is-

Safar”: this simile occurs in a context in which there is a predominance of 

metaphor. The poem opens with the statement, “You only are unmoving,” 

which immediately implies a personification of the star. In line 4, “I see you 

flickering” and the other stars are “your sisters” (line 5) who dance “like 

happy maidens” (line 6). Within such a context, it is difficult not to think of 

the star as a mother, although the reading of this simile in a less 

metaphorically-charged context might not have made much difference to 

the powerful identification of the star with the mother. Moreover, in this 

poem there is the dynamic expressed by Max Black’s interaction theory of 

metaphor, that the mapping works both ways, and that the star is as much 

the target domain as the source domain, that the guiding star is a mother 

and that the mother is a guiding star. 

 

Conclusion: “Cultivating an Intimacy”Conclusion: “Cultivating an Intimacy” 

                   
49 Ravid A. Aisenman, “Structure-mapping and the Simile-Metaphor Preference.” Metaphor and 
Symbol 14, no. 1 (1999): 46. 
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Aristotle concentrates on persuasion and mimêsis when he discusses the 

function of metaphor. Cooper identifies another, overriding function, the 

fostering of social interaction. Metaphorical talk effects a familiarity or 

intimacy between speakers, and between them and their world;50 in the 

words of Ted Cohen, it “cultivates an intimacy” in the same way that jokes 

and slang draw people together; Dan Sperber refers to this element as “le 

sentiment de communion” that metaphors may evoke.51 

 

For its interpretation, a metaphor often presupposes “the ties of interests, 

background, sensibility, and so on;” but beyond these ties there is also “the 

intimacy of attitude or viewpoint which is presupposed if the utterance of 

the metaphor, in place of something more explicit, is to be ‘justified’.” 

Appreciation of a metaphor requires identification of an attitude or 

viewpoint – but such an attitude or viewpoint is not something that could 

figure in a paraphrase of the metaphor. No paraphrase purporting to give a 

literal equivalent to “I’ve married a regular ticket to the opera,” writes 

Cooper, could make any mention of cynical male chauvinism. Such a 

mention “could only belong in a commentary on the metaphor.” A 

metaphor can evoke many different things, including some that might be 

thought fit for inclusion in an attempted paraphrase. But the fact that a 

                   
50 Metaphor, 140. 
51 Ibid., 40. 
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metaphor was justifiably uttered in place of something else “evokes 

something further.” And this element, the attitude or viewpoint 

presupposed by the speaker on the part of his audience, “is not of a type to 

be included in the attempted paraphrase. No paraphrase, therefore, could 

properly capture how the metaphor is received.” 52  For Cooper the 

cultivation of intimacy is “the best candidate for that ‘need and power of 

the spirit and heart’ which, according to Hegel, metaphor manifests.”53 

 

Through the conceptual metaphors of Malta as mother, home, traveller, 

village, and sea,  Maltese writers elaborated social, cultural and political 

discouse about the nation and allowed the people to take part in the process 

of nation-building through discourse. The use of metaphor made it possible 

for the people and the writers who extended the conventional conceptual 

metaphors of the nation to reorganize their discourse and concepts about 

the nation and to create a new intimacy among those who shared the views 

and the attitudes of the cultural élite expressing themselves in the Maltese 

language. 

 

                   
52 Ibid., 163-164. 
53 Ibid., 168. 
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IIII  

The NationThe Nation--MotherMother  
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Women, especially as mothers, do not only teach and transfer the cultural 

and ideological traditions of ethnic and national groups. Very often they 

constitute their actual symbolic figuration.54 In a poem by Dun Karm called 

“Kewkbet is-Safar” (1933), “The Pole Star” is likened to a prudent mother 

who guides the brave mariners towards the safety of the land.55 Because it 

is the star toward which the north pole of the earth very nearly points “it 

seems fixed and immovable in the sky;56 figuratively, it “serves as a guide, a 

lodestar, a governing principle; a centre of attraction; a cynosure.”57 A 

closer reading of this poem in the wider context of Dun Karm’s poetry 

reveals that this “prudent mother” is also Malta, the nation-mother guiding 

her children, the Maltese, in the journey of life and praying that they may 

return home to safety. 

 

The immovable star is immediately associated with, or rather set against 

movement: the Pole Star appears to the poet in the “clear,” pure sky every 

evening when he “flees” from “the furnace of the towns.” In line 7 of this 

Petrarchan sonnet, very close to the volta, or turning point, the Star is 

likened to a seated “prudent mother” who controls the “dance” of the 

                   
54 Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis, “Women and the Nation-State,” Nationalism, ed. John 
Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (Oxford: University Press, 1994), 315. 
55 “Kewkbet is-Safar,” Leħen il-Malti, April, 1933: 20. English translation by A. J. Arberry, Dun 
Karm Poet of Malta (Cambridge: University Press, 1961), 67. 
56 Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary, © 1996, 1998 MICRA, Inc. 
57 The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Ed. Lesley Brown (Oxford: University Press, 
1993). 
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universe “with a queenly glance.” The mention of the “queen” is, amongst 

others, an allusion to the Virgin Mary, Mother of Christ. So when he 

“travels” from the city to the country, Dun Karm meets the Pole Star, the 

all-encompassing mother. It is the journey, the risky act of leaving his 

“home” and venturing out, that allows him to appropriate for himself the 

wonderful spectacle of the bright, authoritative star and to reconnect with 

his beloved mother who he associates both autobiographically and 

spiritually with the idealized countryside or village. 

 

Dun Karm’s idealized rural Malta is an extension of the maternal figure, not 

only because he loved his mother dearly and it was she who inspired his 

love for his country, but also because together with the father figure of God 

and himself as the only child, the nation-as-mother reconstructs Dun 

Karm’s ideal family as depicted in his intense sonnet, “Univers Ieħor” 

(1930) (“Another World”). In the nation-mother, the romantic poet sees all 

that his mother represents. 

 

Dun Karm’s mother was his “anima,” the source of the feminine component 

of his personality. According to Prospero Grech, himself a priest, Dun 

Karm’s mother “assumes a supra-personal character” in his poetry. This 

anima, “together with an intense love of Christ, produced in Dun Karm – to 
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make further use of Jungian terminology – one of the finest examples of an 

“integrated personality.”58 

 

Positing the Metaphorical HomePositing the Metaphorical Home  

It would seem, at first glance, that Dun Karm “travels” to the countryside to 

reconnect with his true home, his true Malta, and that this “reconnection” 

is his reward for taking the risk of “travelling.” But this is not quite the case. 

Dun Karm “flees,” as he himself puts it, from the stifling heat of the 

towns.59 From poems like “Xenqet ir-Raba'“ (1926) (“Country Yearning”), 

“It-Tifla tar-Raba'“ (The Country Girl) (1915), “In-Nissieġa” (“The Weaver”) 

(1913) and “Lil Malta ta' Llum u ta’ Għada” (“To Malta”) (1934) it is clear 

that the poet is actually escaping from what for him is an alien city. In the 

small apartment in Valletta where he lived after he was told to leave his 

residence at the Archbishop's Seminary in 1910, Dun Karm felt, as he 

himself put it in a letter to a friend, “buried alive.”60 He felt uncomfortable 

and uneasy in the city. In “Lill-Kanarin Tiegħi” (“To My Canary”) (1915), a 

poem heavy with the solitude he felt in the first years of life in the city, he 

                   
58 A. J. Arberry, Dun Karm Poet of Malta, 31. 
59 This is what Dun Karm himself writes about the “escape” mentioned in this poem: “L-iżjed li 
nista' u li nħobb ngħarrex lill-kwiekeb hu fix-xhur tas-sajf meta mmur ngħaddi l-btajjel tiegħi 
fil-beraħ tal-Qaliet fid-daħla tal-baħar ta' San Ġiljan.” (“I can and like to observe the stars best in 
the summer months when I spend my holidays in the open air of Il-Qaliet in St. Julians Bay.”) 
Ġużè Cassar Pullicino, Dun Karm: Tagħrif Ġdid u Noti Kritiċi (Malta: PEG, 1985), 58. 
60 In a letter to Ġużè Aquilina dated 25.9.1933, Dun Karm writes that he felt “buried alive 
[“midfun ħaj”] in three small rooms in Valletta where I knew nobody and nobody knew me.” 
Quoted by Oliver Friggieri in Dun Karm: Il-Bniedem fil-Poeta (Malta: KKM, 1980), 43. 
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describes what for him, a country person, must have been the unusual 

routine of locking the door behind him when he goes out in the morning 

and unlocking it when he returns to his solitary canary. He is not at home 

in the city so he locks the door behind him because of what he calls the 

“deceit and fighting” going on outside the house; his journey to the country 

is really a return to the home from which he has been forced out, not an 

outward journey.  

 

In Dun Karm the mother-home oikos at the centre of his poetic world acts 

as a “transcendental point of reference that organizes and domesticates” 

the mental and metaphorical space in which he travels “by defining all 

other points in relation to itself.” If, however, a voyage can only be 

conceptualized economically in terms of the fixity of a privileged point, the 

positing of this “home” can only occur “retroactively.” In a strict sense, 

writes Van Den Abbeele, “home can only exist as such at the price of its 

being lost.” Like many other poets, Dun Karm (re)creates his idealized 

home after he has lost it. The oikos, which in Dun Karm's poetry is his 

mother and childhood home, “is posited après-coup” because the voyage 

has already begun. Because of “the concomitant temporalization of space,” 

the home that one leaves is not the same as that to which one returns. 

Every time he returns to his childhood home in “Waħdi” (Alone) and 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

38 

elsewhere he at the same time creates and recreates it, progressively 

idealizing it and setting it against his bleak, solitary present. The “radical 

noncoincidence of point of origin and point of return” is brought to the fore 

by the disorientation that follows his nostalgic return home;61 the departure 

from “home” both creates and upsets it. Despite his frequent mental return 

journeys to his oikos, and despite (or perhaps because of) his progressive 

idealization of “home,” Dun Karm feels more and more disorientated, 

because the “forced” distancing from home has both instituted his home 

and changed it. “If the oikos does not remain selfsame, how can one feel 

secure in it, especially given the fact that this identity of the oikos is what is 

necessarily supposed by the economic view of travel, the only way we can 

think a voyage as such?” Whether they are real or imaginary, voyages seem 

as often undertaken to restrain movement as to engage in it, to resist 

change as to produce it, to keep from getting anywhere as to attain a 

destination.” The establishment of a home or oikos, writes Van Den 

Abbeele, places conceptual limits on travel, supplies it with a terminus a 

quo (a point of origin) and a terminus ad quem (a final limiting point in 

time, a destination or purpose)  

which allow one to conceive of the potentially dangerous divagation of travel 
within assured and comfortable bounds. The economy of travel thus 
domesticates the transgressive or critical possibilities implied in the change 
of perspective travel provides. Nevertheless, the very activity of traveling may 

                   
61 Georges Van Den Abbeele, Travel as Metaphor: From Montaigne to Rousseau (Minnesota: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1992), xviii-xix. 
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also displace the home or prevent any return to it, thus undermining the 
institution of that economy and allowing for an infinite or unbounded 
travel.62 

“Kewkbet is-Safar” is not an adventurous journey into the unknown. Dun 

Karm's mention of travel right at the start of a poem that deals with seamen 

and the perils of life at sea is really a return home, a refusal almost to stay 

away. 

 

The first tercet deals with the plight of those who sail the seas and the role 

of the Pole Star, or the Mother watching over the brave ones. In the second 

tercet, the poet pleads specifically for the man who has left his land to earn 

a living for his family; Dun Karm asks the star to guide him back home. 

This means that the journey in the second part of the poem is again, in a 

sense, a non-journey, a refusal to distance oneself from one's oikos. Dun 

Karm brings out the precariousness of the voyage at sea, as he does in two 

of his masterpieces, “Il-Ġerrejja u Jien” and “Żagħżugħ ta' Dejjem.” The 

dangers of the voyage at sea are set against the warmth and unity of the 

home dominated by the conventional image of the rural family gathered at 

table, as in “Ġunju” (1914) (“June”).  

 

Travel poses the danger of loss but it also carries the potential of gain, 

“whether this gain be in the form of greater riches, power, experience, 

                   
62 Ibid., xix-xx. 
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wisdom, or whatever.”63 Dun Karm shies away from daring poetic journeys 

and this seriously limits his potential for gain. His two most common forms 

of travel are the physical journey that starts at the home and returns to it, 

and the mental journey into the past to visit his childhood home. 

 

The Metaphor of the NationThe Metaphor of the Nation--MotherMother  

One can argue that Dun Karm's lack of daring and risk seriously limit his 

potential for gain. Because he doesn't risk enough, because he doesn't 

distance himself really, he cannot gain much and he is destined to remain 

caught within the confines of his own little world in which he himself feels 

he is “buried alive.” In “Kewkbet is-Safar,” the poet implies, like Rużar 

Briffa in “Lil Ommi” (“To My Mother”) (1928), that ideally, a man would 

not allow himself to venture far from his mother.64 In Dun Karm's poetic 

world-view, the mother is just that, a point of reference, a guide. In “Otia 

Aestiva - II,” the poet describes the home that a person loves (“dar għal 

qalbu”), which he consistently associates with his childhood and mother, as 

the heel of a person's life. “The heel of life / Is a home you love” (lines 49-

                   
63 Ibid., xvii. 
64 Anthropologist David Gilmore, amongst others, has written about the strong bonding between 
sons and their mothers in the Mediterranean. “Introduction: The Shame of Dishonor,” Honor and 
Shame and the Unity of the Mediterranean, ed. David D. Gilmore (Washington D.C.: American 
Anthropological Association, 1987), 14-15. 
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50) where “you gather your thoughts, and where events / come over you 

softly” (lines 51-52).65 

In the same vein, Maltese men should not venture far from their homeland. 

The home is every traveller's point of reference, and the land is every 

seafarer's ultimate refuge. In Dun Karm, as in many Maltese writers, the 

sea is a powerful and fascinating, but capricious and often violent male 

element. The nation-mother is the male traveller's home, shelter, point of 

reference, refuge, hearth; and “land,” like the nation-mother, is feminine 

both in Dun Karm's poetry and in the Maltese language. This romantic 

figure is related to the metaphor of Nature as Woman; but Woman is also a 

metaphor of “what has been lost (left behind),” and that “place called 

home” is “frequently personified by, and partakes of the same 

characteristics as those assigned to, Woman/Mother/lover.” The woman is 

expected to “preserve the sphere of the intermingling of mind and body, to 

which the Man of Reason will repair for solace, warmth and relaxation. If 

he is to exercise the most exalted form of Reason, he must leave soft 

emotions and sensuousness behind; woman will keep them intact for him.” 

But this view of place does not represent the lives of real women because 

the home may be as much a place of conflict (and work) as of repose.66 

Generally speaking, the romantic view of the home, first challenged in a 
                   
65 "Il-għarqub tal-ħajja / Hi dar għal qalbek" (“Otia Aestiva - II,” lines 49-50); "Fejn jinġabar il-
ħsieb, u fejn il-ġrajja / Tgħaddi minn fuqek ta' kull jum ħafifa" (“Otia Aestiva - II,” lines 51-52). 
66 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity, 1994), 10-11. 
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systematic way by Ġużè Ellul Mercer’s novel Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, is that of an 

idealized microcosm where love, honest hard work and unshakable 

Catholic faith prevail. Evil is brought into the home by outsiders and 

therefore evil outsiders must be purged. 

 

While the adventurous male traveller is at sea, the feminine element, 

represented by the sedentary, immobile star is tied to the land. In Dun 

Karm's poetic world-view, Malta is consistently portrayed as a wise and 

loving mother. The Maltese citizen is typically a travelling man whose 

oikos, as the etymology of the word itself indicates, is the home, with the 

mother as the central figure. In this conceptual scheme, the typical Maltese 

citizen, a male traveller, conceives of Malta as a sedentary, immobile, 

home; maternal Malta is the fixed point of reference “in relation to which 

any wandering can be comprehended,” that is “enclosed as well as 

understood.” According to Van den Abbeele, “travel can only be 

conceptualized in terms of the points of departure and destination and of 

the (spatial and temporal) distance between them.”67  

 

In The Journey is Home, feminist theologian Nelle Morton points out that 

“ordinarily a journey takes us over roads that have been well laid out and 

                   
67 Van den Abbeele, xviii. 
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well traveled, moving steadily toward a destination.” It begins at “one's first 

home.”68 The “positing of an oikos,” or its Latin counterpart the domus, 

which in the case of “Kewkbet is-Safar” is Malta and the mother, “is what 

domesticates the voyage by ascribing certain limits to it.”69 By examining 

the limits of the metaphorical journey of the nation, the points of departure 

and destination and the spatial and temporal distance between them, one 

can understand the limits within which it exists. As in similar nationalistic 

romantic poetry, Dun Karm's ideal Malta draws its inspiration from the 

glories of an idealized past in which the nation is seen as inextricably linked 

to the Catholic religion; after all, religion is “that spiritual refuge and 

buttress of identity.”70 The idealized past and the Catholic Church are two 

monoliths in Dun Karm's narration of Malta: they are clearly defined, 

solidified entities, rather than realities in a constant state of flux.  

 

Nations themselves are “narrations,”71 and Dun Karm is a central figure in 

the “writing” of the Maltese narrative. “In a few years,” writes Rużar Briffa, 

“Dun Karm became the national poet and thanks to him Maltese national 

culture was born.” Briffa wrote these words in a speech entitled “L-Iżvilupp 

tal-Letteratura Maltija” (The development of Maltese literature) which he 

                   
68 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home (Massachusetts: Beacon, 1985), xviii. 
69 Van den Abbeele, xviii. 
70 Amin Maalouf, On Identity, trans. Barbara Bray (London: Harvill, 2000), 74. 
71 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1993), xiii. 
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delivered in 1949, 14 years after Laurent Ropa had called Dun Karm the 

national poet of Malta for the first time in an article called “Malta et sa 

litterature” which was published in Paris in the November 1935 issue of La 

Grande Revue.72 “I do not believe,” writes Edward Said,  

that authors are mechanically determined by ideology, class, or economic 
history, but authors are, I also believe, very much in the history of their 
societies, shaping and shaped by that history and their social experience in 
different measure.  

 

Dun Karm was instrumental in establishing the metaphor of the nation-

mother in “high” literature, but this figure must have already been part of 

the common conceptions of Malta. In the poem “Lill-Maltin” (To the 

Maltese) presented, but perhaps not written by, Luigi Bellisario in 1852, 

Malta is “this generous mother.” 73  Culture and the aesthetic forms it 

contains derive from historical experience.”74 

 

Anthony D. Smith criticizes the view held by many scholars that the nation 

is a social construction, an artefact of cultural engineers, like influential 

writers. He argues that Hobsbawm and Ranger’s concept of “invented 

traditions” ignores or simplifies the complex interweaving of relationships 

between old and new cultural traditions. Writers can select and rework old 

traditions, but this process must take place “within strict limits” if the new 

                   
72 Rużar Briffa, L-Aħħar Poeżiji u Taħdita Letterarja, ed. Oliver Friggieri (Malta: KKM, 1973), 34. 
73 Oliver Friggieri, Il-Ktieb tal-Poeżija Maltija – L-Ewwel Volum (Malta: KKM, 1987), 84-85. 
74 Said, Culture and Imperialism, xiv. 
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“invented” tradition is to be on the wavelength to which the public is ready 

to tune in. These limits, argues Smith, are set by the culture, or cultures, of 

the public: its language, law, music, symbols, memories, myths, traditions, 

and so on. To be successful, “construction” and “fabrication” need to “base 

themselves on relevant pre-existing social and cultural networks.”75 On the 

other hand, Benedict Anderson defines the nation as “an imagined political 

community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.”76 It 

is imagined because its members will never know, meet or even hear of 

most of their fellow-members, yet in the minds of each lives the image of 

the communion; it is imagined as sovereign because nations want freedom; 

and it is imagined as a community because the nation is always conceived 

as a deep, horizontal comradeship.77  

 

A variation on the Malta-as-mother metaphor which retains the privileged 

position of the maternal figure as guide and “home,” is that of the city of 

Mdina as mother. In his sonnet “L-Imdina” (1944), Rużar Briffa calls this 

city the “Mother” of all of our cities because she is beautiful, even though 

she has lost the “flash” of her “youth” (or rather “maidenhood,” “xbubitek”). 

Now Mdina will be remembered forever, writes the poet, by those who 

                   
75 Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of 
Nations and Nationalism (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 129-130. 
76 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Verso, 1991), 6.  
77 Smith, 132.  
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sought refuge within its walls against the fierceness of the corsairs who 

frequently raided the Maltese Islands. Briffa attributes both “motherhood” 

and “maidenhood” to Mdina, because she behaved lovingly like a mother 

who protects her children but she was also beautiful and chaste as a young 

female virgin, and beauty and purity are associated with virginity: chastity, 

in the sense of abstaining from unlawful or immoral sexual intercourse is 

the closest the mother can get to the purity of the “real” virgin. This beauty 

and purity give the old capital city the right to play the privileged role of the 

(immobile) mother for her children the Maltese, like Dun Karm’s polestar. 

In Is-Salib tal-Fidda (The Silver Cross) (1939), Rożina becomes the ideal 

female lover towards the end of the novel because her “pure” love for 

Xandru is not “tainted” by physical contact. This purity acquires concrete 

religious value when Rożina becomes a cloistered nun after the untimely 

death of her brave lover Xandru. Her love for him is enshrined in the name 

she adopts as a nun, Sor Alessandra (feminine variant of the male name 

Xandru). 

 

Another variation on the nation-mother conceptual metaphor is Oliver 

Friggieri’s personification of Paris and Africa as women. In “Pariġi” (1991), 

the poet describes his relationship with the female Paris in very sensual 

terms; in “Afrika” (1999), the continent is first described as “the planet's 
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enchantress” (“saħħara”), full of art and full of life, but towards the end, 

“we” are described as her “children” who are fascinated by, and indebted to 

her, our “sweet mother.”78 And in “Budapest - Lejlet Elezzjoni Ġenerali” 

(Budapest - On the Eve of a General Election) (1990), the city is personified 

and the river Danube is pregnant. The poet asks her what name she will 

give the child when he or she is “finally” born, the child presumably being a 

reference to the country's future, or rebirth, the new Hungary. 

 

In “Qawsalla” (Rainbow) (1990), Europe is first described as an old 

“dream” and then twice as “xwejħa,” meaning “poor or dear old woman.” 

“Death” and “life” have emerged from the “womb” of this old woman; the 

“powerful” people, unmistakably male, who conceived of it, “designed” it as 

a “fortress”: Friggieri’s Europe is a subjected mother that was designed and 

brought to life by power-hungry, domineering males. The “communal” 

home of Europe will be built on the havoc wrought by Europe, by its 

violent, oppressive male mentors. Like the politicians' new Europe, 

Friggieri's reborn Europe will be everyone's “home”: but it is not clear how 

this will happen, especially if the construction is again designed by men and 

if the models they will be using are a reworking of those that inspired their 

bloodthirsty forefathers. 

                   
78 Adrian Grima, ed., Isefra - L-Istejjer ta' Poplu (Malta: Koperattiva Kulturali Universitarja and 
Inizjamed, 1999), 25-26. 
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Dealing with the FatherDealing with the Father  

Dun Karm sees the traditional, God-loving family of poems like “Ġunju” 

and “Lid-Dielja” (“To the Vine”) (1913), both as a synecdoche and as a 

metaphor of his ideal Malta. There are interesting similarities between this 

early twentieth century vision for Malta, still present in post-Independence 

romantic writers like Pawlu Aquilina,79 and the beliefs of the Christian 

Right in the United States at the beginning of the twenty-first century who 

want to reclaim America as a “national small town” for “people like us.” In a 

book on the subject, Linda Kintz uncovers the networks of “familiarity” and 

“structures of' resonance,” “that move minds by moving hearts, that turn 

bigotry into a perfect expression of God's love.” In her introductory 

chapter, Kintz figures her structure of resonance as “a set of concentric 

circles stacked one on top of the other and ascending heavenward: God, 

property, womb, family, church, free market, nation, global mission, God.” 

What keeps “the circles from sliding off their neat stack” is the “symbolic 

figuration of the proper woman” and her activism on behalf of a gender 

purity – for its own sake, and for politics. In other words, the religious 

                   
79 In his poem “It-Trirenju ta’ Malta Indipendenti,” Pawlu Aquilina ties Malta to the Catholic 
religion. Mill-Beraħ ta’ l-Għelieqi (Malta: PEG, 1992), 96-97. 
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Right believes in the traditional, heterosexual family with the mutually 

exclusive roles of the woman as mother and the man as father.80 

 

The traditional family of Maltese literature is essentially a closed unit with 

well-defined roles assigned to the members of the in-groups, whether or 

not they like it, and with a clear theocentric point of reference. It would be 

misleading to continue to perceive this traditional unit as the locus of a 

political utopia: like all figures, the identification of Malta with the 

traditional discourse of mother-family-home presupposes an identifiable 

ideological standpoint. The maternal figure that Malta is identified with is 

the mother who sacrifices herself for her children and nurtures them all the 

way to adulthood. But the social and political rules she teaches them are 

laid down by the colonial master and by the powerful, male-dominated 

Catholic Church.81 These are not her rules, these are the rules that society 

expects her to teach to her children. In this sense, in the same way that the 

mother is subservient to the father and is expected to support and carry out 

his decisions, Malta is politically subservient to the colonial master and 

morally subservient to the patriarchal Catholic Church. In this way, the 
                   
80 Élan Diamond, review of Between Jesus and the Market: The Emotions that matter in Right-
wing America, by Linda Kintz, Comparative Literature, 52, no. 2 (Spring 2000): 189. 
81 Throughout this study, “patriarchy” refers to any “social order in which male interests and 
power are privileged and women are subordinated to male authority.” Pam Morris, Literature and 
Feminism: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 198. This patriarchal social order, a designation that 
applies to “almost all human societies, past and present,” allows for “institutionalized male dominance, 
operating through structures like the law, education, employment, religion, the family and cultural 
practices.” Ibid., 4. 
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Maltese citizen in this deep structure family metaphor readily 

acknowledges the nurturant role of the motherland but is probably not 

wholly aware that she is a pawn in the hands of the colonial-religious 

father. It is he who can give the colonized mother freedom, and this, of 

course, only on his terms. With the important exception of the 1919 riots, 

almost every time the motherland fought for her freedom she was spurred 

on by this “father,” either the Church, as in the uprising against the French 

in 1798, or the colonial master, as in the Second World War against the 

threat of invasion by the Italian-German axis.  

 

The nation-as-mother metaphor of Maltese pre-Independence literature 

hides the deeper nation-as-family metaphor with the Catholic Church (and 

the colonial rulers) playing the role of the strict father.82 It has been argued 

that Dom Mintoff, arguably Malta’s most influential post-war political 

leader and the ideal consort of the traditionally submissive nation-mother, 

behaved like the traditional Maltese father: he was “aloof, manly, harsh and 

looked after his own.”83 Boissevain argues that this authoritarian figure was 

familiar to all Maltese, because most of them had grown up in and formed 

part of families dominated by such a figure. This familiarity of the Mintoff 

                   
82 George Lakoff, “Metaphor, Morality, and Politics, Or, Why Conservatives Have Left Liberals in 
the Dust.” http://www.wwcd.org/issues/Lakoff.html#LIBFAM ©1995 
83 Jeremy Boissevain, “A Politician and His Audience: Malta’s Dom Mintoff,” Maltese Society: A 
Sociological Inquiry, ed. Ronald Sultana and Godfrey Baldacchino (Malta: Mireva, 1994), 411. 
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model may explain, at least in part, his ability to influence the political, 

social and cultural life of the Maltese Islands for half a century. Mintoff, the 

nation’s father substituting, perhaps, the foreign or ecclesiastical paternal 

figures, is described as hard-working and often “harsh, even cruel, verbally 

lashing and battering, punishing where he encountered opposition or 

incompetence.” Like many traditional fathers he was both respected and 

feared; “above all he was firm, rarely admitting error [and] consulting with 

few.” Of course he could also be “immensely charming and hospitable” and 

“radiated an aura of confidence, of knowing exactly what he wanted and 

what he was doing.” Another aspect of his personality that Boissevain 

brings out is his machism, his reputation for being tough, an important 

characteristic of Mediterranean men.  

 

Like the respected priest Dun Karm in Ġużè Ellul Mercer’s novel, Leli ta’ 

Ħaż-Żgħir (Leli of Ħaż-Żgħir) (1938), the ideal conservative father 

“embodies the values needed to make one's way in the world and to support 

a family: he is morally strong, self-disciplined, frugal, temperate, and 

restrained. He sets an example by holding himself to high standards,” as 

Dun Karm does when he answers his priest friend’s call to assist the 

soldiers on the frontline during the First World War in Belgium. “He insists 

on his moral authority, commands obedience, and when he doesn't get it, 
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metes out retribution as fairly and justly as he knows how. It is his job to 

protect and support his family,” which in the case of Dun Karm is his 

village community, “and he believes that safety comes out of strength.”84  

 

In the novel, Dun Karm is a “strict father,” a man who loses his temper 

quickly, especially in the face of hypocrisy, but he is also a kind-hearted, 

generous man (or father). He is an upright man with a strong dose of social 

consciousness and he openly supports the poor workers and the many 

unemployed; but he also dislikes women and makes no secret of it:85 this, 

in fact, adds to his already good reputation among the village folk. His 

detachment from women, with the important exception of his mother 

whom he loves dearly, adds to his good name because he shows that he is 

free of women, independent of them in the way that every “real” man 

should be. The narrator singles him out as the only man in the village of 

Ħaż-Żgħir who doesn’t lust for Ċetta, the star of the village.86 Despite his 

many little defects, Dun Karm commands the respect of many people, even 

an anticlerical like Mr. Kelin Miksat. His most difficult moment comes 

when his mother dies, but his “confession” of weakness sounds more like a 

male chauvinist attack on women: “I feel very lonely,” he tells Leli. “I’ve 

                   
84 George Lakoff, “Metaphor, Morality, and Politics.” 
85 Ġużè Ellul Mercer, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir (Malta: Associated News, 1983), 1. “Dun Karm lin-nisa 
ftit kien iġerragħhom.” 
86 Ibid., 137. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

53 

become like a woman,”87 and now he takes “every opportunity to chat with 

other people.” But in matters that have to do with religion and morals he 

admits no compromise: he is kind to Leli and to people who suffer but he is 

uncompromising in his assessment of what has brought about Leli’s illness: 

according to Dun Karm, Leli’s mental sickness is a direct consequence of 

the illness that has afflicted his soul. 

 

In the same novel, the male protagonist’s mother, Sa Marjann, is the 

counterpart of Dun Karm as the ideal Maltese mother. According to Ellul 

Mercer’s brother, Ġorġ, her character was inspired by that of the author’s 

own mother, whom Ġorġ describes as a “very religious woman” and who 

was held in high esteem by the author.88 Sa Marjann is the loving mother of 

three sons, chaste, strong in character, wise, and thoroughly immersed in 

the life of her family. She is very much like her brother Dun Karm, 

especially in thought and behaviour. She is also a strong defender of the 

Catholic faith and she monitors her eldest son Leli closely to try to make 

sure that he does not read anything that may cause him any kind of moral 

harm.89 Like her mother-in-law Sa Rożann, Vira, the young woman who is 

full of the qualities that make of her a potentially ideal mother, is set 

against knowledge: Leli has to choose between his “pure” wife Vira and the 
                   
87 Ibid., 193-194. 
88 Ibid., vi.  
89 Ibid., 21. 
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“impure” books that are teaching him things that are turning his mind 

upside down;90 and she confesses that she is jealous of his books, because 

Leli seems so strongly attached to them.91 One of the qualities that would 

make Vira an ideal mother is her disposition to “agree with her husband 

always and in everything.”92 She resembles the male protagonist’s girlfriend 

in Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi’s Mattew Callus (1878) who doesn’t want to 

interfere in her lover’s important affairs.93 The ideal conservative mother 

cannot bring about any real change in the role of women in society because 

she is expected to conform to the patriarchal culture that she supports.  

 

There is much in common between Leli and Vira’s marriage and the 

political situation in colonized Malta. The first months of their marriage are 

paradise on earth for Vira and Leli. He abandons his books and devotes 

himself to his work and to his wife, and she does the house work. The 

novel’s idea of joy in marriage means that she considers everything “he 

does and says” as good and (literally) “beautiful,” while he considers 

everything “she prepares and cooks” as exceptionally good.94 So while the 

role of the husband is to “do” and to “speak,” the role of the wife is to 

                   
90 Ibid., 73. 
91 Ibid., 84. “Miklub hekk bl-ikrah għalihom.” 
92 Ibid., 93. 
93 Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, Mattew Callus (Malta: KKM, 2001), 15 
94 Ibid., 139. “Li jagħmel u li jgħid hu, kollu tajjeb u sabiħ. Li tħejji u li ssajjar hi, ma hawnx aħjar 
minnu!...” 
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“cook” and to do the house chores: the traditional distinction between 

public and private roles for the male and female respectively, between 

intellectual and somewhat mechanical activity, cannot be clearer. The same 

applies to the relation between the Maltese and those who rule over them: 

like Vira, the majority of the Maltese (who are mostly uneducated) are 

expected to do the chores, to take care of the everyday running of the 

nation-home; on the other hand, like the educated Leli, the ruling classes, 

and that includes the colonial administrators, the local élite and the 

Church, concentrate on the more serious affairs of state, on governing the 

country and (paternalistically) taking care of the people.  

 

On the other hand, the marriage of Leli and Vira is also a metaphor of the 

inevitable deep conflicts between the old and the new in Malta. Vira 

represents the traditional nation-mother to whom social and political 

change and intellectual challenge are completely alien, while Leli 

represents the young educated and engaged Malta that is struggling, and 

failing, to fulfill its aspirations by challenging the old, established morality 

and modes of thought and bringing in new ideas. At first, like Leli’s 

marriage, the old and the new set aside their different perceptions and 

aspirations, but gradually, the move towards social, political, cultural and 

intellectual emancipation has to challenge the status quo.  



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

56 

 

Leli and the “new” Malta come into conflict with the figure of the strict 

father who is represented by Leli’s uncle, Dun Karm. On a national political 

level, the emancipated Maltese struggle with the patriarchal figures of the 

institution of the Catholic Church, the local élite and the colonial rulers, 

who presented themselves as “morally strong, self-disciplined, frugal, 

temperate, and restrained” and insisted on their moral authority. Both the 

Church and the colonial administration commanded obedience and meted 

out retribution “fairly and justly” when their authority was challenged.95 

Dun Karm Psaila’s poem “Lil Malta” talks of Great Britain as a “prudent 

mother,” but the qualities it associates with this mother are more akin to 

those of the father in Lakoff’s conservative strict father model of the family: 

she is strong-willed, able to defeat and pardon her enemies and she is a 

queen with a “big heart” (line 8).  

 

Because the personal journey and the national journey in the metaphorical 

world of Dun Karm overlap, “the home of peace and joy” that he posits as 

his destination in Il-Jien u Lilhinn Minnu (“Beyond Self”) (1936), is also 

the destination of his nation-journey. On the national level, this home is 

directly and indirectly associated with a number of elements that 

                   
95 George Lakoff, “Metaphor, Morality, and Politics.” 
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characterize Dun Karm’s ideal world: the home, the mother and the family; 

love and peace; the rural village; and the Catholic religion. Only one road 

leads to this home: the difficulty lies in identifying that road and having the 

courage and determination to walk along it despite temptations to choose 

easier paths. At one point, the protagonist, like Malta, finds himself at a 

fork: one road leads to the self, to egoism and all that the poet associates 

with the city and with that which is “foreign,” while the other road leads to 

that which is beyond the self, to the home of peace and joy: There is only 

one right path for the travelling nation. 

 

Il-Jien u Lilhinn Minnu is structured on the metaphor of life as a 

pilgrimage. In this context, Dun Karm presents a predominantly a static 

view of the relationship between God and humankind. Feminist theologian 

Nelle Morton offers an alternative dynamic view of such a relationship. In 

1974 she was asked to speak on discrimination against women at the first 

world conference of the World Council of Churches. She particularly 

appreciated the fact that the theme she was given was “Toward a Whole 

Theology.”  

Toward immediately gives us the right, and presents us with the urgency of 
entering the process with our own experiences and with our own stories. […] 
Toward suggests that we are on the way, on a journey - growing, groping, 
reaching. Creating the path by the journeying, moving in the assurance that 
the journey is of infinite worth. […] Toward affirms God as verb - out ahead - 
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known in liberating, moving, changing, healing, breaking down, and building 
up.96  

 

Dun Karm's God is different, certainly a male God, the result of a 

patriarchal, hierarchically structured culture. The destination of Dun 

Karm's own personal journey is a loving, but static God who waits for those 

who believe to reach Him: God Himself is fixed and the path that leads to 

him is equally unchanging.  

 

The image of Malta’s ideal destination in Dun Karm's poetry is similarly 

monolithic. In “Kewkbet is-Safar” Malta is the land where the seafarer is at 

home, where he seeks refuge in stormy weather. In this and many other 

poems, in particular the overtly political poem “Lil Malta” (1939), Malta is 

identified with the mother. Rather than promote change, this “mother” 

represents the call for “no change”: she is essentially conservative, 

reactionary. She doesn't question, she doesn't break new ground; she 

doesn't travel. The identification of Malta with the maternal figure is tied to 

the cultural convictions and life of Dun Karm. In 1927 Dun Karm delivered 

the first speech in Maltese commemorating the Great Siege. “At dawn on 18 

May 1565 there echoed over Malta three cannon shots from the forts of St. 

Angelo, St. Elmo, and St. Michael. This was the strong voice of a mother, of 

                   
96 The Journey is Home, 67. 
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our country calling her sons, our forefathers, to drop their tools of toil and 

take up the weapons of war.”97 Dun Karm claims that he loved Malta as 

much as he loved his mother;98 but his nation-mother, like the real mother 

of his memory, is essentially a fixed, frozen reality. In 1922, he was asked to 

write an “Appeal” to commemorate the Great Siege of 1565. “For us, our 

native land” (“Patrija”), wrote Dun Karm, “is our sky, our sea, our 

harbours, our land: it is our religion, our language, our customs; our 

history full of wonderful events; our prehistory, unique in the whole world 

for the beauty and importance of its monuments. Because of this, in the 

meaning of “Patrija” enter people, places, and above all dates that cannot 

be forgotten…”99 This definition of Malta has the potential to be interpreted 

in a dynamic way, but in his poetry, apart from the constant references to 

the native language, Malta is often associated with a monolithic, idealized 

personal and collective past, and with a monolithic religion.  

 

One may argue, as has been argued about the Muslim world’s self-exclusion 

from the “destabilising but salutary impulse” that characterized the 

Western world between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, that religion 
                   
97 Dun Karm, “Tifkir ir-Rebħa l-Kbira,” Ward ta' Qari Malti, vol. II, ed. Pietru Pawl Saydon and 
Ġużè Aquilina (Malta: A.C. Aquilina, 1976), 260-63; translated by A. J. Arberry, “The Great 
Victory,” A Maltese Anthology, ed. A. J. Arberry (Connecticut, USA: Greenwood Press, 1975), 53. 
98 Ġużè Cassar Pullicino, Dun Karm: Tagħrif Ġdid u Noti Kritiċi, 43. In April 1936, Armand 
Guibert interviewed Dun Karm about the Maltese language and Maltese literature at the National 
Library of Malta in Valletta. Guibert wrote about those interviews in an article called “A Malte” 
published in Le Petit Matin of 2 March, 1937 (Tunis). 
99 Ġużè Cassar Pullicino, Dun Karm: Tagħrif Ġdid u Noti Kritiċi, 32. 
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stood in the way of modernization in Malta, and Dun Karm’s constant 

references to the moral code of the local Catholic Church seem to prove this 

position right. Maalouf argues that in the West it was society that 

modernized religion, and not religion that modernized society. Christianity 

itself had little to do with this process of modernization.  

Without going so far as to say that modernisation happened in spite of and 
against religion, we may reasonably argue that religion [Christianity] did not 
act as a driving force in the matter: on the contrary, it tended throughout to 
put up an often fierce resistance to it. The impetus for change had to he 
strong, profound and lasting in order to weaken religion's resistance and 
force it to adjust.100 

 

This suggests that, to a large extent, Malta’s conservative Catholicism 

reflected a deeper conservatism within the community, a mistrust of 

change and modernization that surfaced in the way it interpreted its 

religion.  

 

Dun Karm shied away from the public sphere of politics and in his writing 

he was careful not to enter the political fray. Neither did he come up with a 

political agenda meant to alleviate the poverty of the majority of the 

Maltese who lived through some very hard times. Post-Independence poet 

Mario Azzopardi argues that Dun Karm's “submissive” behaviour in his life 

and in his writing must have suited the Colonial Office fine because it 

married faith in God to an acceptance of Malta’s political status as a 
                   
100 On Identity, 57. 
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colonized nation. Azzopardi believes that Dun Karm accepted Malta’s 

political destiny as a colony of the United Kingdom.101 This is not self-

evident: in a letter to Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar written in December, 1941, 

Dun Karm argues that because of its 3000 years of rule [“ħakma,” or 

domination] by foreign powers, “the idea of an individual nationality or 

nationhood [“nazzjonalità individwali”], of freedom, of independence, has 

not grown strong roots in the hearts of the Maltese and some cannot 

understand how Malta can be a separate nation [“nazzjon għaliha”].” 

However, “I think that in the hour of need [“fis-siegħa tal-bżonn”] most of 

the Maltese, if not all of them, will remember the enthusiasm, strength and 

holy resolve [“fehma qaddisa”] of our forefathers, the lions of 1565, and 

they will defend as men the right of Malta [“il-jedd ta’ Malta”], the mother 

whose name we bear.” His personal opinion is not clear; it’s unclear, for 

instance, what he means by “the hour of need.” Dun Karm seems to be in 

favour of independence, but he doesn’t make a clear statement. Moreover, 

in a previous passage, he refers to Mikiel Anton Vassalli’s vision of Malta as 

a small nation protected by a larger, more powerful nation. Dun Karm is 

probably sympathetic to this idea: he admired Mikiel Anton Vassalli, and 

this letter was written during the Second World War, when Malta, to Dun 

                   
101 Mario Azzopardi, Dun Karm: Bejn il-Vatikan, id-Duċe u l-Kuruna (Malta: PEG, 1993), 56-57. 
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Karm’s mind, was being protected by Great Britain. 102  Dun Karm's 

biographer, Ġużè Cardona, apparently stated in his correspondence with 

Azzopardi that Dun Karm “couldn't see the possibility of full autonomy for 

Malta” and that in the circumstances, it was better for Malta to be a British 

“protectorate.”103 

 

Mario Azzopardi argues that Dun Karm himself was highly sceptical of 

economic and social “progress” (see for example the satirical poem 

“Progress” of 1940) and his poetry “distanced itself consciously from the 

reality of urbanization and from politically sensitive environments like the 

dockyard and the harbour, ‘main arteries’ of Britain in Malta.”104 The only 

area in which Dun Karm chose to rock the boat was language: his decision 

to write poetry in Maltese and to proclaim himself openly in favour of the 

vernacular exposed him to much criticism, especially in the pro-Italian 

newspaper Malta.105 Azzopardi asks whether Dun Karm was also “morally 

obliged” to speak out in favour of the rights of the common Maltese people, 

including democracy. According to his critic, Dun Karm was unable to see 

beyond his “microcosmic vision” of Malta as a “colonial village” threatened 

                   
102  Dun Karm uses the word “independence” in a letter to Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar dated 
8.12.1941. L-Ittri ta' Dun Karm lil Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar, 24-25. 
103 Dun Karm: Bejn il-Vatikan, id-Duċe u l-Kuruna, 34. 
104 Ibid., 11. 
105 Ibid., 20. 
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by “progress.”106 This and what he calls Dun Karm's “meek character” 

(“karattru ġwejjed”) prompt Azzopardi to question whether Dun Karm 

should have been proclaimed Malta's “national poet.”107 

 

Like Dun Karm in “Lil Malta,” Ġorġ Pisani refers to Britain as Malta’s 

mother: in a poem called “Fil-Waqgħa ta’ Tunes u Biżerta” (referring to The 

Fall of Tunes and Bizerta on 8 May, 1943), Malta addresses London 

lovingly as “Omm minn tiegħi” (line 5), my mother and “Ommi ħelwa” (line 

13), my sweet mother; and in “L-Għanja tal-‘Coronation’” (“The Coronation 

Song”) the poet is full of praise for the British Empire and its leaders and 

Malta and London end up kissing each other lovingly. The poet’s final 

pledge is that Malta will never be separated from London. There is a similar 

sworn promise (“ħalfa,” line 13) in the sonnet “Nelson”: the poet’s asks 

Nelson to return to Malta to rid it of its enemies and the new Malta freed of 

its foreign invaders will promise to continue to “embrace” (“imħaddna,” 

line 14) Nelson until its death.108 

  

Dun Karm’s love for Britain (and Italy) is more controlled. Like “Kewkbet 

is-Safar,” in which the opening statement is repeated in line 9, Dun Karm’s 

“Lil Malta” repeats the opening sentence “But [I love] no one as much as 
                   
106 Ibid., 21. 
107 Ibid., 34. 
108 Ġorġ Pisani, Il-Għid taż-Żgħożija (Malta: Lux Press, 1963), 61. 
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you” in the volta. Therefore in the first line and in the crucial volta, the poet 

says that he doesn't love any other country as much as he loves Malta: “You 

alone are my mother.” In his letters to Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar, a young 

Maltese woman who was part of a large Maltese community in Egypt (she 

later moved to the UK when foreigners were forced out of Egypt), Dun 

Karm, spurred on by his patriotic reader, repeatedly refers to Malta as a 

mother and systematically associates the love that a Maltese person should 

have for his or her country with the love they should have for God and their 

neighbours.109  

 

A Silenced WomanA Silenced Woman  

A reading of the conceptual metaphor of the nation-mother depends on an 

understanding of the figures of the woman and the mother in pre-

Independence Malta. Research on marriage in Malta in the late eighteenth 

century by Frans Ciappara makes very interesting reading because it sheds 

light on the place and role of women at least up until World War II. 

Ciappara shows that women were considered and treated as “inferior 

beings.” The maxims of the Church reinforced the belief that wives were 

subservient to their husbands, and the Council of Trent, for example, 

“expressly forbade women to leave home without the husband’s consent.” 
                   
109 As in the letter dated 27.1.1942 in Friggieri, L-Ittri ta' Dun Karm lil Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar, 
27. See also, for example, in the letter dated 12 October, 1942, reproduced on p. 31. 
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Apart from that, the law imposed on them other “disabilities,” as the 

historian calls them: “They could not alienate any property, not even their 

dowry; nor borrow money, or make any financial transactions.” While men, 

with more spare time on their hands, went to the tavern to play cards and 

get drunk, the women took care of the children, and did all the house 

chores.110  

 

Research about marriage in late eighteenth century Malta indicates that 

“engaged couples were not expected to remain chaste before marriage.” 

People spoke ill of unmarried couples that were seen together in 

“inappropriate hours,” and they spoke particularly ill of those girls who 

gave birth out of wedlock. But this does not mean that the ancestors of the 

Maltese extolled chastity: that would be “only one more false impression 

about the past” that has been “idealized by moralists preoccupied with the 

‘sins of the flesh’.”111 Maltese mainly middle-class romantic writers gave 

just such a “false impression” in their novels and poems. The custom of 

examining the bedsheets to test the virginity of the bride that has been 

frequently associated with the Mediterranean region, “did not exist in 

Malta,” and “not even fallen girls found it difficult to get married.” Ciappara 

claims that “not only virginity was not valued, but its loss could be an asset, 
                   
110 Frans Ciappara, Marriage in Malta in the Late Eighteenth Century (1750-1800), (Malta: 
Associated News, 1988), 66-67. 
111 Ibid., 76. 
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proving the girl’s fecundity.” As in Corsica, eighteenth century Maltese men 

wanted to make sure through their own sexual experience that their girl 

was able to bear children.112 

 

Although many Maltese romantic writers idealize the marriages of their 

ancestors in their works, “it seems that lack of affection characterised 

marriage in traditional society.”113 Apparently people spent much of their 

time in the company of others outside their home. Ciappara suggests that 

there was little time for the couple to be by themselves because the 

community was closely involved in the family’s life and consumed much of 

their time.114 With regards to the sexual relationship between couples, the 

historian claims that the structure of their houses made sexual privacy 

practically impossible. The whole family normally slept on the matrimonial 

bed and this couldn’t have encouraged much emotional intimacy. But there 

were other constraints: the Church considered the coitus act to be 

“something shameful;” and “the Catechism of Trent urged couples to 

abstain from the marriage debt at least three days before Communion, and 

more often during Lent.115 Marriage was centred on having children,116 not 

on love; marriage without children was inconceivable.117  

                   
112 Ibid., 78, 104. 
113 Ibid., 63. 
114 Ibid., 67. 
115 Ibid., 68. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

67 

 

World War II brought about a series of important changes in Maltese 

society. It “caused the Maltese to stop, think and re-assess their traditional 

attitudes. Younger people especially began to question many of the things 

that their elders had accepted with a certain resignation, if not always 

complacently.” One result of this, writes Joseph M. Pirotta, was the 

emancipation of the Maltese wornan.118 And yet, in Oliver Friggieri’s novel 

Il-Gidba published in 1977, practically 35 years after the end of the War in 

Malta, and in similar post-1964 novels, the role of the ideal woman is 

equated with that of the mother and very much restricted to the household. 

Rebekka’s mother tells her daughter that “children are a sign of God’s 

blessing,” and “people like to see the married woman surrounded by her 

children.” Her next sentence shows how marriage is synonymous not with 

love but with having children; the use of the verb “live (in marriage),” here 

translated literally from Friggieri’s Maltese original, sounds unusual in 

Maltese too: “Everyone wants the woman to live in marriage.”119 The author 

has chosen his words very carefully and the weight of the unusual phrase 

“live in marriage” is no doubt intentional. This has at least two immediate 

                                                     
116 Ibid., 69. 
117 Ibid., 104. 
118 Joseph M. Pirotta, Fortress Colony: The Final Act 1945-1964 – Vol. I, 1945-1954 (Malta: Studia 
Editions, 1987), 12. 
119 Oliver Friggieri, Il-Gidba (Malta: PEG, 1977), 126. “’It-tfal barka t’Alla, dak li huma t-tfal. anki 
n-nies jieħdu pjaċir jaraw lill-mara miżżewġa mdawra b’uliedha. Kulħadd irid li l-mara tgħix 
fiż-żwieġ.’”  
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effects: that of confining the woman to the limited space of the family and 

home; and that of equating the (ideal) role of the woman with that of the 

mother.  

 

For the Maltese, almost exclusively male, writer, the figure of the mother 

may be the guiding star of one’s life; but from a wider perspective, she is 

also a woman that is deprived of more engaging public roles by that same 

male-dominated culture that claims to venerate her. The figure of the 

nation-mother must take account of this wider perspective. Pirotta claims 

that “the Maltese woman had traditionally been only interested in familial 

and household affairs;” it would probably be fairer to say that her 

aspirations as a woman and as a mother had been confined to the family 

and the home; she was not allowed to look beyond the household. Before 

the Second World War, Maltese society was “totally male-dominated and 

the wife played little part in anything that fell outside the confines of the 

family home. When war broke out and fighting intensified it became 

imperative to supplement the male labour lost through military 

conscription by employing females.” The great majority of those employed 

by the Civil government worked for the Department of Education and the 

Department of Medical and Health Department respectively, but a growing 

number of women filled posts at the dockyard. In the traditional sense of 
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the term “economic” (because her role in the household has always been of 

great economic value), the “new economic role” acquired by women 

because of the War “contributed to the loosening of the social strictures 

that hemmed them in and prepared the way for the acquisition of full 

political rights.” Female emancipation, writes Pirotta, “was achieved in the 

face of strong male opposition, and often quite overt opposition from 

members of the clergy, since the Maltese Church insisted that a woman's 

place was in the home.120 

 

The Church continues to influence the discourse related to the role of 

women and mothers and therefore on fundamental concepts underlying the 

nation-mother metaphor. In a pastoral letter issued in 2000, the bishops of 

Malta and Gozo defended the position of the local church on the role of 

“Women in the life of the Church” and reiterated the identification of the 

woman with motherhood: “the model for women in the life of the church 

has to be exactly [the Virgin] Mary,” the “Mother of God” who “takes her 

place with Christ's messianic service” (emphasis added). The Virgin Mary is 

“the cornerstone of the presence and the living participation that 

providence designed for women in the life of the church established by 

Christ, from its very beginning.” After presenting the Catholic Church's 

                   
120 Fortress Colony: The Final Act 1945-1964 – Vol. I, 1945-1954, 12. 
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arguments against allowing women to become priests, the bishops 

highlight what they single out as examples of the many beautiful qualities 

of women: mercy, compassion and the caring for others, such as the 

vulnerable, the weak and the destitute - qualities described by the Pope as 

‘the genius of woman.’”121 

 

The metaphor of the nation-mother in the poetry and letters of Dun Karm 

is based on the traditional Maltese mother described by Ciappara and 

Pirotta. She is a silent, silenced woman who lives for her children and is 

ready, as in “Lil Malta Wara Elfejn Attakk mill-Ajru” (“To Malta After Two 

Thousand Airstrikes”), to sacrifice herself completely for them. The nation-

mother is similar to the Mother of God and the description of the 

“maternal” North Star as a “queen” (“sultana”), a word which is commonly 

used to refer to the Virgin Mary, in “Kewkbet is-Safar,” is an instance in 

which the central figure of the mother/nation-mother and that of the Virgin 

Mary converge.122  In “Lil Malta Wara Elfejn Attakk mill-Ajru,” Mother 

Malta listens quietly as the poet, a man, and other men, praise her 

resilience and beauty. She does not converse with the poet in any dynamic 

way; in Il-Jien u Lilhinn Minnu, the poet's mother talks to her son, but only 
                   
121 The Sunday Times (Malta), August 13, 2000. 
122 See also the poem, “Innu lill-Madonna Kewkba tal-Baħar,” where the Virgin Mary, Stella Maris, 
like the Pole Star, is asked to guide the seafarers to safety. Ġużè Bonnici describes the Virgin Mary 
as “Omm il-bnedmin kollha” (the Mother of all human beings) in his novel of 1938 Il-Qawwa ta’ l-
Imħabba (Malta: KKM, 1979), 60. 
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to tell him to believe; she is a messenger of the male God. To the poet this 

may seem to be a crucial role, but it is not a dynamic role, in the way that 

the poet himself, a variant of the model of the male traveller, is full of 

thoughts, emotions, doubts, beliefs and the like. In fact, the ideal women in 

Dun Karm's poetry are industrious, loving, reserved, scrupolously 

protective of their “honour” as women, God-loving, and faithful, but they 

do not do or say anything that marks them as individuals, that dissociates 

them from the sexist roles that have been attributed to them (and to men) 

by a culture dominated by clergymen, male politicians, male professionals, 

and a male God. As it is being used here, “patriarchy” is “any social system 

in which men are perceived as inherently superior and more powerful than 

women;” such social systems have “pervaded and shaped the entire western 

civilization.” This “patriarchy” has led to “universal oppression on women, 

the poor, and the nonwhite” and it contributed to the “domination of the 

Third World peoples, to world wars, and the exploitation of the earth and 

its resources.” 123  Malta is metaphorized by men as a stereotypical, 

conservative mother. She has a fixed role that has been assigned to her by 

others, primarily by men. This is perhaps why the mother (and the home) is 

a fixed point of reference. Nelle Morton argues that “in the birth of the 

Christ Child […] God became the parent of Jesus, and Mary was seen as the 

                   
123 Nelle Morton, 36-37. 
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instrument through whom God came into the world as His Son, His only 

Son, only His Son;” in the Bible, Mary, the ideal mother, is given a 

secondary role in the birth of Christ.124  

 

The fact that women are allowed limited space is, of course, not exclusive to 

Malta’s traditional communities. Like many Maltese who, both before and 

after Independence, felt uncomfortable with the norms imposed by the 

dominant majority, to escape the norms of sexuality and gender formation 

many women have had to leave home in order “to forge their own version 

of their identities.”125 An important issue is that of physical mobility: even 

today, women’s mobility is restricted in many different ways, “from 

physical violence to being ogled at or made to feel quite simply ‘out of 

place’” by men. Birkett, reviewing books on women adventurers and 

travellers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, suggests that “it is far, 

far more demanding for a woman to wander now than ever before.”126 

Massey argues that in some cultural contexts, the limitation of women's 

mobility, like the limitations imposed on the Maltese nation-mother by the 

colonial power, the local élite and the Catholic Church, in terms both of 

identity and space, has been a crucial means of subordination.127  

                   
124 Ibid., 38. 
125 Massey, 11. 
126 Ibid., 148. 
127 Ibid., 179.  
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Moreover, the attempted consignment/confinement to particular places on 

the one hand, and the limitation on identity on the other, have been 

“crucially related.” This joint control of spatiality and identity, for example, 

is evident in the West’s culturally specific distinction between public and 

private, between home and workplace. “The attempt to confine women to 

the domestic sphere was both a specifically spatial control and, through 

that, a social control on identity.” Women’s access to the outside working 

world has been seen as a threat to the social stability both because people 

thought it “might subvert the willingness of women to perform their 

domestic roles” and because it “gave them entry into another, public, world 

- 'a life not defined by family and husband'.” The construction of “home” as 

a woman's place has, moreover, “carried through into those views of place 

itself as a source of stability, reliability and authenticity.” Such views of 

place, “which reverberate with nostalgia for something lost, are coded 

female. Home is where the heart is and where the woman (mother, lover-

to-whom-you-will-one-day-return) is also.” 128  The Maltese pre-

Independence writers who established these popular “feminine” conceptual 

metaphors of the nation-mother and the nation-home in high literature did 

not question these gender stereotypes; on the contrary, they assumed that 

                   
128 Ibid., 179-180 
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such elements as stability, reliability and authenticity are part and parcel of 

these conventional conceptual metaphors and therefore they undermined 

the possibility they had to destabilize these metaphors and their 

conventional ideas about Malta and its identity.  

 

Dun Karm’s nation-mother is based on a romantic marriage between a 

conservative religion and an idealized, often distant past. In this context, 

Rużar Briffa, a younger romantic poet who admired and was admired by 

Dun Karm, offers a different perspective: in 1931, together with his prize-

winning poem “Il-Għid tal-Maħfra” (The Feast of Forgiveness) Briffa 

published an explanatory note about how the relations between Christians 

and Muslims in North Africa had improved without either religion losing 

its autonomy. The commemoration of the victory over the Muslims in the 

Great Siege of Malta of 1565, he wrote, should be an occasion of joy not 

hate. According to Oliver Friggieri, Dun Karm does not share Briffa’s 

modesty and objectivity in his analysis of history; on the contrary, Dun 

Karm’s “sense of history” is marked by “pride” and “sometimes even by a 

sense of national vendetta.”129 In Dun Karm’s poems inspired by the events 

of the Second World War, he once again extols the virtues of the brave 

Maltese people, his contemporaries, besieged by a bloodthirsty, evil 

                   
129 Briffa, L-Aħħar Poeżija u Taħdita Letterarja, 21-22. 
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foreigner/other; his perspective does not vary much from that inspired by 

the glorious events of Malta's idealized past and in this sense, the war 

poems are an extension of the historical poems. The poet attributes his 

beliefs and cultural ideology, characterized by the Maltese language, the 

rural environment and culture, and his religious beliefs, to his mother; his 

own personal journey and that of Mother Malta confirm the poet’s 

romantic, nationalistic ideology. The poet's real and metaphorical 

wanderings bring about a progressive idealization of the qualities he 

associates with the nation-home; the oikos one returns to is never the same, 

because the journey inevitably changes the traveller and therefore his home. 

 

The characteristics of the nation-mother are also brought out by its 

opposite, the young woman of loose morals, as in the highly critical poem, 

“Lil Malta ta' Llum u ta' Għada” (“To Malta”) (1934). In this poem, as in 

others like “In-Nissieġa” (“The Weaver”), the young women who do not 

play the ideal roles assigned to them by the poet’s patriarchal culture are 

stereotypically branded as women of loose morals, prostitutes almost. 

Therefore the other side of the stereotypical figure of the decent young girl, 
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the potential “prudent mother,” is the stereotypical dishonoured young 

woman.130 This applies to Malta too:  

“Kont il-warda tad-dinja u sirt bħal miżbla; 
minn kull xorta ta' qżież dieħel ġo fik; 
inti tilqgħu u tifraħ, mara belha! 
u d-dinja tidħak bik.”131 

 
(lines 1-4) 

The men have lost their “sense,” and the women have lost their shyness 

(Arberry writes “modesty”) “of glance, of words, of raiment.” (lines 5-6).132 

Malta's “soul is sick” because “the foreign poison has penetrated the cities, 

/ and your young men133 drink it and are intoxicated” (lines 9-10).134 This 

poison, which is spreading fast like the plague, is affecting the villages too. 

In this poem, especially in the first stanza, the woman called Malta is not a 

subject or agent of her own history, but an object, a victim almost of 

“others,” namely of the stereotypical, anonymous, deceitful, amoral 

foreigners. In the sonnet “Liema? Bejn is-Sena 1940 u l-1943” (“Which? 

Between 1940 and 1943”) Malta is again personified as a woman: in the 

first stanza the poet sees her as a woman with loose morals and shameless; 

                   
130 The narrator in works like Wistin Born’s novel first published in 1939, Is-Salib tal-Fidda 
(Malta: Merlin Library, 1991), for instance on p.73, and Ġużè Bonnici’s Il-Qawwa ta’ l-Imħabba 
(1938), for example on p. 2, reproduces many stereotypes about women and love relationships. 
131“You were the rose of the world, and have become a dunghill; / all manner of filth entering into 
you; / which you receive rejoicing, foolish woman! / and the world laughs at you.” The word 
“qżież” means both “filth” and boastful and offensive behaviour. This is the kind of behaviour that 
rural villagers used to associated with city dwellers. “Tidħak bik” means “laughs at you” or “mocks 
you” and “deceives you.” 
132 “Fejn hu l-għaqal tar-rġiel? Fejn hi tan-nisa / il-mistħija fil-ħars, fil-kliem, fil-lbies?” (lines 5-
6)  
133 Arberry writes “young men,” but Dun Karm uses the neutral form “żgħażagħ.” 
134 “Għax ruħek mardet. Mingħajr ebda rażan / is-semm barrani dieħel ġo l-ibliet / u ż-żgħażagħ 
tiegħek jixorbuh u jiskru” (lines 9-11).  
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in the second she is a wise woman, decently dressed and faithful to God. In 

the second tercet, a “hidden voice” tells him that the wise woman is the 

beautiful face (or side) of this worthy land, while the unchaste nation-

woman is the “mask that the foreigners [or outsiders] brought with them.” 

This poetic world is dominated by the binary oppositions that largely 

construct our conceptual system, 135  like good/evil, chaste 

woman/prostitute, we/they, village/city, Maltese/foreign, Catholic/non-

Catholic. Dun Karm is distrustful of everything “foreign”: his poetic world 

is divided into “us” and “them,” into “ours” and “theirs.” “We” are by 

definition innocent victims; “they” are necessarily guilty; 136  in Mattew 

Callus, as the potential wife of the patriotic hero and mother of his children 

and as a metaphor of Malta, 137  Imperia Cassar is harassed by the sly 

outsider from Rhodes, Gaspru Dallas and by the Knight De-Vernon.138 But 

the interpretation of who “we” are depends on the concentric circle within 

which it operates: “we” can be the Maltese pitted against the foreigners, or 

the rural villagers pitted against the city dwellers, or even the Catholics as 

opposed to the non-believers. The metaphor of the nation-mother must 

also be read in the context of these various “internal” conflicts. 

 

                   
135 Morris, 195, 196. 
136 Maalouf, 28. 
137 Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, Mattew Callus, 11, 29 and 42. 
138 Ibid., 6 and 18. 
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Because he is dealing with the people of a country who do not have, or are 

not aware of, their national narrative, and because he himself was “trying to 

work out what is the quintessence of being Maltese,”139 Dun Karm adopts 

what one may perhaps call a colonial schema to identify Malta as a 

sovereign nation. Said argues that throughout the exchange between 

Europeans and their “others” which began systematically half a millennium 

ago, “the one idea that has scarcely varied is that there is an 'us' and a 

'them', each quite settled, clear, unassailably self-evident.” Said finds early 

traces of this division in Greek thought about barbarians. By the nineteenth 

century this kind of “identity” thought had become not only “the hallmark” 

of imperialist cultures but also of those cultures, including in a way the 

Maltese, who were trying to resist the “encroachments of Europe.” 140 

Looking back, Dun Karm’s project is understandable in its historical 

context, but it can no longer adequately account for the complex local and 

transnational realities, including the complex class divisions and tensions, 

of today. Moreover, his is what could be called a “patriarchal 

nationalism,”141 a nationalism designed by men who put the woman, in this 

case the mother, at the centre of a story that is not hers and that she is not 

able or even allowed to change or influence in any significant way. It is a 

                   
139 Fr. Prosper Grech in his introduction to the poetry of Dun Karm published in Arberry, Dun 
Karm Poet of Malta, 38. 
140 Said, Culture and Imperialism, xxviii.  
141 Caren Kaplan, “On Location,” Making Worlds: Gender, Metaphor, Materiality, ed. Susan 
Hardy Aiken et al., (Tucson, USA: University of Arizona Press, 1998), 64. 
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nationalism “rife” with men, represented, in the case of Malta, by the 

standard term “missirijietna,” “our forefathers,” which expresses the 

limitations of this vision, and by the fact that all the patriots are men (and 

almost all ardent Roman Catholics).  

 

Perhaps the most serious shortcoming of Dun Karm’s ideal Maltese identity 

is its in-built tendency to exclude the many affiliations and allegiances that 

characterize Malta’s chequered story. In the same way that every individual 

is “a meeting ground for many different allegiances, and sometimes these 

loyalties conflict with one another and confront the person who harbours 

them with difficult choices,” a nation or community also has a composite 

identity, an identity enriched, but sometimes even torn, by different 

religions, languages, and socio-economic groups. 142  Some of these 

allegiances are linked to an ethnic past, or to a religious tradition and 

others are not; in each one of us, in our origins and in the course that our 

life has taken, there are a number of “different confluences and 

contributions, of different mixtures and influences, some of them quite 

subtle or even incompatible with one another.143 Malta, for instance, has 

been strongly identified with the Catholic religion, and yet one need not be 

Catholic to be Maltese; and there were important phases in its history in 

                   
142 Maalouf, 5. 
143 Ibid., 26-27. 
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which Malta was not Catholic. These affiliations with Catholicism and other 

religions and cultures are not mutually exclusive: in all, necessarily 

complex, identities, affiliations like these come together to form a unique, 

albeit always changing, identity.  

 

Dun Karm believes in the existence of a true Malta and his journey away 

from his home which is Malta is really a confirmation of this belief, in the 

sense that his travelling away from the home posits the home as the point 

of reference, the oikos, and at the same time constructs the home, filling in 

the details in journey after journey (in no particular order): the Catholic 

religion, rural setting, industrious men and women, loving mother, 

traditional family, chaste young women, the Maltese language and 

“authentic” traditions, love of one's country, bravery, historical events and 

historical figures (all men). In a letter to Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar dated 8 

January, 1943, he refers to this idealized, monolithic Malta:  

Jiena qisni dejjem fis-sakra fuq kull ħaġa li hi tassew Maltija: u 
nixtieq nara ħafna Maltin li jħobbu lil Malta bl-intelliġenza tagħhom 
u bil-qalb tagħhom, jiġifieri li l-ewwel jifhmu tajjeb x'inhi u xi tfisser 
il-kelma u l-ħaġa Malta, u mbagħad iħobbuha kif u kemm 
jixirqilha.144 

 

                   
144 L-Ittri ta' Dun Karm lil Karmen Mikallef Buħaġar, 33. “I feel as if I’m always drunk on 
whatever is truly Maltese: and I would like to see many Maltese love Malta with their intelligence 
and with their heart, which means that they must first understand well what the word and the 
thing Malta is, and then love her [or it] in the way and as much as she deserves.”  
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Dun Karm's journey away from the home gradually builds his ideal home in 

the same way that his poems gradually build his coherent poetic world, his 

monolith-home one could say, because it is large, immovable, and solidly 

uniform. Because the nation-as-mother herself does not travel (or even 

move) she doesn't appropriate anything: at best she conserves, although 

the lack of travel also implies loss, depreciation. 

 

The Metaphor of the Immobilized (Grand)Mother 

At the beginning of Alfred Sant’s first novel (1968), L-Ewwel Weraq tal-

Bajtar (The First Fig-Leaves), the “old” Malta is a bedridden grandmother. 

As the young protagonist of the novel, Raymond, who represents the new 

generation, opens the window of the room, he becomes aware of the “warm, 

old air of the house behind him” pushing him forward and he wonders why 

he hadn’t felt it before. The urgent need to get out of the house overcomes 

him even though he knows that Grandma Lwiża, who is half asleep 

(“tongħos”) in the adjacent room, should no longer be left alone. The 

metaphorical reference to Malta is clear, especially when Raymond talks to 

his grandmother and she catches him unawares when she asks him 

whether it is true that he is thinking of emigrating to England. The use of 

the verb “tongħos” is significant too because it has been used by other post-

Independence Maltese writers to refer to passive, inert Malta. In Mario 
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Azzopardi's poem “Repubblika,” Malta is a sleepy (“ngħas”) old woman “in 

the blue purple mediterranean” (lines 50-54; “Republic,” lines 48-52).145 In 

Albert Marshall's “In-Namra tan-Ngħas” (“The Fondness of Sleepiness”), 

Malta is “this woman of the wind with her hair let loose” who has now 

woken up, 146  while in “Tibqax Rieqda” (“Don’t Remain Asleep”), Rena 

Balzan urges Malta-the-mother to wake up and not to let her children fool 

her.147 And there’s more than just a hint of irony in the depiction of “this 

sweet land” (“din l-art ħelwa” being the opening words of the Maltese 

National Anthem) hanging out its apathy on the washing line to “celebrate” 

Independence Day in Philip Sciberras’s poem “Ecce Homo” (1971).148  

 

The metaphor of Malta as asleep or half-asleep is not exclusive to Maltese 

post-Independence literature. Dun Karm uses it in his political poem, “1921 

Lil Ħuti l-Maltin Nhar l-Għoti tal-Kostituzzjoni” (“1921 To My Brothers and 

Sisters the Maltese on the Granting of the Constitution”) when he exhorts 

Malta to wake up from the torpor that has neutralized its heart.149 And in 

Ġużè Bonnici's history of the Labour Party written in 1931, the author 

                   
145  Peter Serracino Inglott, ed., Ilħna Mkissra (Malta: Bugelli, 1989), 76-77; the English 
translation of “Repubblika,” “Republic” by Kenneth Wain, appears in Daniel Massa, (ed.) 
Limestone 84. Poems from Malta, Malta University Press, 1978. 
146 “Issa tistenbaħ dil-gżira ta' ħolmti / dil-mara tar-riħ b'xuxitha merħija.” Serracino Inglott, 
Ilħna Mkissra, 135, lines 5-6. 
147 Rena Balzan, Charles Caruana, Ġorġ Peresso, Salv Sammut, Alfa (Malta: Union Print, 2000), 
12.  
148 Philip Sciberras, Mandala, (Malta: Dormax Press, 1989), 115. 
149 “Qum mill-ħedla li 'l qalbek mewtitlek” (line 1). 
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writes about the very long time it took for the Maltese to wake up from 

their sleepiness (“ngħas”). “While the Europeans were standing up for their 

rights [“waking up”], the Maltese people were dead-asleep [“rieqda raqda 

tal-mewt”].150 And Rużar Briffa encourages Malta to “wake up” (lines 1, 3) 

in his poem “Sejħa” (A Call) (1930): “You have slept enough,” he writes; it 

is time for Malta to shake off its meekness and start its “new life” (lines 1, 3-

4); 151  in “Jum ir-Rebħ” (1945), a poem inspired by the protest of the 

Maltese spectators against the fact that the Maltese anthem was not played 

during a soccer match between Hajduks and Malta, the Maltese wake up 

from their sleep to declare their Maltese nationality.152 

 

Pre-Independence, colonized Malta also appears as a mother in the post-

Independence novel Samuraj (1975) by Frans Sammut. The mother is by 

far the most powerful (often absent) figure in the novel. Despite her 

physical absence she dominates the most important characters throughout, 

acting as a constant point of reference. With a series of effective flashbacks, 

Sammut takes his readers back to the mother-dominated childhood of Dun 

Vinċenz and especially of Samwel. Dun Vinċenz is almost obsessed by his 

sense of indebtedness towards his mother and by what he feels she expects 

                   
150 Ġużè Bonnici, Storja tal-Partit tal-Ħaddiema (Malta: Id-Dipartiment tat-Tagħrif, Il-Partit tal-
Ħaddiema, [1990]), 18. 
151 Rużar Briffa, Poeżiji, Lux Press, Malta, 1966. 
152 Ibid., 68. 
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from him in return. Samwel is torn by the vivid images of his weak, 

battered mother and by the awareness of his inability to detach himself 

from her once and for all. In Samuraj, Żabbett does not have a good 

relationship with her mother Patrizja, but on the other hand, like Samwel, 

she has no relationship at all with her father. From the few references that 

she makes to her childhood, it is clear that Rożann, another important 

character, admires her mother and has fond memories of her as her guiding 

light.153 In the lives of the four main characters of Samuraj, the father is 

either literally or virtually absent.  

 

The characters’ strong attachment to their mothers, which is also evident in 

other Maltese novels, even an irreverent novel like Ulied in-Nanna Venut 

fl-Amerka (Grandma Venut’s Children in America) (1930-31) is a metaphor 

of the dependence of post-Independence Malta on its old mentality and its 

old ways. There is also a strong element of nostalgia in this relationship. 

Many Maltese pre-Independence romantic poets, especially Dun Karm, 

personified Malta as a loving mother who has sacrificed herself, somewhat 

single-handedly, for her children. Samwel’s problem in Samuraj is that he 

is unable to cut the umbilical cord that binds him to his mother, even 

though she is no longer alive. This is a lot like “new” Malta’s inability to 

                   
153 Sammut, Frans, Samuraj, 2nd. ed. (Malta: Merlin Library, 1991), 104, 140, 174 
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disengage itself from its colonized past, from its brave and battered mother. 

The emotional and ideological cord that keeps Rita tied to her mother in 

Ebejer’s play “Il-Ħadd fuq il-Bejt” (1973) only starts to tear when her 

mother dies; in Samwel’s case, however, time does not loosen his hold on 

his mother but actually makes it stronger. At first he thinks of her 

occasionally, but gradually he comes to think of her all the time, in a way 

that makes it seem to him that he has become pregnant with her in the 

same way that she was pregnant with him years before.  

 

In Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytical theory, 

to enter the cultural order as a social being, the child must separate from its 
coextensive unity with the pre-Oedipal mother. Thus self-identity is based on 
loss or lack of the maternal body. This lack produces unconscious desire 
which can never regain the maternal plenitude, and displaces itself into a 
chain of social meanings which can never satisfy it. As opposed to “want” and 
“need,” which have specific demandable objects, desire cannot be named 
since it originates in a loss prior to language.154 

 

Like Samwel, who is overwhelmed by this “unconscious desire” for 

“maternal plenitude,” independent Malta realizes that sooner or later it 

must wean itself away from its mother in order to give her “the death she 

merits and to leave her in peace.” Samwel is pregnant with his own mother, 

and he realizes that this is not a natural pregnancy because it has lasted far 

too long. but he blames the domineering “father,” metaphorically 

                   
154 Morris, 196. 
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associated with the oppressive Church and community, for having stolen 

his mother’s life and for making her look for her own life, like the 

oppressed nation-mother, in that of her son.155 Like Ebejer’s Rita, Samwel’s 

ability to give life and be creative depends on his ability to detach himself 

from his mother, to free himself from the ongoing nightmare of his past, to 

grow out of his inner anguish, to become truly independent. This is a 

metaphor of Malta’s need to let go of its past and to create a future based 

on a free assessment of the new situation she is in, on her new affiliations. 

 

Conclusion 

There is a clear resemblance between the seated grandmother sewing and 

mending socks at the end of Ġużè Ellul Mercer’s novel Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir 

and the “prudent mother” of Dun Karm’s “Kewkbet is-Safar.” The 

grandmother is a good example of the model on which the romantic nation-

mother metaphor is based: As Leli’s mother, she prays that her son may 

recover the faith in God and the Catholic Church that he lost because of his 

avid reading of books, like Dostoyevsky’s Brothers Karamazov, that 

challenged and eventually eroded his Catholic faith in the closed 

                   
155 Samuraj, 52-53. “Kien jiftakar f'ommu waqtiet imbegħdin minn xulxin, iżda mbagħad wara 
sensiela ta' drabi kien qisu ftakar fiha bla qtugħ, hekk li donnu sar tqil biha bħalma darba kienet 
tqila bih hi.” 
Il-lum jew għada, iżda, irid joftomha minnu u l-iskoss li ħadet hi biex tatu l-ħajja hu jrid jieħdu 
biex jagħtiha l-mewt li tistħoqqilha u tħalliha fis-sliem. Mhux sew li l-mejtin jibqgħu mjassrin 
aktar milli ħaqqhom. żmien il-ħlas jasal għalihom ukoll.” 
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environment of early twentieth century Malta. Leli “dabbles” with such 

books and this costs him his peace of mind and his sanity and his mother 

prays that he may return to the person he was before he let his thirst for 

wisdom cloud his faith. In the immobile figure of Sa Marjann there is the 

strong maternal figure of Malta struggling to turn the clock back, to 

obstruct modernity and return to the perceived certainties and the order of 

the past.  

 

The image of this strong and loving orthodox woman who is mending 

clothes and keeping things from falling apart, reflects one of the central 

conflicts of Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, that between a Malta clinging to its 

cumbersome Catholic faith and its age-old submissiveness, and a Malta 

reluctantly but inevitably opening up to overwhelming outside influences, 

to ideas that challenge that order which generations of mothers have 

faithfully passed on to their children. The characteristics associated with Sa 

Marjann are those that mark the idealized nation-mother, the oikos of the 

Maltese: she is hard-working, a fervent, orthodox Catholic; a chaste 

married woman who tolerates the excesses of her womanizer husband with 

admirable Christian resolve; and most of all, a mother totally dedicated to 

the wellbeing of her children. 
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The powerful figure of Samwel’s absent mother in the post-Independence 

novel Samuraj can be read as an elaboration on the conceptual metaphor 

of the battered nation-mother that has been subjugated by the colonial 

experience and by the local powers-that-be and surpassed by events, 

primarily by political Independence. On this interpretation, the violence 

and indifference of Samwel’s father represents the oppression and 

dislocation that resulted from the colonial situation and from the 

oppressive attitude of the Catholic Church that dominated Malta and 

protected its own interests rather than those of the Maltese people.156 In the 

nineteenth century, the British didn’t allow much liberty to the Maltese, 

even excluding them from all but the lowest offices in Government; the 

Maltese were strangers in their own country;157 in many ways, they were 

considered and felt, or they were made to feel different and other. Adrianus 

Koster argues that because the British colonial authorities allowed the local 

Catholic Church to “monopolize the development of the Maltese 

population,” it was only after Independence that it was possible for the 

Maltese to initiate a heated debate about Maltese identity and the direction 

                   
156 In the first part of his autobiography which deals with his childhood in early twentieth century 
Gozo, the eminent politician and romantic poet Anton Buttigieg describes how the “saints” of the 
local Church “invented” the “Festa tal-Kwaranturi,” or forty hours’ devotion, to force the poor 
village farmers out of the streets and away from the meagre “pleasures of this world” and into the 
Church during the three days of Carnival. Anton Buttigieg, Mill-Album ta’ Ħajti. L-Ewwel Ktieb. 
Toni tal-Baħri (Malta: Klabb Kotba Maltin, 1978), 8. 
157 Carmel Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” The 
British Colonial Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes 
(Malta: Mireva, 1988), 120. 
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in which it should develop.158 The inability of Samwel’s mother to continue 

to guide her son through life is apparent when Samwel imagines that she is 

telling him that when he grows up his irritating ringworm will heal: Samwel 

realizes that his “poor” mother is unaware that he has grown up and that 

his ringworm will not go away.159 The same applies to post-Independence 

Malta: it will never emancipate itself unless it severs the umbilical cord that 

ties it to its colonial past and comes to terms with the new challenges of its 

present, and in fact, when “he felt Żabbett kiss the ringworm on his face the 

itching subsided.” 160  But Samwel’s relationship with Żabbett cannot 

develop because it has been deemed unacceptable by the community led by 

the zealots of the local Catholic Church.  

 

One of the biggest problems that emerges both from this particular text of 

Samuraj and from much of Maltese literature is that the son, in this case 

Samwel, portrays and probably perceives his mother in a rather flat, 

stereotypical way. This problem must be addressed if the young post-

Independence nation-traveller is to reconcile himself with his past because 

such reconciliation cannot take place without the protagonist, the new 

                   
158  Adrianus Koster, “Regular and Secular Clergy in British Malta,” The British Colonial 
Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes (Malta: Mireva, 
1988), 79. 
159 Samuraj, 198. “’Tmisshiex, Samwel, dik issa la tikber tgħaddilek!’ u daħak għax dik il-mara 
twajba miskina ma kenitx taf li hu kiber. U ħass lil Żabbett tbuslu d-dabra ta’ fuq wiċċu u l-ikel 
iħallih jistrieħ.” 
160 Samuraj, 198. “U ħass lil Żabbett tbuslu d-dabra ta’ fuq wiċċu u l-ikel iħallih jistrieħ.” 
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Malta, being frank with himself and uncompromising in his self-analysis. 

While it is true that the colonized nation-mother has suffered under foreign 

rule, it is also true that she has taken a rather submissive attitude, perhaps 

because she has never been allowed to behave otherwise. But this cannot 

fully justify her submissive attitude: in Victor Buhagiar’s novel Żmien il-

Kaċċa (“Hunting Time”) (1979), although she is very old and blind, Tereża 

is described as a strong, even “fierce” woman, but she has a soft spot for her 

son Martin, a handsome seducer of women and villain,161 and this weakness 

makes it impossible for her to help him mature. The nation-mother and the 

new post-Independence Malta cannot afford to ignore their weaknesses if 

they are to achieve true independence because that would produce only a 

semblance or illusion of independence: in Oliver Friggieri’s “Lil Malta” 

(1967), the woman-Malta kneels in adoration in front of her colonizers, 

with her hair touching the floor. Friggieri talks about emigration and the 

wisdom of those who separate the children from their mothers and send 

them into “exile.” This symbolizes the distancing of the young Maltese from 

their colonized mother and the detachment of the twenty-year-old Friggieri 

from his country's fake Independence which he calls “the September fable.” 

 

                   
161 Victor Buhagiar, Żmien il-Kaċċa (Malta: KKM, 1979), 15.  
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An important consideration on the use of the conceptual metaphor of the 

nation-mother by both pre- and post-Independence Maltese writers is that 

they do not seem to question in any significant way the gender stereotypes 

that underlie the conceptual structure of this metaphor and therefore their 

perceptions of Malta and its identity. Acceptance of these stereotypes of the 

woman and the mother meant that the idealized Mother Malta of Maltese 

literature had accepted the restrictions imposed on it by the dominant 

patriarchal culture represented mainly by the British colonial 

administration, which had every reason to encourage the submissive nature 

of the nation-mother, the local élite, who “expected the Britain to act as il 

più paterno dei governi,” 162  and the Catholic Church, “which greatly 

encouraged collective passivity and resignation” 163  and which was 

determined to retain its position of strength in every sphere of Maltese 

life.164 

 

                   
162 Edward L. Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 
The British Colonial Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-
Milanes (Malta: Mireva, 1988), 164. 
163 Oliver Friggieri, “The Search for a National Identity in Maltese Literature,” The British Colonial 
Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes (Malta: Mireva, 
1988), 289. 
164 Pirotta, Fortress Colony: The Final Act 1945-1964 – Vol. I, 1945-1954, 16. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

92 

  

IIIIII  

A Disorientated TravellerA Disorientated Traveller  

  

  

  

 

 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

93 

The point of departure of the nation’s metaphorical journey in post-

Independence Maltese literature is metaphorically identified with the old 

nation-mother and the rural nation-home; the destination of the pre-

Independence nation, as variously interpreted by the different writers, is 

full and separate nationhood, with the islands’ historical or mythological 

past and the Catholic religion often playing a leading role in the shaping of 

this emancipated nationhood.  

 

For Maltese literature and for Maltese culture in general, Independence 

was a turning-point that marked the beginning of what, according to Henry 

Frendo, was a “cultural revolution” that spontaneously influenced Maltese 

nationality and self-pride, transforming identity, or at least the 

appreciation of it.165 It was with Independence, and the experimental years 

of freedom that followed on it, that Malta and the Maltese truly came to 

life”166 But 1964 could not mark a fundamental break with the past because 

the new state was also an “old nation,” and this is amply clear in the works 

of leading post-Independent writers like Frans Sammut and Daniel Massa 

for whom the historical and mythological past, characterized by the 

idealized figure of the mother, is a constant point of reference. The popular 

                   
165 Henry Frendo, “Maltese Colonial Identity: Latin Mediterranean or British Empire?” The British 
Colonial Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes 
(Malta: Mireva, 1988), 210. 
166 Ibid., 209-210. 
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uprising against the French in 1798, “as Catholics perhaps more than as 

‘nationals’,” marked the beginning of the evolution of a Maltese “colonial” 

identity, because it brought together people from all socio-economic 

groups. This fledgling general national identity continued to take shape and 

to slowly overshadow the “several” smaller identities that were clearly 

identifiable in the nineteenth century: the rural peasant one, the urbane 

cosmopolitan one, the Gozitan one and other more parochial identities. It 

was a national identity, however, that emerged in relation to the powerful 

colonial masters; the British colonial experience, more than any other 

Maltese experience of foreign rule, “acted as a stimulus for the Maltese to 

come to terms with themselves,” and set them on the path leading to “full 

and separate nationhood.”167 Independence had stirred the soul, but it was 

only a stir, and in 1988 Frendo warned that this initial phase of challenging 

“self-assessment” after centuries of subjection to foreign rule, could be 

“nipped in the bud by neo-colonialism, by statism,” by a new local 

administration that was just as stifling as its foreign predecessors.168 

 

The journey of the post-Independence nation has an established point of 

departure but often, and understandably, it lacks an identifiable 

destination; Said points out that the difficulties inherent in structuring the 

                   
167 Ibid., 186. 
168 Ibid., 210-211. 
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journey of the post-Independence nation are evident in the fact that neither 

Yeats nor Fanon offers a presciption for making a transition after 

decolonization to a period when a new political order achieves moral 

hegemony.169 In a number of post-Independence literary works, the young, 

engaged Maltese male who represents the new nation believes in true 

independence based on secularization; on education for all that is free of 

the strangling grip of the Church; on foreign, mainly European models. 

Juan Mamo’s extraordinary novel Ulied in Nanna Venut fl-Amerka written 

more than thirty years before Independence, anticipates many of these 

issues by telling the story of a group of uneducated Maltese rural villagers, 

the type idealized by many romantic literary works and set by them as 

models for a future Malta, who have been denied the education necessary 

to achieve true freedom. Mamo refuses the most common option among 

writers of his time to have Malta-the-traveller look towards its past because 

he has no illusions about the injustices that lie beneath the romanticized 

tales told by his more established contemporaries. Although he pokes fun 

at them too, Mamo believes that the Maltese should emulate the open-

minded Europeans, but his bias in favour of Semiticized language betrays 

the lure of, but not submission to the past in him too. In contrast to the 

open-ended nature of Malta’s journey in Mamo and post-Independence 

                   
169 Said, Culture and Imperialism, 284. 
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poets and novelists, Malta’s destination in the works of Dun Karm and 

other romantic writers can be equated with “the home of peace and joy” of 

Il-Jien u Lilhinn Minnu, a personal journey which represents Dun Karm’s 

ideal of the national journey, because it brings together the protagonists of 

Dun Karm’s world under one roof: the family; the mother and all that she 

represents, like the Maltese language and the idealized rural way of life; the 

land (rather than the sea) and rural life in general; and God and religion. 

 

Emigration as Metaphor of EmancipationEmigration as Metaphor of Emancipation  

The journey of Juan Mamo’s characters who emigrate to the United States 

of America, is a metaphor of the collective journey of the Maltese people. 

The failure of their outward journey reflects the helpless situation of the 

majority of the Maltese people: the social conditions throughout most of 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were poor, often verging on 

starvation, and this situation was generally attributed to British colonial 

policy.170 The British looked at Malta solely and entirely as an important 

fortress colony and they were “indifferent towards the interests of its 

inhabitants.”171 The emigrants return to Malta as poor as ever and as if to 

pay for their failure, they are murdered in the closing scene of the novel. 
                   
170 Carmel Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” The 
British Colonial Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes 
(Malta: Mireva, 1988), 101.  
171 Ibid., 91, quoting Frenchman Frederick M. Lacroix writing in 1848. 
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The only survivor of the return trip to Malta is the intrusive narrator, the 

only one who is both in and out of the story; who is aware of the failure of 

the emigrants without being guilty of it or even part of it; whose mediated 

narration, in which the narrator’s presence makes itself felt,172 allows him 

to travel with them without being one of them. The dispossessed emigrants 

of the novel represent the majority of the Maltese people who lived in 

poverty and ignorance; Mamo too was an emigrant – he lived and worked 

in Egypt for nine years – and yet, unlike the anonymous mass of people he 

depicts with his flat characters, emigration empowered him, it gave him 

knowledge and experience and therefore the ability to reappropriate his 

own story. 

 

Mamo’s freedom is most apparent in his use of language. The 

heterodiegetic, overt narrator breaks with Maltese tradition by using the 

unorthodox non-literary language of the common people to tell the story, 

but he also shows that he is able to reproduce the established literary 

language so well that he can parody it. As a self-educated author-narrator, 

Mamo knows very well that education gives the individual and the 

community the ability to reappropriate their identities, their lives. Both in 

real life and in his novel, Mamo gains control of his identity by travelling, 

                   
172 Gerald Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska, 
1987), 50. 
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by distancing himself from his oikos in order to “work” (observe and 

analyse) and eventually re-work (re-create) it. But leaving the oikos, be it 

the family, the village, or Malta is not what frees the individual – for that 

freedom the colonized must distance themselves intellectually, and this is 

aided by, but not synonymous with, a physical distancing. 

 

Because it is a metaphor of the fate of the dispossessed Maltese people, the 

journey of the emigrants depicted by Mamo in his novel is doomed right 

from the start. In their mind, the New York they travel to is merely a 

mental extension of their “infertile” homeland and they cling to each other 

in a way that makes any emancipation impossible. The geographical and 

intellectual limits of the Maltese Islands are reproduced in the limited 

space they allow themselves in the otherwise boundless United States. The 

only emigrant among them who has received some kind of formal 

education realizes that in order to truly emigrate from Malta, he must leave 

the group.173 There is absolutely no hint that Mamo considers Feliċ’s choice 

disloyal or unpatriotic; on the contrary, Feliċ is a “Dimechian,”174 and the 

Dimechians, writes Mamo, “are the seeds of a new Malta.”175 After all but 

disappearing from the novel, Feliċ turns up providentially to pull the naïve 

emigrants out of a revolutionary plan that the Sicilian Luretu Nullo had 
                   
173 Juan Mamo, Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka (Malta: Partit tal-Ħaddiema, 1984), 268. 
174 Ibid., 96. 
175 Ibid., 96. 
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mischievously got them involved in. Nullo wanted Malta to get rid of the 

British so that it could fall under Italy, a plan opposed by Feliċ and by all 

those who wanted to build “the Maltese nation.”176 Knowledge empowers 

Feliċ; like Fanon he is able to “create himself in the world in which he 

travels,”177 to analyse and understand a larger, political dimension that his 

fellow Maltese are unable to grasp. He is also the only one of Grandma 

Venut’s children who chooses not to return to Malta, because he is the only 

one who does not fail. 

 

The “fratricide” at the end that casts its dark shadow retroactively over the 

whole of the novel is a bad omen for the future of the national group but it 

is also a result of “the colonial alienation of the person.”178 In order to free 

themselves from colonization, the colonized must start with their 

oppression, the deficiencies of their group; and then they must free 

themselves from the inevitable conditions of their struggle. The villagers 

who capture Gajton and run after his two accomplices are being forced into 

action by the physical violence they have been subjected to; Gajton is killed 

and his two accomplices are never seen again – the children of Grandma 

Venut who remained in Malta have been given, or rather have given 

                   
176 Ibid., 269. 
177 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (London: Pluto Press, 
1986) 229. 
178 Homi Bhabha, “Foreword: Remembering Fanon,” Black Skin, White Masks, Franz Fanon, 
(London: Pluto, 1986), x. 
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themselves, the opportunity to start afresh, to go one better than their 

fellow villagers who have been killed. They have been shocked into 

consciousness; they are now aware both of the violence beneath the 

innocent surface and of their power as a group to counter it. 

 

The narrator distances himself from the beaten track of the narratives of 

his time in much the same way that the protagonists distance themselves 

from their homeland: until the late nineteenth century, Maltese emigrants 

settled mainly within the Mediterranean; venturing as far as America was a 

feat in itself. The important difference between the two journeys is that the 

narrator’s risk pays off while the emigrants return from the United States 

as poor as ever. In the success of the narrator’s daring journey into 

language lies the essence of Mamo’s vision for the journey of the colonized 

Maltese people. Maalouf believes that it is neither possible nor desirable to 

separate language from identity, for “it is bound to remain the mainspring 

of cultural identity, and linguistic diversity the mainspring of all other 

diversities.”179 And Mamo makes the most of these two roles of language: 

he produces a novel that speaks the common language of the large majority 

of the population of the Maltese Islands, 180  and at the same time he 

                   
179 On Identity, 109. 
180 An unsigned introduction to the second edition of Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, dated 28 
January, 1971 (Malta: Freedom Press), claims that the first edition of the novel was a great success 
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represents them through his language. He has mastered his idiom to the 

full and “mastery of language,” or what Paul Valéry calls “the god gone 

astray in the flesh,” affords “remarkable power.”181 Language affords Juan 

Mamo the freedom that his protagonists lack because they are unable to 

reproduce the standard language that both reflects and wields literary, 

social and political power. Mamo can write in the style of the established 

writers of the day, as his parodies in the novel show,182 and he knows a 

number of foreign languages, but he chooses to create his own literary 

language to free himself from the constraints of the established code. He 

(re)gains control of his language in much the same way that the colonized 

must regain self-control.183 On the contrary, Gajton, who masterminds the 

massacre of the returned migrants, uses language, as in his letter to the 

New York Secret Police, 184  to undermine language, to undermine 

communication and identity, to kill. 

 

“The liquidation of colonization,” writes Memmi, is nothing but a prelude 

to complete liberation and self-recovery. In order to free himself from 

colonization, the colonized must start with his oppression, the deficiencies 

                                                     
(“kiseb suċċess immens”); bound copies of the first edition are very rare and many were sent to 
Maltese emigrants. Published in numbers with the newspaper Ix-Xewka. 
181 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 17-18. 
182 See, for example, Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, 122. 
183  Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized, trans. Howard Greenfeld (London: 
Earthscan, 1990), 198. 
184 Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, 134.  
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of his group, and this is precisely what Mamo does. The nationalists who 

had to fight for the emergence and dignity of their nation must “conquer” 

themselves and be free in relation to that nation;” they shouldn’t exist only 

through their nation. They must be free in relation to the religion, past, 

tradition, ethnic features, and other characteristics of their group; they can 

retain or reject these elements, but they must stop existing only through 

them. The colonized must cease to define themselves through the 

categories of colonizers.185 

 

Once they have ventured outside, the Maltese can never really return. Their 

experience hasn’t changed them much, but once they have crossed the 

divide, they can never really fit in again as before: their oikos has changed 

forever. Despite their lack of education, the differences between realities at 

home and those beyond are far too great to handle. Like Mamo, the 

returned migrants are now somehow also outsiders, locked between the 

oikos and the journey that has defined it. They are neither here nor there; 

they are neither in nor out: they now inhabit the “disturbing distance in-

between that constitutes the figure of Colonial otherness,” and this 

precarious situation is unsustainable. They have failed miserably at home, 

because they were ill-equipped to make it, and they have failed miserably in 

                   
185 The Colonizer and the Colonized, 217-218. 
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the States, because they were ill-equipped there too. Their “dislocated” 

condition personifies the “colonial dislocation, its displacement of time and 

person, its defilement of culture and territory.”186 

 

Juan Mamo’s difficulties are typical of those who are attempting to break 

free of the colonial situation. Mamo anticipates the problems faced by the 

protagonists of novels written just after Malta became Independent in 1964 

who are unable to feel at home in their own country and decide to emigrate. 

Raymond in Alfred Sant’s L-Ewwel Weraq tal-Bajtar and Fredu Gambin in 

Frans Sammut’s Il-Gaġġa (The Cage) (1971) choose to emigrate to the UK 

because they feel that the local environment is suffocating them. Natan in 

Oliver Friggieri’s Il-Gidba (The Lie) (1977) considers emigrating but, 

despite the oppressiveness of the atmosphere he lives in, he doesn’t seem to 

have the courage and the determination to leave. In J. J. Camilleri’s Il-Għar 

tax-Xitan (The Devil’s Cave) (1973) Jumi Ħarr emigrates but he returns 

home twice and the narrator implies that he eventually settles down in the 

village he ran away from in his youth. In Sammut’s Samuraj Samwel 

chooses the most tragic form of exile, while his friend, the irreverent poet 

Xandru, is exiled to a mental institution. 

 

                   
186 Homi Bhabha, x. 
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As he writes in his letters from places like Westminster in the UK, Mamo 

would like the Maltese to keep abreast with the progress being done in 

Europe.187 He admires the British even though he opposes the way they 

have denied the rights of the Maltese. This admiration is not unusual: 

Frantz Fanon notes how the colonized are elevated above their inferior 

status in proportion to their adoption of the “mother country’s cultural 

standards.” 188  Everything is done for “The Other,” because The Other 

corroborates the colonized in their search for “self-validation.”189 There 

certainly is a hint of this in Mamo, despite the freedom with which he pokes 

fun at the Europeans and the North Americans. Because Mamo is 

convinced that he belongs to an inferior race, he seeks to be like the 

superior;190 his advantage over the “superior” race is that he knows the 

“inferior” race better than anyone else: he is above everyone.  

 

Like Fanon, Mamo will not make himself “the man of any past;” he refuses 

to exalt the past at the expense of his present and his future. The fact that 

he pokes fun at the “constructed” heroes of romantic historical novels is not 

a sign of disrespect towards these idealized figures but rather a concrete 

gesture of respect towards the oppressed people of his time, and an 

                   
187 Oliver Friggieri, Ġwann Mamo: Il-Kittieb tar-Riforma Soċjali (Malta: Mid-Med Bank, 1984), 
10-11. 
188 Black Skin, White Masks, 18. 
189 Ibid., 212-213. 
190 Ibid., 215. 
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invitation to his contemporary writers to focus more on the realities of the 

present than on the legends of the past.191 Fanon believes that he should not 

seek the meaning of his destiny in history, because “the real leap,” so to 

speak, “consists in introducing invention into existence. In the world 

through which I travel,” writes Fanon, “I am endlessly creating myself. I am 

a part of Being to the degree that I go beyond it.”192 He feels that he does 

not have the right to allow himself to “be mired in what the past has 

determined.”193 The problem with Mamo’s protagonists is that they do not 

create or re-create themselves in the world through which they travel, 

because they are too solidly tied to their oikos; they are too dependent on 

their “dispossessed” biological and national mothers to be of any good to 

themselves or to their nation-mother. This is perhaps one of the reasons 

why Mamo has them killed.  

 

One of the issues that complicates the position of the “privileged” narrator 

is that he seems to be in part reproducing the ideas that the ruling classes 

have of the lower, uneducated people. Mamo’s narrative ignores all the 

knowledge that these people have acquired and portrays only their 

provincialism and their closed mind. This negative portrayal has much to 

do with Mamo’s decision to create flat characters, a decision conditioned, 
                   
191 As in Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, 44. 
192 Black Skin, White Masks, 229. 
193 Ibid., 230. 
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no doubt, by his aim to entertain and teach his often illiterate audience, but 

also a decision dictated by Mamo’s perception of these people as flat 

characters, as subjects alienated by their colonial condition and thus unable 

or unwilling to travel beyond. Naturally, Mamo’s novel is not meant to 

make an overall analysis of Maltese society in the early twentieth century, 

however, there is perhaps more than a hint that Mamo is playing into the 

hands of the colonizers he loves and despises; to paraphrase Sartre writing 

about the Jews, Mamo has allowed himself to “be poisoned” by the 

stereotype that others have of the common Maltese, and he lives in fear that 

their acts, and his too, will correspond to this stereotype; “their conduct is 

perpetually overdetermined from the inside.”194 

 

Another related problem that Mamo, like Memmi’s young intellectual, 

faces, is that the colonized want to be acknowledged by their colonizers, by 

those they resist and react against.  

When it encounters resistance from the other, self-consciousness undergoes 
the experience of desire – the first milestone on the road that leads to the 
dignity of the spirit. […] As soon as I desire I am asking to be considered. I 
am not merely here-and-now, sealed into thingness. I am for somewhere else 
and for something else. I demand that notice be taken of my negating activity 
insofar as I pursue something other than life, insofar as I do battle for the 
creation of a human world – that is, of a world of reciprocal recognitions.”195 

 

                   
194 Ibid., 115. 
195 Ibid., 218. 
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If they are to achieve freedom and dignity of the spirit, the colonized must 

move beyond this first milestone. If the Maltese, even after Independence, 

continue to seek recognition and approval from their former “masters,” 

albeit by way of reaction, then they are still locked in the colonial situation. 

According to sociologist Carmel Tabone, Maltese emigrants believe that 

“the more they manage to assimilate the behaviour patterns of other 

people,” which they consider very different from the Maltese way of life, 

“the more they think they have reached a higher standard of culture.”196 

 

“A Ship Without a Compass” 

One of the leitmotivs of Mamo’s novel is the difficulty of the Maltese to 

relate with the outside world: the space between the two worlds is 

represented by the hazardous sea. On their outward voyage, the naive 

emigrants are completely unaware of what awaits them in the land where 

dollar bills supposedly litter the streets; on their return voyage, however, 

they’re supposed to be “wiser” and ignorance can no longer be their 

conscious or unconscious alibi. But the drowning of two of the emigrants, 

Ġannikol and Ċikka,197 on their return voyage to Malta, is a metaphorical 

indication that they are not much wiser and that they must now pay for the 

                   
196 Carmel Tabone, The Secularization of the Family in Changing Malta (Malta: Dominican 
Publication, 1987), 201. 
197 Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, 274. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

108 

opportunity they have missed to emanicpate themselves. Those who 

survive the storm at sea will be murdered in the closing scene of the novel: 

their return voyage to Malta marks the failure, and the end, of their journey 

in life, because they have chosen to travel physically without the desire and 

the ability to travel mentally. The emigrants are unwilling, and unable, to 

risk everything, limiting their gamble to a physical voyage, so they lose 

everything. In the world through which they travel, to paraphrase Fanon, 

the emigrants refuse to create themselves, and this condemns them to 

oblivion. Their death is a metaphor of the material poverty, moral 

helplessness and intellectual ineptitude which Mamo sees as a direct 

consequence of the colonial situation and the grip of the Catholic Church 

on the people. The nation-ship, for which Rużar Briffa asks for divine 

guidance and support in his poem “Lejlet is-Self Government” (“On the Eve 

of Self-Government”) (1947), is lost. 

 

The popularity of the conventional conceptual metaphor of the nation-ship 

among newspaper columnists and politicians gives an indication of the 

pervasiveness of this metaphor in Maltese discourse. At the beginning of 

his budget speech for the year 2000, for example, Mr. John Dalli, the 

Minister of Finance, claimed that the country was now moving in the right 

direction: “Ir-rotta dawwarnieha. L-iżbilanċ qed innaqqsuh. Issa, rridu 
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nżommu idejna sodi fuq it-tmun biex l-imbatt kontinwu ma jerġax 

jeħodna.” 198  And his concluding words took up the nation-journey 

metaphor once again: “Mr Speaker, mingħajr dubju, ir-rotta 

dawwarnieha. Issa mexjin fid-direzzjoni t-tajba. Għad baqgħalna xi 

nterrqu, se naslu, u se naslu lkoll.”199 

 

This conventional conceptual metaphor of the nation-ship is developed into 

a powerful literary representation of the disorientation of the nation in 

post-Independence Maltese literature. In Oliver Friggieri’s poem “Protesta 

Maltija” (“A Maltese Protest”) (1973), Malta is “a ship without a compass / 

that's moving without a captain and without passengers.” 200  This 

conceptual metaphor of Malta as a ship is linked to the popular Maltese 

proverb that says that a ship with two captains doesn’t move,201 a proverb 

that is often used in political discourse to refer to the leadership of a party 

or a country. In his novel Taħt Tliet Saltniet (Under Three Reigns) (1938) 

Ġużè Aquilina repeatedly describes “the State” as a “boat” (“dgħajsa”) or 

                   
198 John Dalli, Diskors tal-Budget 2000 (Malta: Ministeru tal-Finanzi, 1999), 5. The official 
English translation changes the metaphor almost completely: “Now we have turned the tide. We 
are reducing the deficit: now we need to hold strong so that we will not slide back.”A more faithful 
translation would be something like: “We have changed the course. We are reducing the deficit. 
Now we need to hold on steadily to the rudder so that the continuous choppy sea does not drag us 
with it once again.” 
199 Dalli, 112. The official translation reads as follows: “Undoubtedly we have changed our course. 
Now we are moving in the right direction. We still have quite a stretch to go, but we will make it, 
all of us will make it.” 
200 “Int vapur bla boxxla / li miexi bla kaptan u passiġġieri” (lines 6-7). 
201 “Vapur, (or bastiment), b'żewġ kaptani ma jimxix.” See Joseph Aquilina, A Comparative 
Dictionary of Maltese Proverbs, University of Malta, 1986, 301. 
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“ship” (“bastiment”) driven by the Grandmaster of the Order.202 Friggieri’s 

“Protesta Maltija” implies that despite its political independence, Malta is 

not doing a good job of governing itself. The Maltese have not boarded the 

ship of true independence, of self-awareness and maturity (“you are a good 

fruit that was cut too soon”203) and the ship they are now on doesn’t know 

where it is heading. In 1988, Friggieri wrote that the basic problem 

seemingly overcome during the British colonial period, “the search for self-

identification,” was still an unresolved issue as far as Maltese authors were 

concerned.204 

 

“Protesta Maltija” also claims that Malta is sailing “without passengers,” 

that the ship has been abandoned by those who it is supposed to be 

carrying. What emerges, apart from the fact that the Maltese are either 

travelling in another, or other, directions, or they are not travelling at all, is 

that there there is a clear divide between the nation and those who are 

meant to make up that nation; the Maltese seem to be estranged from the 

nation they themselves created. Victor Fenech works with very much the 

same metaphor in his political poem “Diċembru 1981” (December 1981), in 

which Malta is a solitary island-boat diving into “sea-anger” (“baħar-

                   
202 Ġużè Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet (Malta: A.C. Aquilina, 1978), 175, 176, and 179. Aqulina also 
uses the metaphor of the “boat” (“dgħajsa”) for the Catholic Church with the Pope at its helm. Ibid. 
272. 
203 “Int frotta bnina li nqtajt qabel żmienek.” (line 1) 
204 “The Search for a National Identity in Maltese Literature,” 309-310.  
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korla”) and “sea-emptiness” (“baħar-baħħ”). 205  The boat’s compass is 

broken (“mxaqqa,” lines 3, 7), the rudder “forced” or under great pressure 

(“sfurzat,” lines 3, 8) and the island-boat is sailing in pitch dark without a 

lamp. In another political poem called “Odissea” (Odyssey), Fenech urges 

the Maltese people to arise from their political slumber and to board the 

rocking galleons that are waiting by the shore, ready to go into battle, 

presumably with the raging sea.206 The closing scene, with Penelope “by a 

wine coloured sea” in Itaca, doing and undoing her work, sets the Maltese 

situation into the framework of the Homeric tale: Malta, represented here 

by the immobilized but clever Penelope, is waiting for the nation, 

represented by Odysseus (and other male seafarers), to wake up from their 

slumber and to return home. Fenech urges the Maltese to react to their 

betrayal by the local politicians who have merely replaced the foreigners as 

colonizers of the island – there is a connection here, between the apathy of 

the Maltese people and the idleness that dominated Odysseus’s stay on the 

island of the captivating nymph Calypso (perhaps Gozo). Calypso, the 

typical seductress, held Odysseus back for ten years, and it was the male 

god Hermes who saved the hero from the clutches of a debilitating woman 

by ordering Calypso to let him go. Fenech accepts the stereotype that 

identifies Malta with the mother and sees her children mainly as “sons.” 
                   
205 Victor Fenech, L-Aħħar Rími (Malta: PIN, 1997), 44. The poems were written between 1987 
and 1997. 
206 Victor Fenech, “Odissea,” F’Altamira (Malta: Gulf, 1979), 30. 
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Although Malta, the wife-mother, oversees what happens in the home, all 

she can really do, like Penelope, is wait; the only one who can actually 

change things is the father, Odysseus.  

 

Friggieri’s claim that the Maltese nation does not know where it is heading 

and doesn't have a leader implies at least one or more of the following: that 

the poet, like Homer in The Odyssey, knows where the country should be 

heading; that he understands that the direction the nation-ship is taking is 

wrong but he himself doesn't know where it should be heading; and that 

there exists only one right direction. An analysis of the other metaphors 

Friggieri uses to describe Malta in this poem suggests that Malta's 

disorientation is being measured against a beaten path: “you,” says the 

poem, are an unripe fruit that “has now lost its taste”; a bad poem (the 

Maltese nation) in which the poet (the Maltese people) wrote one word 

instead of another; a mathematical sum worked out by somebody who 

always makes mistakes - a sum therefore that is always wrong because 

there is a correct way to do it. The underlying conceptual system here is 

again that of binary oppositions, two terms considered to be direct 

opposites, with both terms, despite an apparent hierarchy, being dependent 

on each other for meaning. The lack of direction depends on the existence 

on the conceptual level of a direction; the lack of taste depends on the 
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existence of a taste (one taste); the bad answer depends on the solitary 

good answer. However, this does not necessarily mean that the poet knows 

which direction should be taken: what it implies is, however, that there is 

one right direction, whether or not the poet knows what that may be. 

 

Malta's lack of direction overlaps with Friggieri's own sense of 

disorientation and loss. In “Il-Poeta u l-Politiku” (“The Poet and the 

Politician”) (1983), he describes himself as “a devout pilgrim who has lost 

his way.”207 But again the sense of loss is measured against the defined path 

of every pilgrimage. Pilgrims do not wander about aimlessly; they have 

clearly defined paths and destinations. Generally speaking, Friggieri’s 

traveller is not a vagabond who gets on the first train or plane that comes 

his way. He also describes himself as a nomad: although they travel long 

distances, nomads do not leave the itinerary established by their ancestors. 

Friggieri the nomad is somehow suspended between two realities: he is 

bound to an established itinerary, but at the same time he risks losing that 

path and slipping into vagabondage. The word “vagabond” appears in the 

poems "Fil-Bank tax-Xorti” (In the Bank of Fortune) (line 1) and 'Innu lill-

Bniedem' (A Hymn to the Human Being) (line 15) and in both instances, 

the poet is referring to humanity in general rather than to himself. 

                   
207 “Pellegrin devot li tilef triqtu.” (line 14) 
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The disorientation of Oliver Friggieri’s lone traveller and of post-

Independence Malta is also the result of what has been called “time-space 

compression,” an era when things are speeding up and spreading out. 

“Time-space compression” refers to movement and communication across 

space, to the geographical stretching-out of social relations, and to our 

experience of all this.”208 One of the results of this phenomenon is an 

increasing uncertainty about what we mean by “places” and how we relate 

to them. Doreen Massey asks whether it is possible for us to “retain any 

sense of a local place and its particularity” in the face of all the “movement 

and intermixing” that is going on. She argues that we are setting our 

“(idealized) notion of an era when places were (supposedly) inhabited by 

coherent and homogeneous communities” against the “current 

fragmentation and disruption.”209  

 

Different groups have distinct relationships to the undifferentiated mobility 

that is characteristic of this era of time-space compression: some people are 

more in charge of it than others; some initiate flows and movement, others 

don’t; some are more on the receiving-end of it than others; some are 

                   
208 Massey, 147. 
209 Ibid., 146. 
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effectively imprisoned by it.210 As a tiny island-state, Malta is sometimes 

depicted as particularly vulnerable, like a solitary ship at the mercy of an 

insensitive mighty sea. Massey sees mobility as a crucial issue in the “power 

geometry” of time-space compression, and being an island between two 

continents, Malta’s geographical position has been seen as an obstacle to 

“progress.” “For it does seem that mobility, and control over mobility, both 

reflects and reinforces power.” The mobility and control of some groups 

“can actively weaken” other people; “differential mobility can weaken the 

leverage of the already weak;”211 it can add, as it has done to the Maltese, to 

their disorientation and even to their disaffection with their homeland, 

driving them to abandon their ship, their own constructed identity. 

 

There is a strong sense of loss and anonymity in the nomad of Friggieri’s 

“Barrani” (“Outsider”) (1993), who has “no relatives, no nation, no surname 

and no name,212 and “Stqarrija” (“Confession”) (1990) “on trek in wingless 

sandles / seeking sunlit cracks in half-closed windows / and a first welcome 

at a door ajar.”213 But the apparent lack of clarity in the poet's itinerary is 

mitigated by an internal mechanism that somehow guides it: this traveller 

                   
210 Ibid., 149. 
211 Ibid., 150. 
212 “Bla qraba / u bla nazzjon, u bla kunjom, bla isem.” (lines 14-15)  
213  Oliver Friggieri, A Distraught Pilgrim, trans. and ed. Peter Serracino Inglott (Missouri: 
UIDBA, [1991]), 37. “Ipassi b'qorq ikarkar / ifittex xaqq ta' dawl f'tieqa sokkjuża, / jistenna l-
ewwel merħba f'bieb imbexxaq.” 
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is a “pilgrim” with “a heart-prescribed path” (line 2) heading towards “the 

terminus” (line 3). Moreover, the pattern of Friggieri's poetry implies that 

there is some kind of unitary thought and direction behind it. “The 

rhythm,” writes Peter Serracino Inglott, "is never breathless, but always 

constructively measured and controlled.214  

 

In the poet's journey inside Malta portrayed in “Innu lil Tribù b'żewġ 

Bnadar” (“A Hymn to a Tribe with Two Flags”) (1977), it is clear that he 

feels an outsider. This poem is representative of a second phase in 

Friggieri's relationship with his country. The first, influenced by the pre-

Independence poetry of Dun Karm and other Romantic poets, is 

characterized by bubbly patriotism. This is followed by a more realistic 

appraisal of the many woes that afflict post-Independence Malta: at this 

point, the poet finds himself distancing himself from his homeland. In his 

journey he realises that “perhaps” he has lost his way and that this is not 

his city (line 9), that “perhaps” he has “forgotten to string the language of 

his day” (“ta' żmieni”) (line 10). In “your eyes,” writes the poet, presumably 

addressing Malta itself, there is still the bright red kiss, the lamp of a boat 

on the surface of a black sea dozing (“jitniegħes”) with this people (“poplu”) 

(lines 11-13). There is still hope that the Maltese will awake from their 

                   
214 Peter Serracino Inglott, “The Poetry of Propitiation,” A Distraught Pilgrim, Oliver Friggieri 
(Missouri UIDBA, [1991]), 6. 
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sleep, that big clean waves will “rip” (“toftoq”) the stagnant water (line 16) 

and that the people will once again speak a language that the poet 

understands (line 18). In “Stqarrija” (“Confession”), the poet describes 

himself as “a twitless bird in search of a wetland / somewhere far away 

from its pristine (“ta' żmien ilu,” literally “of a long time ago”) nest” (lines 

8-9), a nomad who has distanced himself from his homeland: it's not clear 

whether the bird has left its home willingly, but there certainly is a sense of 

inevitableness and at the same time unease.215 The poet is not happy with 

the situation: he is, after all “a stranger” (line 12).  

 

In “F'Misraħ il-Parlament” (“In Parliament Square”) (1980), as in “Innu lil 

Tribù b'Żewġ Bnadar,” the poet walks “in this land that does not know me, 

in this black hour” (line 1); later on he describes himself as  

    il-qalb żlugata, l-id titriegħed 
ta’ nomadu li jġorr kulm’għandu miegħu, 
għax jiena Malti w jiena m’iniex Malti.216 

 
(lines 11-13) 

 

The poet dissociates himself from Malta because he is associated with it; he 

feels “not Maltese” because he is Maltese; he feels an outsider in his own 

country precisely because this is his country and he hasn't always felt like 

                   
215 From the translation of “Stqarrija” by Peter Serracino Inglott. 
216 “The dislocated heart, the trembling hand / of a nomad who carries all his belongings 
with him, / because I am Maltese and I am not Maltese. 
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an outsider. It is the politicians and the partisan politics they have 

fomented that have ousted him from his land; it is a particular moment in 

history, “a black hour,” not a permanent feature of his homeland. “This 

land does not know him” because the politicians have taught their followers 

a “fratricidal” language which is alien to the poet. There is a melancholic 

sense of loss, of aimlessness in the traveller's talk about walking in this 

alien homeland, with “a tribe that adores the gods according to the 

season.”217  

 

In the third phase of the relationship with his homeland, the poet no longer 

searches for meaning or a point of reference within Malta, but beyond it, in 

no particular place. The outsider in Malta is now the outsider in the world, 

as in “Barrani” (Outsider) (1993). In him there is an internal conflict 

between the Maltese man of culture committed towards local culture and 

identity, and the universal nomad, or outsider, going from airport to airport 

without a passport, without plane tickets, without a name or surname, 

without a nation. At times, Friggieri's nomad is nationless because he feels 

outside of everything: at times, Malta is foreign to him just as life itself is 

foreign. Although having a nation is not an inherent attribute of humanity, 

                   
217 “Salm Malti - 15.10.79,” (1979) line 3. 
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it has now come to appear as such and a man without a nation “defies the 

recognized categories and provokes revulsion.”218 

 

Poems like “Barrani” are an attempt by the “traveller” to reappropriate his 

land. His anonymity is not seen as a virtue but as a vice. His “open” air 

ticket suggests an aimless wandering, a rootless person grappling with his 

anonymity, not a person relishing his freedom. His only companion is his 

own solitude which he ironically describes as his “lover” (“namrata”). 

Friggieri suggests that his outsider can never feel at home in any land and 

that this, in itself, is a great loss. A person without a “patrija,” or 

“motherland,” is dropped into anonymity, into nothingness; Claudio 

Magris writes that in the modern era, the distancing from life, which makes 

it a perennial branching off from an unattained homeland, becomes a 

refuge, the unreal space of the nostalgia of happiness, which is the only 

possible happiness.”219 The people who meet the outsider in “Barrani” do 

not acknowledge his existence. He is perhaps like the seafarer who has no 

maternal north star to guide him (or her). One can argue that Friggieri's 

outsider is every human being; in the Christian tradition, human beings are 

considered homeless because their real home is in Heaven, and that is why 

                   
218 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 6. 
219 Claudio Magris, Itaca e Oltre (Milano: Garzanti, 1982), 32. “Il commiato dalla vita, che fa di 
essa un perenne dipartirsi da una patria mai avuta, diviene allora un rifugio, lo spazio irreale 
della nostalgia di felicità, che è l'unica felicità possibile.”  
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they view life as a pilgrimage. This interpretation focuses on the target 

domain, on human beings and life in general; but an analysis of the source 

domain, the concept of nation, suggests that Friggieri, like Dun Karm, 

conceives the nation as a home, as he does in the epilogue to “L-Għanja ta' 

Malta” (1988) where he describes Malta as a home (“dar”), and the 

nationless person as a “homeless,” anonymous, vagabond. 

 

In the process of mapping his concept of the homeland metaphorically on 

his inner self, Friggieri outlines the characteristics of this “old motherland” 

and the relationship of the young Maltese traveller to it. As Max Black 

shows in his interaction theory, the source domain and the target domain 

affect each other; the reader is forced to “connect” the two ideas. In the 

“man is a wolf” metaphor, the man is given some of the characteristics of 

the wolf, but at the same time the wolf is also given human characteristics. 

Black argues that to appreciate this metaphor, the reader must know the 

“system of commonplaces” associated with the word “wolf.” The important 

thing for the metaphor’s effectiveness, writes Black, is not that the 

commonplaces shall be true, “but that they should be readily and freely 

evoked.” 220  And these commonplaces associated with wolves include 

characteristics that we associate with people, like cunning. Friggieri’s 

                   
220 Max Black, Models and Metaphors (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1962), 39-40. 
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metaphorical use of the native land as source domain confirms the poet's 

identification with it and it also ultimately confirms that the concept of the 

motherland is structured and concrete in the poet's mind, because 

"metaphor allows us to understand a relatively abstract or inherently 

unstructured subject matter,” in this case the poet’s inner self, “in terms of 

a more concrete, or at least more highly structured subject matter," which 

in this case is “this old patrija” or motherland;221 the idea that metaphor 

depicts the abstract in concrete terms is already present in Aristotle.222 

 

In this context, Peter Serracino Inglott's translation of Friggieri's poem 

“Hemm Patrija Qadima” (1973), as “There's an Old Motherland” is 

significant because the etymology of the word “patrija” suggests “the land 

of the fathers.” The concept of the “fatherland” is foreign to the Maltese, so 

the translator could have chosen “homeland” or “native land,” but he went 

for “motherland;” on the other hand, ancestors are more commonly 

referred to as “missirijietna,” our forefathers, than the neutral “l-antenati 

tagħna.” 

 

The old motherland “deep inside” him (line 1) is both a metaphor of 

Friggieri’s deeper, undisclosed self, and a direct reference to Malta; in 

                   
221 Lakoff, “The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor,” 245. 
222 Ricoeur, 34. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

122 

many Maltese writers, the identities of the individual and the group often 

overlap. “You have killed the motherland within [me]” says the poem, and 

this can be interpreted as the poet addressing “the new Malta” and telling 

her that she has killed the precious, idealized motherland of the past that 

lay inside him, that she has, amongst other things, destroyed the love of his 

native country that he felt inside him. This old motherland died “when 

you,” that is Malta, “poured that impure wine down my throat / when you 

taught me those superstitious songs” (lines 11-12). This reference to impure 

wine in the context of patriotic discourse echoes Dun Karm's poem “Lid-

Dielja” in which the poet accuses the Maltese of accepting “poisonous” wine 

from foreigners rather than drinking their homegrown wine.  

 

The fortunes of the poet and his motherland are intimately tied to each 

other: the poet feels that he is “dying with” his old motherland (“Hemm 

Patrija Qadima,” line 13), “but someday I'll reach you and make myself / a 

necklace of bones out of your own bones” (lines 14-15). Despite the 

repeated references to the motherland's death, the poet concludes by 

expressing his hope that he can borrow elements from his old motherland 

to give birth to a rejuvenated, but mythical motherland, as suggested by the 

reference to the tales of “ancient gods and giants” (line 19). 
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The universal poem “Aħn' Ilma Jgelgel” (“We're Gurgling Water”) (1973) 

makes similar use of an element associated with one's homeland to 

metaphorize. Again Serracino Inglott's translation is significant, because he 

translates the word “innu” (meaning either hymn or anthem) as “anthem.” 

The poem deals with life in general and it is only the references to 

“anthem,” “waves” and “salt” (line 10), and “stones displaced from ancient 

temples” (line 11) which suggest a covert, perhaps unconscious reference to 

Malta. The poem starts off with a general reference to “our history” (line 1), 

but in the second (and last) stanza, the poem talks of darkness descending 

“on our homes” (line 5), and the references get systematically closer to 

Malta, with the poet referring to the (presumably Maltese) “ancient 

temples.” In much of his mature poetry, Friggieri very often finds himself 

in this situation, midway between his homeland and the world, or life. In 

this sense, “Aħn' Ilma Jgelgel” and “Hemm Patrija Qadima,” both written 

in 1973, are very similar. In both these poems there is the distinct feeling 

that “we all feel, in our heart of hearts, that we are not quite at home in this 

world… even in our own country.”223  

The source domains for his conceptual metaphors and images are often 

solidly grounded in his own personal-national experience. This means that 

he does not venture far from his homeland even when he is writing about 

                   
223 Serracino Inglott, Ilħna Mkissra, 128. 
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that which is beyond it; on the conceptual plane, the two are inextricably 

tied together. There is evidence of this pattern in “Ix-Xagħra tal-Fidwa” 

(The Plain of Redemption) (1975), a poem about Malta's newly acquired 

freedom which is set in the suburb of Valletta called Floriana where the 

poet was brought up. The word “xagħra” in the title means “a large open 

plain,” but here it refers to a particular open space in Floriana which the 

poet associates with his childhood. The poet grounds his representation of 

Malta's newly-found freedom in the microcosm of his childhood suburb. 

This is an ideal representation, both because of the childhood memories 

that colour this patriotic poem and because the mention of children brings 

to mind the rebirth of the Maltese nation. Malta’s journey, he seems to be 

suggesting, would ideally lead her back to her past and to his own 

childhood - the similarity with Dun Karm’s individual and national journey 

is evident. 

 

 

The Metaphor of the Immobilized SonThe Metaphor of the Immobilized Son  

In post-Independence Maltese literature, the journey of the nation is 

complicated by the fact that Malta is metaphorically identified both with 

the often stereotypical figure of the mother and with a young, essentially 

male, traveller. Like Oliver Friggieri’s nation-ship, Mario Azzopardi’s Malta 
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is “inadequate” and lost: the soil produces only husks “and everyday / my 

epileptic people / walk with the fervour of ghosts” on the rocky flat tops of 

hills in the windswept north east.224 This opening image of the sterility and 

disorientation of Malta on the barren hills (“xagħri”) is strikingly similar to 

the experience of the lost boy in Rużar Briffa’s nostalgic poem “Lil Ommi” 

(“To My Mother”): the man asks his mother to repeat to him the song of the 

naughty little boy lost in the “wilderness,” which is Arberry’s liberal but 

effective translation of the crucial word “xagħri,” in whom the grown-up 

poet sees himself.225 The boy is unaware of the dangers that he faces as he 

wanders far from home, but as night falls and the cold spreads and the dark 

grows he becomes “scared of all about” him; but his mother prays fervently 

to the good God-child and the boy finds his way back home. Apart from the 

misguided self-assurance and the subsequent sense of loss in both poems, 

Azzopardi’s “Maltija” and Briffa’s “Lil Ommi” both refer directly to “xagħri” 

and indirectly to the “night,” “darkness” and “cold” because Azzopardi uses 

the words “iħirsa,” ghosts and “grigal,” north west, or north westerly wind. 

There is also evidence in Azzopardi, as there is in Briffa, that the poet is 

identifying himself with his subject: these, after all, are his siblings (“ħuti”).  

 

                   
224 “Maltija,” lines 1-5: “Il-ħamrija ma tnibbitx ħlief qxur / u kuljum / niesi epilettiċi / jimxu bil-
ħrara ta’ l-iħirsa / fix-xagħri tal-grigal.” 
225 Arberry, A Maltese Anthology, 241-242. 
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One finds a strong sense of immobility and helplessness in the maternal 

representation of Malta in Mario Azzopardi’s poem “Gandlora” 

(“Candlemas”). “Your children are descended from ghosts,” a product of the 

physical and psychological imposition of the foreigners on the submissive 

Maltese. In Malta’s children there is a forest of eyes (“masġar għajnejn”), 

what the poet calls “a placid multitude” of “servants” in “Abram,”226 but not 

a single tear and the poet tells the nation-mother to pray that her children’s 

minds “are cleansed thoroughly” (“jitqaxxru”). The verb “jitqaxxru” can 

also mean a number of other things, from being peeled, or shaved, to being 

stripped of all one’s property or being overcharged excessively: the 

ambiguity of the metaphor “jitqaxxru mħuħ uliedek” is intentional because 

in other places the poem refers to money and property and it gives the 

impression that at the end of the day, the Maltese are cynical survivors with 

watchful, non-committal eyes. Like the nation-mother, the seven 

Madonnas were created by the people to satisfy their needs, to absolve 

them of their sins; “Gandlora,” Candlemas, is the feast of the Purification of 

the Virgin Mary and the presentation of Jesus in the Temple: in Malta, as a 

sign of respect, the parish priests of the diocese used to offer a candle to the 

colonial Governor. In this context, the “Gandlora” is a good example of the 

pragmatic and subservient way the Maltese deal with the two major powers 

                   
226 “Multitudni plaċida / qaddejja / tal-burgiż tal-fewdu kultivat / u l-onorev’li” (lines 9-12). 
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on the Islands, the Church and the State, making sure that they are on good 

terms with both in order to avoid endangering their own social, moral and 

economic position. But in her “bosom” Malta “hides the silly face of a 

ġaħan,” or fool, who has no idea what to do after having achieved political 

freedom: again, the figure of Malta-the-mother coincides with that of the 

“son” who represents the new, supposedly emancipated Maltese. This 

visual representation expresses Azzopardi’s scepticism and mistrust of the 

motives and potential of the “new Maltese;” it also highlights the inability 

of the nation-mother to dare her children to wean themselves away from 

her and emancipate themselves – rather than promote an independent 

mind, which she herself does not have, she shields their dependence and 

ineptitude. 

 

The nation-mother’s post-Independence logic of dependence is intimately 

tied to the fond memories she has of her colonizers: the sight of the last 

British military forces leaving the island in March 1979 fills her with grief: 

she is “as pale as limbo.” On that day, writes Azzopardi sarcastically in “Is-

Siegħa tal-Ħanżir” (“The Hour of the Pig”),  

Bidlet il-lożor,  
rakkmithom bl-inizjali ta’ xbubitha: 
virgo purissima;227 

 
                   
227 “She changed the sheets, / she embroidered them with the initials of her virginity: / 
virgo purissima.” 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

128 

(lines 16-18) 
 

now that the nation-mother’s lover has left, supposedly without having 

made love to her, she will dedicate her “chaste” body to him, the colonizer, 

her true love. Right at the start of the poem, the distressed and 

disorientated “Woman of the Boat,” as the poet calls Malta-the-mother, 

follows the British fleet for some distance in a boat as it sails out of 

Vittoriosa for the last time. After the departure of the last colonizers, the 

Woman gives birth painfully to a child-fish struggling for breath (“tonfoħ 

għan-nifs,” line 39) and cries for the fish in the water that she has just 

given birth to. Her prayer to God at the end of the poem to wake her sterile 

(“bla ħmira,” literally, “without yeast”) people out of their sleep and 

ignorance is ironical because once again, Malta-the-mother is relying on 

others to do what she should be doing. Ultimately, the nation, both mother 

and children, is unable to wean itself away from its past, primarily because 

it hasn’t come to terms with it: the nation-mother pretends she is a “Virgin 

Mary” (as implied in “Gandlora,” the feast of the Purification of the Virgin 

Mary), but in actual fact she is a prostitute, reminiscent of Dun Karm’s 

foolish woman (“mara belha”) in “Lil Malta ta’ Llum u ta’ Għada,” who has 

lain in bed with religious and political powers alike in order to ride the 

wave of history, or simply to survive. The Maltese are “prisoners” of “their 

own suffocation,” because they are “forċini” (poles used to support a statue 
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in a religious procession while those who carry it rest) of their political 

party (“Maltija”). In Azzopardi’s “Is-Siegħa tal-Ħanżir,” Malta is “the 

Woman of the Boat,” but this designation is largely ironical or misleading 

because she is just as bound to the land as Dun Karm’s immobile nation-

mother who allows “all manner of filfth” to enter her, like the wine-laden 

old boats of Dun Karm’s own “Lid-Dielja” or the British fleet in Azzopardi’s 

poetry. On the other hand, the contrast between the image of the small 

“boat” and that of the fleet of mighty warships mirrors the situation that 

she has had to endure as a small, vulnerable island colonized by an imperial 

superpower. 

 

The difficult, complex relationship between Azzopardi’s nation-mother and 

her (often explicitly male) children is tackled in poems like “Abram” and 

“Jom Kippur.” In these two poems, with their Biblical titles and frequent 

allusions to the Catholic faith and traditions of the Maltese Islands, and in 

similar political works, Azzopardi, like Oliver Friggieri, acknowledges the 

pervasiveness of the Catholic Church in Maltese public life and conceptions 

of identity by alluding to religion and the Bible in particular, denouncing 

the overwhelming influence of the Church. At the same time, however, 

Azzopardi draws heavily on the moral authority and positive cultural 

baggage of the Church to denounce the ineptitude of the “new” Malta. The 
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mother and the children are both victims and aggressors; the leitmotiv is 

their inability to act decisively in order to free themselves of a mutually 

debilitating incestuous relationship. “I syllabify,” writes the poet in 

“Abram,” “the sins of my-mother-the-land, / imprisoned in the gashes of 

her contempt;”228 in “Ħamra w Kaħla” he is again imprisoned violently by 

an “incestuous spider” who “grabs her son between her fat thighs” and 

“milks” his honour; and in “Inċest,” the son confesses his “impotence” to 

“My Mother-Spider” and pleads to her to overwhelm him physically and 

psychologically, an act meant perhaps to punish him for his weakness.229 

The revolutionary impulses of “my siblings,” writes Azzopardi in “Maltija,” 

dissolve in the sexual act; “the men rinse their complaisance / in the 

genitals of their women.”230 In “Jom Kippur,” on the other hand, 

U l-folla bla dawl: 
l-aħwa jaħarqu għajnejn xulxin bl-aċtu 
taħt l-umbrelel tal-qħab fil-belt tal-kavallieri 
u togħma moribonda f’ħalq mara thewden  
tarbija mmankata taħt siġra tal-luq.231 
 

(lines 40-44) 
 

                   
228 “Jien nissillaba dnub ommi-l-art / kalzrat fil-farretti tat-tkasbir tagħha.” 
229 According to Nelle Morton, 167-168: “The Mexicans saw the spider in a great hole in the west 
where the sun went down and perceived her as an archetypal womb sucking into death all who 
have ever been born.” But as Goddess of life and death the spider was also “the Great Mother, a 
spinner of destiny. The new child is the fabric of her body or, to turn that about, the fabric of her 
body is the new child.” 
230 “L-irġiel laħalħu l-kompjaċenza / fil-ġenitali tan-nisa tagħhom” (lines 14-15).  
231 “The crowd is blind: / the siblings burn each other’s eyes with acid / under the 
prostitutes’ umbrellas in the city of the knights / and a moribund taste in the mouth of a 
woman raving / a handicapped baby under a poplar tree.”  
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The taste of death in the woman’s mouth presages the matricide for which 

the poet prays for repentance. Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement 

mentioned in the Old Testament,232 was a most solemn fast, on which no 

food could be taken throughout the day, and servile works were 

forbidden.233 The nation-mother is both the victim and the perpetrator, 

both the chaste mother and the prostitute who gives birth to “the baptist” 

(“l-għammied,” line 35) and to the violent “siblings.” Again, the 

immobilized nation-mother who has given birth to a “new” beginning and 

has been put in quarantine by that supposedly life-giving act, is unable to 

influence the turn of events; and the (male) “baptist” she gives birth to, like 

the poet and other like-minded persons, fears a sterile, untimely death.  

 

The passage from the identity crisis of the romantic individual to that of the 

national group is also evident in post-Independence Maltese literature. 

Like the worn-out pilgrim of Dun Karm’s Il-Jien u Lilhinn Minnu, the 

visually impaired persona in Victor Fenech’s “Awtokwadri” (“Self-

Pictures”) who “taps out with a stick” every step he takes,234 pleads for 

“light,” because “this drowsy island of domes and belfries,” of “parked cars 

in dark alleys” and “the heads of embraced courting couples going up and 
                   
232 See Leviticus 23:26-32.  
233 W.H. Kent - The Catholic Encyclopedia, Volume II - Copyright © 1907 by Robert Appleton 
Company - Online Edition Copyright © 1999 by Kevin Knight. 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02054a.htm 
234 From the translation of the poem (Beyond Self) by A. J. Arberry in Dun Karm Poet of Malta.  



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

132 

down,” is either unaware of his problems, or indifferent, or both. There is a 

similar situation in Lillian Sciberras’s feminist poem “Iż-Żifna tal-Kadavri” 

(“The Corpses’ Dance”), dedicated “To the Maltese sleep.” Any trace of life 

is extinguished immediately by the sterile dominant male culture and the 

poet longs for “that life which once used to / overflow in our mothers’ 

veins” and which now survives in the lifeless “primitive stones” of the 

Islands’ Neolithic culture.235  

 

As in Azzopardi, the male persona in Fenech often becomes the young 

nation trying to wean itself away from its drowsy mother. The poet’s quest 

for a personal identity overlaps with the search of a budding nation for a 

new place in the world. The first major collection of poems by Fenech 

alone, F’Altamira, is dedicated “To Malta, with love and sorrow 

[“sogħba”].” “I cannot remain an island,” writes Fenech in “Tfittixa,” and 

yet there doesn’t seem to be any “promontory” that reaches outwards. The 

overriding feeling in this and other works that explore personal and 

collective identity is that the individual person/nation who embarks on a 

quest for identity is an outsider, whether or not he or she is trying to create 

                   
235 Lillian Sciberras and Mario Vella, Wara r-Repubblika: Versi (After the Republic: Poems) 
(Malta: University Press, 1979), 37. English translation by Miriam Cutajar published in the same 
text. 
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a new identity or to recover a lost one.236 The rebirth of Malta can only take 

place at the end of an uphill journey and the serious risk of (irreversible) 

death; like Van Den Abbeele’s traveller, Malta cannot gain anything unless 

it risks losing everything. Fenech’s “Independent Malta” in the prose poem 

“Din l-Omm Li Tatna Isimha” (“This Mother Whose Name We Bear”),237 

will have to fall many times on the road to Golgotha (or “Calvary”) before it 

can hope to return to life the way Christ returned.238 Again the figure of the 

nation-mother overlaps with that of a male traveller (here associated with 

Christ) representing the new Malta.  

 

The maternal figure of Malta and the uphill journey feature again in 

Fenech’s political poem “Mara Tibkix” (“Woman Don’t Cry”) (1985): when 

her children will have overcome the disorientated, corrupt “barons” who 

have ruined her and start to build “a new country,” Malta’s eyes will fill 

with tears of joy and relief and the country will start “climbing the 

stairs.”239 The young builders of the new Malta are not at loggerheads with 

their motherland, but their roles differ, because they are active players 

while she, like Imperia Cassar in Mattew Callus and Mariroż in Ġużè 

                   
236 F’Altamira, 9: “Irrid interraq triq it-tfittixa. / Irrid insib mill-ġdid il-jien / il-jien jien, / mhux 
il-jien li għaġnuni.” (lines 3-6). 
237 F’Altamira, 20. 
238 A reference to John 19:17; Mark 15:22; and Matthew 27:33. 
239 Sangraal, 56-57. 
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Galea’s San Ġwann (1939),240 is helpless and clearly unable to influence 

her own destiny. The stereotype of the helpless woman of Maltese romantic 

poetry is here as strong as ever, and Fenech does nothing to question or 

problematize it. Although the poem uses the neutral form “ulied,” children, 

the implication running through the poem is that they are males: both 

because of the general context of Maltese culture and Maltese literature in 

particular, in which public, political roles are attributed mainly to men, and 

because of the use of words like “bennejja,” “barunijiet” and “irġulija” 

which are normally associated with men. The mother who can only cry and 

wait for her (male) children to be old enough to take the lead is related to 

the helpless “soil” (earth, land) that depends on the male poet to protect 

her virginity and honour or integrity (“pudur”),241 which she preserves in 

order to “offer” it, eventually, to her male companion (often metaphorically 

represented by water or the sea). 

 

A Progressive Sense of PlaceA Progressive Sense of Place  

Like the narrator in Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka, the freedom of the 

enigmatic Xandru the Poet in Samuraj is characterized by his mobility and 

by his innovative and creative use of language. Whenever he faces the 

                   
240 Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, Mattew Callus, 9. Ġużè Galea, San Ġwann (Malta: Grupp Awturi, 
1983), 66 and 90. 
241 “Kaċċa-Ġenn,” Victor Fenech, L-Aħħar Rími (Malta: PIN, 1997), 16.  



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

135 

monolithic figure of the parish priest, the young poet describes himself with 

insistence as a free butterfly.242 The metaphor of the butterfly represents 

his freedom and his beauty, but it also represents his inevitable fragility, 

and his mental fragility is both his greatest asset and his greatest liability.  

 

Like the protagonist Samwel, he is ill at ease with the small, rural 

community in which he lives and he despises the way the community tries 

to control their lives; he cannot integrate in a community with a very rigid 

conception of itself, even though this is supposed to be his community. 

Xandru has the added disadvantage that, unlike Samwel, he is a thinker, an 

intellectual, and unlike Juan Mamo the narrator, he is deeply involved, and 

this involvement slowly immobilizes him, inevitably depriving him of the 

freedom of movement and “homelessness” that characterize him. Samwel 

distances himself from the rest of the community, the “centre,” because 

they are breathing down his neck, while Xandru is ready to compromise the 

liberty he enjoys in the periphery in order to exercise his freedom and to 

confront the community. When he finally puts his freedom to the test by 

challenging the powers that be, he is taken away by force to a mental 

institution – the “free butterfly” is imprisoned by its own freedom. 

 

                   
242 As in Samuraj, 135 and 187. 
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The Poet’s freedom cannot last long because he uses it to challenge the 

community’s right to dominate the lives of “erring” individuals like 

Samwel. In particular he targets the Church, which is by far the most 

powerful institution in Sammut’s island-village. His freedom of thought, 

which is given visible form in his freedom of movement, undermines the 

moral, social, political, and economic power of the community by attacking 

the institution of the parish priest. The Poet threatens the established order 

that allowed him his fragile freedom and the butterfly, as he himself 

unwittingly predicts, is caught in a net and taken away for re-education or 

permanent exile.243 

 

Xandru is an enigmatic figure because the characters in the novel 

repeatedly suggest that he is out of his mind, that the look in his eyes is not 

normal, that he has the devil inside him; even his friend Samwel sees this 

devilish look in his blood-red eyes. Everything from his physical 

appearance to his ideas and his language make him the ultimate Other. 

Like Samwel he doesn’t seem to have a family, as if even nature has 

disowned him. The family is the focal institution in the Mediterranean, and 

socially and culturally speaking, both Samwel and Xandru are deprived of 

this important point of reference. 

                   
243 Samuraj, 187. 
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Like the narrator in Mamo’s novel, Xandru reinvents his language, he 

reappropriates his identity; Mamo does this with a good deal of humour 

and irony without being cynical, and this allows him to get away with what 

must have been at the time “murder;” he manages to undermine his own 

narrative in such a way as to protect it from those who would have 

otherwise censored it for its unorthodox content. Xandru is not that 

cunning – perhaps he is either too honest or too proud or too much of an 

idealist to poke fun at his own deep convictions. He expects others to take 

his language very seriously and that’s exactly what they do. In a way, there 

is the distinct feeling that Xandru pushes the parish priest all the way 

because he wants to be destroyed in order to leave a mark, to be taken 

seriously; and in another way, he gradually seems to lose all control over 

his language and this eventually takes over, imprisoning him and landing 

him exactly where he never wanted to be. The free butterfly is taken over by 

the force of its own freedom, because it is Xandru who asks for the 

confrontation, not the parish priest. In order to exercise his freedom, he 

loses it. 

 

One of the most daunting obstacles that Xandru is up against is his 

community’s monolithic conception of itself, their fundamentally static 
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notion of identity. The village community is a metaphor of Malta and for 

those “in power,” namely the local élite and the Church hierarchy, this 

rigid, unrealistic notion of identity is not a misconception but a convenient 

way of protecting their privileged position. The fact that Xandru, an 

educated young man who does not form part of the local élite, knows 

foreign literature well and has the nerve to introduce foreign literary forms 

like the haiku into Maltese discourse indicates that he is a threat to the 

status quo, more so because he is not uneducated like Mamo’s vulnerable 

and submissive emigrants. In his journey towards personal and collective 

emancipation, which is a metaphor of Malta’s difficult journey towards true 

independence, Xandru faces the insurmountable conceptual monoliths 

related to identity; if he wants to remain part of the community he is not 

allowed to challenge, for instance, the authority of the Church or to attack 

the privileged position of the band club and the traditions that it sustains 

and that sustain it. Xandru has the nerve to challenge the idea that there is 

only one way of being Maltese, that the place called Malta is synonymous 

with one unified identity, one history, one belief, one way of life. 

 

The idea that places have single, essential identities is problematical; so is 

the idea that the identity of place, the sense of place, “is constructed out of 

an introverted, inward-looking history based on delving into the past for 
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internalized origins.” The question of defining regions has almost always 

been reduced to the issue of drawing lines around a place, and in the case of 

islands like Malta and Gozo, the lines have been “conveniently” imposed by 

nature. This kind of boundary around an area precisely distinguishes 

between an inside and an outside, it is yet another way of constructing a 

counterposition between “us” and “them.” But if one considers real places, 

more often than not these “supposed characteristics have little real 

purchase.”244 Xandru is just as Maltese as Sa Rożann, but the nation-village 

sees him as a deviation from the norm represented by the puritan Sa 

Rożann; he is an outsider who should either be banished or transformed 

into a “true” insider.  

 

A rejection of the essentialist interpretation of the nature of identity and 

place does not deny that Malta has “a character of its own,” but this 

character is not coterminous with a static and defensive notion of “place.” 

With its chequered history in the centre of the lively Mediterranean Sea, 

Malta’s character, to borrow from Massey’s description of the area of 

Kilburn in London, is “absolutely not a seamless, coherent identity, a single 

sense of place which everyone shares.” People’s first-hand experiences of 

Malta, the connections they make, be they physical or electronic, or in 

                   
244 Massey, Space, Place and Gender, 152. 
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memory and imagination, between here and the rest of the world vary 

significantly. If it is now recognized, writes Massey, that people have 

multiple identities, “then the same point can be made in relation to places.” 

She argues against the persistent identification of place with community, 

both because communities can exist without being in the same place, as in 

the case of networks of friends and religious or ethnic communities, and 

because places rarely house single communities in the sense of coherent 

social groups. And even where a place houses a so-called single community, 

this in no way implies a single sense of place, because many people occupy 

different positions within any community. A woman’s sense of place in 

Malta, the spaces through which she normally moves, the meeting places, 

and the connections outside are different from a man’s. Malta has many 

identities, “or its full identity is a complex mix of all these.”245  

 

Malta has consistently been a dynamic meeting place. The “immense surge 

of activities,” writes Carmel Cassar, generated both by the foundation of 

Valletta and by the presence of the Order, made the island one of the 

busiest centres of the Mediterranean. “The flow of people in and out of 

Malta reached unprecedented proportions from the middle of the sixteenth 

century onwards.” This activity created “a cosmopolitan atmosphere that 

                   
245 Ibid., 153-154.  



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

141 

not only impressed itself on the character of Valletta but also helped to 

“enrich” the rural areas especially in the more creative activities.”246 It is 

true that the Maltese have devised ways of separating public spaces from 

more private ones, as Annabel Black shows in her study of of Mellieħa,247 

but it is just as true that, like its language, Malta is a fascinating mix of 

cultures and experiences. Massey’s alternative interpretation of place is 

particularly adapted to Malta’s identity: “In this interpretation, what gives a 

place its specificity is not some long internalized history but the fact that it 

is constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting 

and weaving together at a particular locus;” each place is a meeting place, a 

particular, unique point of the intersection of these networks of social 

relations and movements and communications. Rather than areas with 

boundaries around, places can be seen as “articulated moments in 

networks of social relations and understandings” a large proportion of 

which are “constructed on a far larger scale than what we happen to define 

for that moment as the place itself.” This allows a sense of place which is 

“extroverted,” because it includes a consciousness of its links with the wider 

world.248 

                   
246 Carmel Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity in Early Modern Malta (Malta: Mireva, 2000), 
250. 
247 Annabel Black, “Negotiating the Tourist Gaze: The Example of Malta,” Coping with Tourists: 
European Reactions to Mass Tourism, ed. Jeremy Boissevain (Providence: Berghahn Books, 
1996), 131: “There are many areas of Maltese culture and way of life that remain totally 
‘unmarked’ by the tourist operators and organisers.” 
248 Space, Place and Gender, 154-155. 
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The metaphorical journey of Malta in post-Independence must be read 

against this background of a renewed awareness of the multiplicity and 

hybridity of identities rather than against the background of the 

“fundamentally static notion of identity that has been the core of cultural 

thought during the era of imperialism.” Today, writes Said, “new 

alignments made across borders, types, nations, and essences are rapidly 

coming into view,” provoking and challenging this static notion of identity 

inspired, amongst others, by imperialism. 249  The difficulty of post-

Independence Maltese writers to establish a destination for the journey of 

the new nation is a crucial one, because it is tied to a conservative, romantic 

(Said would add “imperialist”) notion of identity. The protagonists of 

Sammut’s novels or Azzopardi’s poetry highlight the inability of the “new” 

Maltese, including the post-Independence engaged writers, to wean 

themselves away from the static notion of identity represented by the 

mother-nation. Their journey is conditioned by the destination prescribed 

by the romantics, and epitomized in “the home of peace and joy” of Il-Jien 

u Lilhinn Minnu, which is dominated by static notions of fundamental 

elements like the home, family, mother, social relations and relations 

between the sexes, God, religion, language, and identity. The post-

                   
249 Said, Culture and Imperialism, xxviii.  
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Independence writers cannot find an “easy” destination that represents 

their aspirations either as individuals or as Maltese because there is no 

such single “place.” The underlying conception of identity in much of 

Maltese post-Independence literature is shackled by the metaphorical 

figure of the mother: she is the immobilized, silenced mother of pre-

Independence literature, and the younger writers’ attempt to disengage 

from her fails and their relationship with her turns sour and in some cases 

becomes incestual and therefore self-destructive,. 

 

The journey of the nation depicted by the new writers of the 60’s therefore 

turns into a non-journey; the romantic oikos of the idealized motherland is 

meant to be the point of departure, but it turns out to be the point of 

arrival. The love relationship between the son and his nation-mother turns 

into a mutually destructive incestuous relationship and the journey of the 

new nation is stopped in its tracks. The metaphorical journey of the new 

nation is dominated by the pre-Independence discourse that it was meant 

to free itself of. The question of discourse is fundamental because it is 

associated with the “working of power;” it “denotes a socially and 

historically situated use of language - a discursive practice - sustaining 

shared vocabulary, assumptions, values and interests.” 250  The new 

                   
250 Morris, 196. 
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discourse of the young Xandru, epitomized by the figure of the “free 

butterfly,” is gagged by the community, and the later works of many of the 

authors of the 60’s mark a return to standard representations and 

interpretations of elements like identity, social relations, the woman, and 

the village. In an article called “Downhill: A Story of a Lady in Distress” 

written in 2002, novelist Lino Spiteri resorts to conventional uses of the 

metaphors of the nation-mother and the nation-traveller to discuss the 

situation of the country. “Lady Malta” is “a beauty that is fast losing” her 

“attraction;” the road she has taken “seems to have become downhill all the 

way, with no end in sight. If only Malta would look in the mirror and see 

herself...”251  Because discourse denotes shared assumptions, values and 

interests, the continued recourse to conventional uses of the nation-mother 

and nation-traveller metaphors indicate that the painful weaning process 

begun by the authors of the 60s has yet to reach its successful completion.  

  

ConclusionConclusion  

The metaphorical journey of Malta is a recurrent theme in Maltese 

romantic and post-Independence literature. The oikos of the nation’s 

journey is the romantic home dominated by the idealized figure of the 

mother created by Maltese pre-Independence literature and associated 
                   
251 Lino Spiteri, The Sunday Times (Malta), July 14, 2002. 
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with traditional values that did not challenge the authority of the local élite, 

the Catholic Church, and the colonial administration. The metaphorical 

journey undertaken by the flat protagonists of Juan Mamo’s daring novel 

Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka is an attempt by the author to distance 

his working-class, largely uneducated audience, from a romantic 

conception of Malta that validates the dispossession and submissiveness of 

the majority of the Maltese people. Mamo challenges his characters (and 

the Maltese in general, his audience) into action, but they are unwilling, 

because they are unable, to take up the challenge and they are sacrificed in 

the hope that their tragic end spurs the Maltese to appropriate their stories.  

 

The representative journey of the anonymous, dispossessed majority and 

the enlightened individual Feliċ in Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka 

anticipates the conscious attempt of the post-Independence writers to 

disengage from the emotional grip of the nation-mother. Mamo’s narrator 

realizes that discourse is a vital issue and his narration challenges the social 

élite, the literary establishment, the colonial administration, the Church, 

the uneducated population, and Mamo himself; he reinvents language in a 

way that could only be equalled more than thirty years later by the 

generation of the 60s. It is a language that focuses on the deficiencies of 

Malta in an uncompromising way; this self-recovery gives it freedom in 
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relation to the nation and therefore allows it to act as a liberating force 

from colonization. After the metaphorical journey of the emigrants to the 

United States, the home they and their audience return to can never be the 

same again; the tale of their metaphorical emigration is an act of 

emancipation in itself.  

 

Post-Independence Maltese literature revisits the arduous journey of the 

nation and sees a ship that has not only lost its direction but even its 

passengers. Writers like Oliver Friggieri, Mario Azzopardi and Victor 

Fenech attack the complaisance of the majority of the Maltese and 

denounce the way the people have disowned their own ship. The compass 

of the pathetic nation-ship of Friggieri or the island-boat of Fenech, is 

either broken or missing. Friggieri implies that the direction Malta should 

be taking is quite clear in his mind, and the indications he gives in his 

poetry suggest that there is much in common between his ideal way and 

that articulated by Dun Karm through the metaphors of the idealized rural 

home and the mother. There is more than a hint in some of his explicitly 

universalistic poems that Friggieri is trying to come to terms with the fact 

that we are living in an age that has made everyone in a way a migrant and 

a member of a minority, and a universe that bears little resemblance to the 

place where we were born and that is threatening our own identity as we 
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have conceived it since we were children,252 so he incorporates many of the 

figurative monoliths of local romantic literature in his vision for Malta: in a 

relatively new world characterized by time-space compression, these 

conceptual and figurative monoliths characterize the home that Friggieri 

wants his Malta to return to. 

 

Friggieri's translator notes that in “Aħn' Ilma Jgelgel,” despite the sense of 

life “petering out” (line 1), of energy “dwindling down to nought” (line 14), 

one feels that the poet has rigorous control over the flow of the lines, and 

this is an example of the power that human beings have to reverse the 

downward journey through language. 253  The poem suggests that the 

Maltese identity is dying out, but the ability of the controlled flow of the 

lines to contradict the unsettling content of the words reflects Friggieri's 

belief in an idealized Maltese identity put forward in numerous patriotic 

poems like “Il-Blata tas-Sekli.” 

 

In the difficult relationship between the nation-mother and her supposedly 

liberated son, the post-Independence young, male nation-traveller, both 

end up being victims and aggressors; their mutually debilitating incestuous 

relationship, so powerfully portrayed by Sammut in Samuraj and by 

                   
252 Maalouf, 32. 
253 Serracino Inglott, Ilħna Mkissra, 124. 
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Azzopardi in his poetry, is a metaphor of the island’s inability to come to 

terms with its colonized past, particularly with its violent but convenient 

submission. The young Maltese “woman of the boat” who represents the 

nation in Azzopardi’s “Is-Siegħa tal-Ħanżir” is immobilized by the fond 

memories she has of her former (male) colonizers and she even has the gall 

to pretend that she is some “virgo purissima” dedicated to her departed 

master-lover. Azzopardi revisits the romantic nation-mother and 

challenges her, but the son is unable to wean himself away from the 

“mother-spider” and his discourse, unlike Xandru’s free butterfly, cannot 

fly. 

 

The underlying conception of identity that characterizes the nation-home 

that the engaged writers of post-Independence Malta want to return to is 

based on a constructed “unitary identity.” But there is “no political or 

national grouping that is homogeneous;” everything is mixed; “we deal in a 

world of interdependent, mongrelized societies,” of societies that are 

“hybrids” and “impure.”254 Just as identities and communities are hybrid, 

so too are places on which the whole concept of travel and the travel 

metaphor depends. Places are not static; they do not have to have 

boundaries in the sense of divisions which frame simple enclosures, and 

                   
254 Edward Said, “Europe and its Others: An Arab Perspective,” States of Mind: Dialogues with 
Contemporary Thinkers, ed. Richard Kearney (New York: New York University Press, 1995), 46. 
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they do not have single, unique identities. However, none of this denies 

“place” nor the importance of the uniqueness of place. “Each geographical 

“place” in the world is being realigned in relation to the new global realities, 

their roles within the wider whole are being reassigned, their boundaries 

dissolve. This new round of time-space compression has produced a feeling 

of disorientation, a sense of fragmentation of local cultures and a loss, in its 

deepest meaning, of a sense of place. What is happening is that the social 

relations which constitute a locality increasingly stretch beyond its borders, 

less and less of these relations are contained within the place itself.”255 

 

Romantic literature gives the impression that the true Malta is hidden away 

in some distant past that has been obfuscated by time and contacts with 

other cultures, but in reality, “places” in Malta, as elsewhere, have for 

centuries been complex locations where numerous communities have 

intersected. That “place called home,” to which Dun Karm’s seafarers 

return in “Kewkbet is-Safar” and to which Friggieri’s nation-ship must 

return in “Protesta Maltija,” “was never an unmediated experience.”256 

Moreover, the “vast current reorganizations of capital, the formation of a 

new global space, and in particular its use of new technologies of 

                   
255 Ibid., 162. 
256 Ibid., 163-164. 
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communication, have undermined an older sense of a ‘place-called-home’, 

and left us,” like Friggieri’s nation, “placeless and disorientated.”257  

 

 

                   
257 Ibid., 163. 
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In literature written both before and after Independence, Malta is often 

represented as a rural village. The romantics looked at rural life and 

culture, with what they saw as its wealth of memory, traditions, language, 

staunch Catholicism and simple, unpretentious ways, as the ideal locus of 

the national identity. The post-Independence novelists who questioned 

these stereotypes highlighted the oppressive atmosphere of the small, 

tightly knit villages and encouraged their protagonists to run out of these 

cages.  

 

Ethnic Awareness and Traditional Peasant ValuesEthnic Awareness and Traditional Peasant Values  

In Ġużè Galea’s adventure novel Raġel bil-Għaqal (A Prudent Man) (1943), 

set in early sixteenth century Malta, the hero Marku Falzun is forced to flee 

from his house in Mdina because he has been unjustly accused of 

conspiring with the enemy, the corsairs. The only people who are willing to 

protect him are the humble farmers of a “remote” hamlet in Mellieħa. Like 

the farmers who take care of Fantin after he has been freed from slavery in 

San Ġwann (1939),258 the farmers of Raġel bil-Għaqal seem to be naturally 

generous and kind-hearted. Their decision to hide the protagonist amongst 

them is not only an act of courage and loyalty towards a friend but also a 

claim to individuality and independence. The physical characteristics of the 

                   
258 Ġużè Galea, San Ġwann (Malta: Grupp Awturi, 1983), 83. 
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hamlet complement the farmers’ proud, tightly knit, closed community that 

is detached from the cosmopolitan culture and the powers-that-be based in 

the city of Mdina. Although he comes from one of the two most powerful 

families on the island, the farmers treat the learned, humble Marku as one 

of them because he often spends time among them, discussing farming 

practices and giving them advice.  

 

In this small, unassuming rural community the narrator sees the essential 

ingredients of the Maltese identity. The farmers are hard workers and their 

wisdom is intuitive; they are anonymous and materially poor and the 

author doesn’t feel the need to identify them individually; they are 

untainted by the corrupted city and by contact with foreigners; there is a 

strong sense of unity and loyalty amongst them and the identity of the 

group dominates over that of the nameless individual. In this patriarchal 

culture, there is no mention of women. Moreover, like the two protagonists 

at the end of Ġużè Aquilina’s Taħt Tliet Saltniet who watch over the birth of 

a new Malta rooted in its land and farming,259 the farmers of Għajn Żejtuna 

are strongly attached to the land and to nature in general; they are 

physically strong and brave; and they are highly religious people. When 

Marku Falzun spends some time living on the smaller island of Comino, the 

                   
259 Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet, 381. 
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narrator reflects on the belief that the person who is close to the land, to 

nature, is also close to God.260  

 

Although Galea often makes unprejudiced references to life in the city of 

Mdina and to “good” characters like Marku Falzun, and his servant Luqa 

Briffa and his son Rigu, who are associated with Mdina, the city is 

identified with evil, and particularly with the deceit of schemers like Diegu 

Alagona, a foreigner, and Miju Mekkek, a sly Maltese who mingles and 

conspires with the dishonest foreigners.  

 

It is in a way ironical that after they have saved Marku Falzun, the narrator 

seems to forget his anonymous heroes who live in the caves overlooking 

Għajn Żejtuna Valley. However, one of the characteristics that seems to 

make the writer fond of these characters is precisely their anonymity, the 

fact that they are independent spirits detached from the “outside world” 

living their big values in small and humble ways in an idyllic setting. This is 

Galea’s romantic vision for Malta, a small community whose 

communication with the “outside world” is in the hands of a chosen, 

trustworthy few who are capable of handling their association with the 

idealized rural world and with the impure world of the (local and foreign) 

                   
260 Ġużè Galea, Raġel il-Għaqal (Malta: A.C. Aquilina, 1971), 45.  
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city thanks also to their formal education. This is the mission of the few 

who sacrifice themselves to lead and enlighten the rest. At the end of the 

novel, the foreign King, through his Chancellor, promises Rigu, Luqa 

Briffa’s son, that he is going to send him to Palermo to receive his 

education there.261 

 

Friggieri argues that Galea searched for the living, thriving soul of the 

nation in his reading of Maltese history, and in this he followed in the 

footsteps of Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi. Galea himself sees such themes as the 

arrival of St. Paul on Malta, the unending conflict between Christians and 

Muslims, the mistreatment of the Maltese by foreign tyrants, the Great 

Siege, the uprising against the French, the Knights, the pirates, and a 

mixture of acts of courage and skill, suffering, deceit, and mercy, flavoured 

by a strong doze of romanticism as the heart of the historical and fictional 

world of the historical novel.262 But of course the thriving soul of a nation 

that Galea and others before him searched for coincided, more often than 

not, with the one they had conjured up themselves.  

 

                   
261 Ibid., 125: “biex jitilqu f’idejn wieħed mill-aqwa għorrief ta’ dik il-belt ħalli jgħallmu u jħarrġu 
f’kull ma jkun jeħtieġ biex jikber u jsir raġel qalbieni, bil-għaqal u tal-ġieħ;.” literally, “to leave 
him in the hands of one of the wisest men of that city so that he can teach him and train him in all 
that he may need to grow up and become a brave man, prudent and honourable.” 
262 Oliver Friggieri, “Fittiex ta’ Ruħ Ħajja u Dinamika ta’ Nazzjon,” San Ġwann, Ġużè Galea. 
Malta: Grupp Awturi, 1983, 102. “Galea fittex li jara fl-istorja r-ruh hajja, dinamika ta' nazzjon.” 
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In this context, the writing and publication of Raġel bil-Għaqal is an 

interesting story in itself. In one of their conversations, A. V. Laferla, 

Director of Education at the time, told Ġużè Galea that Malta did not have 

an adventure book for children similar to Robert Louis Stevenson’s 

Treasure Island. Galea had already started writing something of the sort 

and Laferla’s comment seems to have prompted him to finish the 

manuscript so that the novel could be included in the State school syllabus 

as from 1st October 1944. After having read the book, Laferla wrote to 

Galea to tell him that it was an exciting and gripping adventure story and 

although there were no female characters it could be read by everyone and 

by people of all classes, mostly children.263 It seems that it was Laferla who 

asked the author not to include “the element of love” in the plot.264 But 

Galea had conceived the novel and started to write it before the idea of 

writing an adventure novel for children was brought up by Laferla and 

despite Saydon’s intimations to the contrary, there is no significant 

difference in form and content, apart from the absence of a love story, 

between this and Galea’s other five novels for adults.265 By August 1971, ten 

“editions” (presumably reprints) and “a total of 10 000 copies” of this novel 

had been distributed, although this total seems like a underestimate given 

that in 1971 alone, the Government ordered 5120 copies. The point is that a 
                   
263 Louis A. Grasso, Ġużè Galea (1901-1978) (Malta: Klabb Kotba Maltin, 1998), 172. 
264 Ibid., 174.  
265 Ibid., 173. 
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significant number of school children and readers of Maltese literature 

have been influenced by the world-view of this and other novels by Galea, 

with an outlook on life which is not exclusive to the novel, of course, but 

which is represented and/or re-enforced by it. Galea’s biographer, Louis 

Grasso, refers to an article by Karmenu Vassallo that appeared in Il-Berka 

on 20 March, 1946, in which the writer identifies three elements in Raġel 

bil-Għaqal that affect everyone directly and serve as warnings for the 

future: (a) whether by hook or by crook, foreigners always get what they 

want in other people’s land; (b) swindlers and cheaters seem to be luckier 

than honest men; and (c) our failures and faults are found out, and the 

truth always comes to the surface.266 The pedagogic role grafted onto a 

draft version of the novel by Galea complements and re-enforces the 

moralistic tone characteristic of the romantic historical novels of Galea, his 

literary role model Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, and others. In 1947, Lyceum 

teacher Pub. Borg published Noti u Tagħrif fuq Raġel bil-Għaqal, a book of 

notes on Raġel bil-Għaqal for school children, in which he praised Galea 

for his plot, his “high thoughts” (“ħsieb għoli”), his love of his country and 

his choice of words which “carefully paint characters of any race and 

age.”267 

 

                   
266 Ibid., 176: “tliet fatti li jolqtu lil kulħadd fil-laħam il-ħaj u jiswew ta’ twissija għall-quddiem.” 
267 Pub. Borg, Noti u Tagħrif fuq Raġel bil-Għaqal ta’ Ġużè Galea, Malta: Lux Press, 1947, 4. 
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The romantic view of local rural culture as the “authentic” Maltese culture 

dates back at least to the writings of scholars like G.F. Agius De Soldanis 

(1712-1778) and Mikiel Anton Vassalli (1764-1829). It achieved more 

concrete form through the triumph of the campagna over the urban area 

upon the conclusion of the 1798-1800 military blockade of Valletta. But 

already by the middle of the eighteenth century, Agius De Soldanis from 

Gozo had come to consider peasant culture, with evident nostalgia, as the 

true culture of the Maltese. Ethnic awareness, equated with traditional 

peasant values rather than the new urban heterogeneous lifestyle, came to 

be seen as a “defensive barrier against the threat from outside.”268 The 

elimination of the ‘alien’ urban culture ‘purified’ the ‘folk’ category and 

paved the way for it “to serve as the basis of ethnic consciousness.”269 

 

Vassalli, like the Jacobins, laid emphasis on the “ethno-linguistic criterion 

of nationality as one of the conditions for full citizenship.”270 The discovery 

and conquest that followed the Enlightenment caused a revolution in 

European ideas about language; in the later eighteenth century, the 

scientific comparative study of languages really got under way and 

“language became less of a continuity between an outside power and the 

human speaker than an internal field created and accomplished by 
                   
268 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 242. 
269 Ibid., 244. 
270 Ibid., 244. See also 193. 
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language users among themselves.”271 Vassalli acknowledged the unique 

character of the Maltese vernacular and believed that “people who are not 

part of the common past – those who are ‘alien’ – must automatically be 

placed outside the borders of national culture.” In Vassalli’s “nostalgic 

concept of a common national past lies hidden the idealized peasant culture 

associated with Maltese ethnic freedom.”272  

 

The attribution of ethnic characteristics can also be viewed as “an act of 

resistance of the more conservative strata of society to modernization,” and 

the ethnic qualities which most successfully expressed this conservative 

viewpoint were mainly those of a peasant culture. Because of the very 

nature of their activity, peasants were “extremely suspicious of all 

changes.”273 Vassalli admired the Maltese language of the peasants because 

it was not “contaminated” by the dialetto della città which he considered 

the most corrupt dialect of Maltese because of the large number of foreign 

words it contained.274 Already in 1557 it was reported that since the arrival 

of the Order, people in Birgu were mixing lo volgare italico with Maltese, 

due to the contacts of local people wth immigrants from Italy. And yet, up 

until the end of the eighteenth century, “the Maltese language was 

                   
271 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978), 136. 
272 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 245. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid., 166-167.  
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practically the exclusive language for daily communication used in the 

countryside, and to a large extent, it continued to be employed by the 

townspeople too.” It was spoken by people of all social conditions, 

including the learned and the rich.275 Vassalli’s dream of a defined Maltese 

culture and language was to take root over a century after his death.  

 

Cassar believes that one can refer to language, religion and the emergence 

of a Maltese polity in order “to identify the ethnos, to demonstrate links 

with the past, and thus make claims for an ethnic identity.”276 Within the 

framework of a nineteenth century ideology, the recognition of language 

amounted to a recognition of national identity, but in the case of Malta, the 

role of the vernacular remained limited until the late nineteenth century 

because of its semitic origin which forced it to function solely as a local 

dialect. Maltese eventually attained the function of literary language when 

Malta began to culturally detach itself from Italy.277 Therefore it seems that 

Maltese did not feature as a “weighty issue” in the definition of Maltese 

identity until the early twentieth century.278 In the nineteenth century, 

“Malta had, in appearance, a thoroughly Italianate culture;” for countless 

generations Italian was the language of culture. Frendo believes that there 

                   
275 Ibid., 159. 
276 Ibid., xxx.  
277 Ibid., xlii. 
278 Ibid., xxx. 
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was no “general national identity” for the Maltese in that period, but rather 

several identities: a rural peasant one, an urbane cosmopolitan one, a 

Gozitan one, and “even more parochial ones, centred around the parish 

square and the family.”279 

 

The local Church, on the other hand, played a decisive role in the formation 

of an ethnic consciousness. The union of the various strata of the 

population became possible through the profound ties of Malta’s 

inhabitants to the Tridentine ideology of the Catholic Church. Cassar 

claims that under the Knights, Malta “became effectively a theocracy” and 

all sections of society were “imbued with religion and the parishes served as 

the foci of social organization.” The parish priest, who later features 

prominently in a number of important post-Independence novels set in the 

national (rural) village, combined teaching and several other advisory 

capacities with his spiritual role. At the same time he acted as the main link 

between the ordinary parishioners and the outside world.280 The British 

colonial authorities acknowledged the role of the parish priest as the 

spokesman and undisputed head of the parish that was “the most 

important social and territorial unit” on the Maltese Islands.281 Religion 

was “entrenched in the heart of the people” and this made “the parish and 
                   
279 Henry Frendo, “Maltese Colonial Identity,” 187. 
280 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, xxx-xxxi. 
281 Koster, 82-83; Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 92. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

162 

village one and the same thing, a situation that persisted at least up to the 

late 1930s.” To a lesser extent, this state of affairs could also be found in the 

harbour area.282 In the long run the clergy managed to unite local traditions 

and rites, as well as disseminate common symbols, feasts, ceremonies and 

myths, along with a well-defined lifestyle and code of religious laws. In this 

way, they helped to preserve and intensify common sentiments circulating 

among members of the community. This popular culture, together with 

older customs and traditions, helped to perpetuate what Smith has called 

“a great historical past” by interlinking religious values with ethnic 

consciousness.”283 A representative element of this popular culture is the 

cult of St. Paul, whose presence on the Maltese Islands has assumed prime 

importance for the Maltese sense of identity as a separate community.284 

 

Concentric CirclesConcentric Circles   

Set in a “typical” Maltese rural village where the Church played its crucial 

unifying role, the post-Independence novel Samuraj can be read as the 

story of a group of people trying to get to grips with their identity as 

individuals and as part of a nation. In the first chapter Samwel, the 

protagonist, observes that “in this land,” it is always “either summer or 

                   
282 Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 91-92. 
283 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, xxxi. 
284 Ibid., 210. 
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winter.” Autumn does not exist. “It’s either sunny or rainy. You either go to 

Hell or to Heaven;” it is not even possible to end up in limbo because 

newborn babies are immediately taken to church to be baptized.285 These 

observations, which will be developed later on in the novel in the subplot 

about the rivalry between the two factions within the village, highlight the 

bipolar nature of Maltese society and the great influence of the Catholic 

Church on people’s lives.  

 

The institution of the Church, represented mainly by Dun Vinċenz Abela-

Tanti, the parish priest, emerges as a powerful force that suffocates the 

individual because it uses its moral authority and extensive resources to 

control the community. In Samuraj the Church is not really interested in 

people’s lives and loves, in their griefs and beliefs; all it seems to want is to 

consolidate and guarantee its privileged position by, among other things, 

supporting the status quo and enforcing obedience. In dealing with Samwel 

and Żabbett, the Church ignores what their relationship means to them and 

demands nothing but unconditional obedience.  

 

In the novel the Church is also represented by the puritan lay volunteer Sa 

Rożann, who assumes the responsibility to right whatever she sees as 

                   
285 Frans Sammut, Samuraj, 2nd edn (Malta: Merlin Library, 1991), 5. 
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wrong in the Village. She considers herself to be the parish priest’s right 

hand and a mother figure to all the unmarried young women of the Village. 

Ironically, the parish priest himself can’t stand her intrusions: he labels her 

egocentrism and the way she tries to dominate other people’s lives 

“Sarożannċentriżmu,” but when it comes to facing a common enemy of the 

Church, they set up a united front to oppose and eventually destroy the 

“illicit” relationship between the two protagonists.  

 

In his study of the village of Ħal Kirkop carried out in the late 1960s, 

Boissevain observes that all visitors to Malta are struck “forcefully” by “the 

importance that religion occupies, in its many aspects, as a system of belief 

and action.” In Ħal Kirkop, religion not only orders the rhythm of people’s 

lives but also “provides the structural form of the community in which they 

live.” As in Sammut’s anonymous village, the religious belief of the villagers 

“defines and enforces the moral limits of their behaviour” and influences 

their relations with others.286 

 

In Samuraj the pressure of the Church and the moral community on the 

young couple takes the form of what Gilmore has called “symbolic forms of 

aggression,” that is, “nonviolent acts with injurious intent.” Gilmore’s point 

                   
286 Jeremy Boissevain, A Village in Malta: Fieldwork Edition, 2nd edn (New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, 1980), 56.  
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is that although these acts are usually deplored, they are “essential for the 

unfolding of that in-group feeling of belonging” that Durkheim in another 

context called the “group mind.” Gilmore argues that aggression is the 

human motive underlying the action of “cultural superstructure” or “shared 

frame of mind.” An aggressive public opinion, like the one epitomized by Sa 

Rożann in Samuraj, “holds the group together by disallowing deviance, by 

punishing solecisms, and by rectifying” what the anthropologist calls 

“disturbances in the fabric of tradition.” Symbolic aggression becomes “a 

force that binds,” not only in the small Andalusian town of Fuenmayor that 

Gilmore studied, or in Samuraj’s “Raħal,” but in all small-scale moral 

communities.287 When lecturing the parish priest about the consequences 

of the scandalous behaviour of Samwel and Żabbett for the community, 

Rożann speaks in the first person plural, deliberately promoting herself to 

spokesperson of the village community. Her false humility only makes her 

arrogance and the vulnerability and acquiescence of the community more 

evident. 

 

The nameless rural village where almost all the action takes place is more 

likely a metaphor of Malta than a metonymy or synecdoche because the 

text does not focus on its role as part of the whole that is Malta; the village 

                   
287  David D. Gilmore, Aggression and Community: Paradoxes of Andalusian Culture (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), xi, 11. 
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is a whole in itself, with its own insularity, its own social and religious 

organization and hierarchy, its own politics. The Village becomes part of a 

whole, so to say, in relation to the city, represented by the Count, but then 

even the Village has its own “Count” in Pankraz Mifsud Manara. A clear 

indication of the metaphoricity of the Village is its namelessness in a 

context which is explicity Maltese, because some places like Naxxar are 

mentioned by name.288 The initial capital letter (ir-Raħal, the Village) gives 

the reader the impression that this is the Maltese village, what Oliver 

Friggieri has called the national Village;289 Samwel’s Village is the nation 

because like Malta it is a small island made of the same social, political and 

religious fabric of the Maltese Islands. 

 

The bipolar nature of Maltese society is depicted with scathing irony in the 

sub-plot about the rivalry between the Village’s two band clubs. The 

narrator of Samuraj describes the existence of two, and only two, band 

clubs in Maltese villages as a “tradition.”290 As indicated in the novel, it 

seems that the establishment of secondary festa partiti in the second half of 

the nineteenth century was a form of opposition to established authority, 

“an expression of protest against the monopoly of power by the 

                   
288 Samuraj, 119. 
289 “Karikatura u Lirika f’Samuraj,” 332. 
290 Samuraj, 128. 
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establishment cliques focused on the parish priests.”291 Rival band clubs 

were both the product of, and contributed to, the competition between 

factions within the parish. 292  In his novels San Ġwann and Żmien l-

Ispanjoli (“The Spanish Period”) (1938), Ġużè Galea had already 

condemned the “bluha tal-partiti” (which refers to the stupidity or 

nonsense of having rival parties or clubs within the same community) that 

has gripped the Maltese for “hundreds of years” and which has done them 

“immeasurable damage” (“ħsara bla tarf”). 293  The bipolar social 

organization of Maltese villages, with their two rival band clubs and their 

two feasts is a microcosm of the bipolarity and “bitter political antagonism 

which has corroded social life” in the Maltese islands.294 This political 

division, “blurred from time to time at the edges by additional groups,” 

runs back to the 1880s and beyond. Dennis Austin asks whether this 

division was once “a reflection of colonial collaboration versus colonial 

dissent, or (more subtly) of constitutional arrangements,” or whether it is 

“the effect (more simply) of ins and outs – government and opposition – 

under rival leaders.”295 Writing towards the end of the 1980s, Boissevain 

observed that Malta’s two political parties at the time resembled “festa 
                   
291 Jeremy Boissevain, “Festa Partiti and the British: Exploding a Myth.” The British Colonial 
Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on Maltese Society, (ed.) Victor Mallia-Milanes (Malta: 
Mireva, 1988), 226.  
292 Ibid., 218. 
293 Ġużè Galea, Żmien l-Ispjanoli (Malta: KKM, 2001), 9. See also San Ġwann, 35. 
294 Boissevain, “Festa Partiti and the British,” 228.  
295 Henry Frendo, Party Politics in a Fortress Colony: The Maltese Experience, 2nd edn (Malta: 
Midsea, 1991), xi. 
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partiti in their pettiness and the absurdity of their excesses,” and 

politicians even manipulated “parochial divisions for electoral ends,”296 

thus effectively linking the national political scenario with the situation at 

parochial level. 

 

Most of what goes on in Samuraj takes place in the anonymous Village, and 

this gives the impression that, like Malta, the village is an island, a world in 

itself. The Count who lives in the city describes it as “remote,”297 situated on 

the other side of the hills.298 The “great” distance between the Village and 

the rest of the island resembles that between Malta and the rest of the 

world because the insularity of the Village is similar to that which 

characterizes Malta. Moreover, like most islands, the Village is considered 

backward, or as Count Pawlinu Pessina-Triganza describes it, cut off from 

civilization.299  

 

This distinction between village and city, which resembles the distinction 

between Malta and foreign lands, is understandable, because at the time 

the novel was written it was quite pronounced. Writing in the late 1960s, 

Boissevain highlights the “marked difference in values, dress, and even 

                   
296 Boissevain, “Festa Partiti and the British,” 228. 
297 Samuraj, 122. 
298 Ibid., 118. 
299 Ibid., 121. 
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speech” between those who live in the great urban agglomeration 

surrounding Valletta and the Grand Harbour and those who live in the 

villages.300  

 

On the other hand, between the villages of the Maltese Islands Boissevain 

observes “a remarkable cultural homogeneity.” This “is chiefly due to the 

unifying influence of a strong church in a small, relatively isolated, island 

society. The parish church soars above the tightly clustered houses and 

dominates social relations within the village. The Church “has been for 

centuries the focal point of power and authority” within the village and the 

source for moral guidance. But the author also attributes the villages’ 

cultural homogeneity to their similar cultural values, including language, 

moral values and factors on which prestige and class are based.301 Ciappara 

reports that marriages between couples of different villages in the second 

half of the eighteenth century were “very frequent.”302 This fact supports 

the interpretation of Samuraj’s Village as a metaphor of rural Malta, but it 

doesn’t necessarily rope in urban Malta too, unless one perceives Samuraj’s 

urban society as essentially similar to the rural society.303 In the novel, this 

similarity exists: Count Pawlinu Pessina-Triganza, who is stereotypically 

                   
300 A Village in Malta: Fieldwork Edition, 2. 
301 Ibid., 99-100. 
302 Marriage in Malta, Ciappara, 47. 
303 Oliver Friggieri (“Karikatura u Lirika f’Samuraj,” 326) claims that in Samuraj all Malta, even 
urban, “civilized” Malta, is seen as one village. 
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presented as the epitome of the city, has much in common with Pankraz 

Mifsud Manara who is the President of one of the village band clubs. Both 

think highly of themselves and have surnames to match; both have 

positions of power and both are cunning and skilful in the way they deal 

with the parish priest. In a sense, Pankraz Mifsud Manara is simply a 

smaller, or more modest version of the Count. This resemblance confirms 

one of Sammut’s points in Il-Gaġġa that Malta, city and all, is one big cage, 

or village.304 

 

The half-asleep nation-village of Victor Fenech’s “Raħal/Barriera” 

(“Village/Quarry”) (1974) which appears at the top of the painting by 

Emvin Cremona (1973) that inspired the poem, is also the cocoon 

(“fosdqa”) to which the poet returns after having ventured into the large, 

misty, even meadow (“bur”) outside. The fortified (“ċittadella”) nation-

village is small and like the land mass that lies beneath it is, the enormous 

unexcavated “quarry,” it is silent. The poet reflects on his risky, disturbing 

journey in the abyss (“fondoq”) outside and the binary opposites he is faced 

with and retreats to the sheltered, reassuring nation-village where 

everything around and within is clear. Ten years after Independence, Victor 

Fenech’s poem recounts a story of withdrawal to the dry, quiet “hole in the 

                   
304 Ibid., 314. 
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sand” that is Malta, far enough from the disquieting, restless sea (“bla 

kwiet”) nearby.  

 

Insiders and OutsidersInsiders and Outsiders   

At one point in Samuraj the two lovers are walking in the countryside and 

Samwel sees the lights on the cliffs through the sides of the hills.305 The 

impression one gets is that the village is surrounded by hills and that the 

village is cut off from the rest of the island, an enclosed space within a 

larger enclosed space at the edge of which lies the sea. This world-view 

made of concentric circles is reminiscent of Dun Karm’s poetic view of the 

world, with the home at the centre, enclosed within the village, which is in 

turn enclosed within the circle of the island, which is at the centre of the 

Mediterranean region. Samwel views the world in very much the same way: 

the most serious violation of his privacy, the greatest affront to his 

individuality and independence takes place when the parish priest appears 

at the entrance to his farm. It is clearly an intrusion, an unacceptable act of 

aggression by an “outsider,” and Samwel’s hand reaches instinctively for 

the folding-knife in his pocket.306 He only pulls it back when he realizes 

that the parish priest isn’t an enemy. 

                   
305 Samuraj, 85. “Fil-bogħod minn bejn il-qigħan ta' l-għoljiet kienu jidhru d-dwal ta' fuq l-
irdum.” 
306 Ibid., 181. “Idu marret waħedha għall-mus li kellu fil-but.” 
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The hills mark the edge of the Village, the cliffs the edge of Malta. 

Significantly, this is the only moment when the novel refers to the name 

“Malta.” The fact that the novel is set in Malta is clear from the very start, 

so that cannot be the reason why the text chooses to mention “Malta.” With 

one arm around Żabbett who is standing beside him, Samwel looks at the 

“edge of Malta” and “sees” beyond it “the sea and the freedom of the open 

space.” This makes him want to walk to the cliffs and to see whether “the 

black space hides inside it any sign of what the future has in store.”307 

Unlike Dun Karm who yearns for the return of his sweet past, Samwel is 

tormented by his difficult childhood and his only hope is for a better future. 

This hope is associated with the open space beyond the Village because 

Samwel feels oppressed by the stifling place he lives in. When Żabbett 

leaves her parents’ home and turns up on the doorstep of Samwel’s house 

in the Village, the couple decide to move to Samwel’s farmhouse on the 

outskirts of the Village to leave the “ugliness” and the “bitterness” of the 

“cursed” Village behind them.308 

 

                   
307 Ibid., 85. “It-tarf ta' Malta. Lil hinn minnu kien hemm il-baħar u l-ħelsien tal-beraħ. ħass ix-
xewqa f'qalbu li jibqgħu mexjin sa ma jaslu fuq l-irdum u jaraw il-wesgħa sewda tostor fiha xi 
għelm tal-ġejjieni.” 
308 Ibid., 170. Samwel says: “Iva, immorru u nitfgħu wara spallejna l-kruha ta’ dar-Raħal misħut 
u l-imrar kollu li jixxettel fih.” 
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But Samwel’s uneasiness in the Village is evident right from the start. One 

evening, as he opens the door of his village house to go out into the 

deserted street, he feels trouble and deceit walking with him and the walls 

of the quiet houses look black with weariness. 309  It is not simply an 

instance of pathetic fallacy; Samwel does not feel at ease when he is outside 

his home. The only place where he really feels at ease and happy is at the 

farmhouse when he decides to clean it up so that he can eventually go to 

live there with Żabbett. But his plans for a new beginning are dashed by the 

community’s pressures and by the couple’s inability to deal with their own 

and the other’s anguish; to Samwel, even the environment of his safe haven 

becomes oppressive and unbearable and he feels that he has nowhere else 

to go.  

 

In other post-Independence novels, many protagonists either consider 

leaving the island or actually choose to emigrate. In Alfred Sant’s L-Ewwel 

Weraq tal-Bajtar and in Frans Sammut’s first novel Il-Gaġġa, the (male) 

protagonists decide to abandon the asphyxiating atmosphere of the island; 

Dr. Mark Valeri craves for the “openness” (“ftuħ”) he mentions repeatedly 

at the end of Immanuel Mifsud’s short story “Spag” and he literally flies 

away both from his own present and from the Maltese society without any 
                   
309 Ibid., 11. “Xħin ħareġ mill-bieb ta' barra, it-triq kienet baħħ. Tneħħi l-għelt u l-għawġ li 
ħasshom jimxu miegħu, imqabbdin ma' qaddu kull pass li jagħti. Il-ħitan tad-djar siekta kellhom 
dehra sewda ta' għeja.” 
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regrets whatsoever.310 Fredu Gambin describes Malta as a cage in terms 

which are similar to Samuraj’s mention of hills “surrounding” the 

Village; 311  moreover, the last sentence of Il-Gaġġa is reminiscent of 

Samwel’s mention of the “open space” beyond the cliffs: “Infront of me,” 

writes Fredu Gambin, “lies the openness of unlimited space;” 312  both 

Samwel and Fredu Gambin long for “open air” and “open space.” In an 

introductory note to the text of Il-Gaġġa, Frans Sammut points out that the 

characters in his story are fictitious – only the cage is real.313 In Samuraj, 

when the parish priest visits Samwel’s farmhouse to take the sick and 

depressed Żabbett away, he convinces Samwel to let her go by telling him 

that it was for her own good that he wanted to take her back to her parents’ 

home. Samwel calls this argument “a trap,” which is an individualized, 

tighter version of the collective cage that Fredu Gambin wants to get away 

from in Sammut’s earlier novel Il-Gaġġa.  

Hemm int, dik hi n-nasba. Frixtuli xibka u qbadtuni fiha. Intom agħar mill-
brimb li kien hemm mal-ħnejja tar-remissa.314 

                   
310 Immanuel Mifsud, Il-Ktieb tal-Maħbubin Midruba (Malta: Power Print, 1999), 49-50. 
311 See also Oliver Friggieri, “Karikatura u Lirika f’Samuraj,” 326-27. 
312 Il-Gaġġa, 2nd edn (Malta: A.C. Aquilina, 1973) 150. “Quddiemi hemm il-beraħ ta’ wesgħat bla 
tmiem.” Note that the keyword in the closing sentence of this novel entitled Il-Gaġġa (The cage) 
cannot but be “beraħ,” which can mean “open space,” or “open air.” The same word is used by the 
impersonal narrator of Samuraj when describing what Samwel sees beyond the cliffs. 
313 Ibid., “Il-karattri f’dil-ġrajja huma lkoll frott ta’ l-istħajjil…. Il-gaġġa biss hija reali.” 
314 Samuraj, 183. “There you are, that’s the trap. You’ve laid the net and now you’ve caught me in 
it. You’re worse than the spiders that were hanging from the arch in the shed. ” Another trap, 
“nassa,” is mentioned on p. 38. 
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Sammut’s shift from a collective cage to an individualized trap marks his 

change in focus from the collective to the individual but it doesn’t alter the 

essence of his interpretation of Maltese society.  

 

In the novel Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, the small village aptly called “Ħaż-Żgħir” 

can be read as Malta in miniature. Another village, Ħal Kbir (the big 

village) is mentioned frequently in the text, but this doesn’t undermine the 

reading of the small village as a metaphor of Malta in general; Leli does not 

distinguish between the two villages in any decisive way. When he starts to 

feel the intellectual claustrophobia in his small village he does not perceive 

Ħal Kbir as a refuge at all. The only way he can breathe a freer intellectual 

air is to emigrate, something he negotiates in his mind but without much 

conviction or determination. Another place that is mentioned frequently in 

the novel is Sqaq id-Dlam, the dark Alley gripped by poverty and social 

malaise. However, this alley is not pitted against Ħaż-Żgħir, but rather it is 

depicted as another piece that fits into the larger picture of the island-

village.  

 

When Leli’s brother Ninu gets out of the island-village and emigrates to 

Australia he sees from without what Leli had already glimpsed from within. 

One of his letters to his mother shows that he now realizes how small Malta 
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really is and how difficult it is for the Maltese to understand what lies in the 

great lands beyond their shores. Ninu is overwhelmed by the size of the 

foreign lands and by the smallness of Malta, and this cannot but lead the 

reader back to the name of the village in which the novel is set, Ħaż-Żgħir, 

the small village.315 In another part of the novel, the narrator distinguishes 

between the great discoveries and events of “the world” and the 

backwardness of the village of Ħaż-Żgħir that couldn’t be bothered with 

what was going on in the outside world. Earlier on the narrator compares 

the precariousness of life in this small village with the easier life in the 

cities or towns which appear as if they are the intermediate stage between 

Ħaż-Żgħir and the world. So rather than having an identity of itself, the 

Maltese town is seen as a stage in between, a mixture of two worlds; the 

“real” Malta, one feels, lies in the remoteness and poverty of Ħaż-Żgħir, not 

in the anonymity of Ħal Kbir which remains a name without a face. It 

seems to have more of a topographical role than an identity.316 The name 

Ħal Kbir means a lot when it comes to showing everyone that the feast of 

Ħaż-Żgħir is bigger.317 This village, writes the narrator, is small in size but it 

has all the ingredients that one would associate with any (larger) village; on 

the other hand, one feels justified in adding that it has the “wholeness” of a 

                   
315 Ellul Mercer, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, 105. “Kemm hi żgħira Malta, Ma! U kemm nibqgħu ma nafu 
xejn u ma noħolmux liema dinja qed ingħixu fiha, sakemm ma noħorġux minn Gżiritna u niġu 
f’artijiet hekk kbar! 
316 Ibid., 9. 
317 Ibid., 10. 
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little island and the essential features of Ġużè Ellul Mercer’s poor and 

backward Malta.318 Being “small” and “far away from the world,” Ħaż-

Żgħir, writes the narrator, is no “paradise on earth” (“ġenna ta’ l-art”), and 

neither is Malta: in an ironical piece of prose, Ellul Mercer uses the same 

Maltese phrase, “ġenna ta’ l-art,” to attack the popular notion that Malta 

was some kind of earthly paradise.319 The narrator describes the village of 

Ħaż-Żgħir at the beginning of 1914 in terms which could apply to the whole 

of Malta: “you could imagine it as still asleep in the lap of the generally 

quiet times” before what would later be called the First World War.320 

 

But life in Ħaż-Żgħir is also clearly different from life in the town or city. 

Dwardu Buqerq, who is used to Cairo, is annoyed by the “silence in this 

village” of Ħaż-Żgħir;321 and his sister Klara, who says that she feels “buried 

in this village,”322  dresses up in the rather seductive way of the “city-

dwellers” and clearly stands out because of that; and while the chaste Vira 

is the ideal village woman, with characteristics similar to those of the Virgin 

Mary, city-bred Klara is more of an Eve, a stereotypical seductress of good, 

                   
318 Ibid., 10. 
319 Ġużè Ellul Mercer, “Malta Ġenna ta’ l-Art,” Qawsalla: Antoloġija tal-Letteratura Maltija, ed. 
Arnold Cassola et al (Malta: L-Università ta’ Malta, 1990), 6-7. The expression “ġenna ta’ l-art” 
with reference to Malta is also used on 201 of Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir. 
320 Ellul Mercer, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, 106. “Ħaż-Żgħir, fi dħul is-sena 1914, kont tistħajlu għadu 
rieqed f’ħoġor iż-żmenijiet aktarx ħiemda ta’ qabel is-sena li fl-Istorja tal-bnedmin tibqa’ 
mniżżla b’ittri tan-nar u tad-demm.” 
321 Ibid., 91. 
322 Ibid., 157. 
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“innocent” village men who are caught in her snare. Leli himself blames 

Klara, a true daughter of Eve, for their illicit affair: she was the one who 

tempted him – what could he do?323 He describes the affair as something 

that “happened to him.”324 “Vira,” writes the narrator, “was one of those 

women who would have to see her husband caress another woman to 

believe that he had betrayed her. And that is why we have called her a holy 

woman.”325 The city which is demonized in the poetry of Ellul Mercer’s 

contemporary Dun Karm Psaila, is inevitably identified with the Buqerqs of 

the city of Cairo. Now the surname Buqerq created by the novelist means 

“of deceit,” and this is precisely what Dun Karm Psaila associates the city 

with, as in his poem “Lid-Dielja” (1913). Leli’s uncle, also called Dun Karm, 

tells his brother-in-law that Leli must struggle against the evil of this world. 

“And he shouldn’t get close to the edge [“jittarraf”]... because he will surely 

fall.” The metaphor of walking at the edge refers to Leli reading foreign 

books from which he drank a great deal of poison, “semm,” the same word 

Dun Karm Psaila uses to describe the foreign wine he despises so much in 

his poem “Lid-Dielja” in which he too demonizes everything foreign.326 

 

                   
323 Ibid., 176. 
324 Ibid., 206. 
325 Ibid., 148. 
326 Ibid., 164. 
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Ellul Mercer’s narrator seems to be caught between the awareness that 

Malta is a small, closed community that resists and demonizes new 

developments, a community languishing in material, intellectual and moral 

poverty, and a community hanging on to its snug certainties, primarily to 

its lifebuoy the Catholic Church, because everything else is sinking in 

uncertainty, in the unknown, something like “better the devil you know 

than the devil you don’t know.” 327  Religious unorthodoxy is inevitably 

linked to the outside world because Ellul Mercer identifies the Maltese with 

the Catholic faith and the foreigners with atheism and anticlericalism: Mr. 

Kelin Miksat, the anticlerical non-believer who inspires Leli’s “wayward” 

reading and thoughts, took his formation from unidentified foreigners in 

Algeria and other North African countries;328 and when Leli confesses his 

deep disenchantment with his native land, he doesn’t refer to the village of 

Ħaż-Żgħir but directly to Malta, “this Island of fools.”329  

 

In the first “brave attempt” to give an outline of Maltese identity by Gian 

Francesco Abela (Della Descrittione di Malta, 1647),330 religion was already 

used to differentiate the Maltese community from outsiders. “Constant 

                   
327 Ibid., 155. 
328 Ibid., 146. 
329 Ibid., 158. Leli tells Kelin Miksat: “Emminni nħoss qalbi trid tinqasam mita naħseb biss li 
jkolli nqatta’ għomri kollu f’dil-Gżira tal-boloh, b’fommi mitbuq jew jekk niftħu rrid ngħid il-
ħmerijiet bħall-bqija. U ħażin ikun għalija jekk xi darba, b’xi kelma, niżloq fin-niexef!” 
330 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, xxxiii. 
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references to symbols, like St. Paul or Count Roger the Norman, serve as 

recurring reminders of a common heritage, recalling to distant ancestors.” 

Abela argues that the two traits among the Maltese that survived the ups 

and downs of their eventful history were a continuity of rule by the local 

élites and the persistence of Christianity.331 To these two figures mentioned 

by Abela, Cassar adds the name of La Vallette: St. Paul is credited with the 

Christianization of the island, while the other two are seen as Christian 

heroes who rid the Maltese community of the Muslim Infidel.332 In Malta, 

popular religion, often associated with particular moments in local history 

and with the cult of St. Paul, allowed the Maltese to forge “a native Catholic 

identity”333 distinguishing, that is, the Maltese from other ethnic groups 

and even from other Catholic cultures. 

 

As in the world of concentric circles of Samuraj written almost forty years 

later, in Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir the village of Ħaż-Żgħir is a circle within the 

larger circle that is Malta; the fundamental features that the narrator 

identifies with the small village are also associated with Malta: it’s a world 

plagued from within by material poverty and staunch resistance to 

intellectual activity; it is a little world dominated by a big Church with all 

                   
331 Ibid., 241. 
332 Ibid., 235. 
333 A.D. Wright, “The Formation of a Maltese Socio-Cultural Identity,” The Sunday Times (Malta), 
December 3, 2000.  
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the contradictions epitomized by the strong social commitment but 

unwavering orthodoxy of the priest Dun Karm. The outermost circle, the 

ultimate frontier is represented by the shores of Malta. “To me and to 

people like me,” says Mr. Kelin, “Malta has nothing to offer.”334 The people 

he spent his time with and the books he read led him beyond the confines 

of this outermost circle into a freer, more open world, but also a world that 

“brought no joy to my heart.”335 Once again, Ellul Mercer’s novel identifies 

Malta with the Catholic religion and inner joy, and the “outside” world with 

freedom from the Church and its contraints but also with inner strife and 

seemingly inevitable melancholy. It’s as if the novelist, like his protagonist, 

is both lured by and afraid of the world outside Malta and its Catholic 

Church. In a way, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir is a journey from unorthodoxy to 

orthodoxy, from nonconformism to conformism, from the seductive call of 

adventure on the outside to the cosy protection of home and the “shelter of 

the Holy Faith.”336 The two main concentric circles of Ellul Mercer’s novel 

are also evident in the reference to Dun Karm “[leaving] Ħaż-Żgħir; 

[leaving] Malta”337 - the two names are separated, or indeed joined, by a 

semicolon, a punctation mark that here can be seen both as indicating 

parallelism (discontinuity) and as linking the two (continuity). About a year 

                   
334 “Għalija u għal min jaħseb bħali, Malta ma fihiex ħajr.” Ellul Mercer, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, 159.  
335 Ibid., 159. “It-triq li qabbduni dawk li għamiltha magħhom u l-oħra li fetaħli l-qari ta’ l-għerf, 
ma ġibuli ebda hena f’qalbi.” 
336 Ibid., 161. 
337 Ibid., 167. “Dun Karm għasfar. Ħalla ‘l Ħaż-Żgħir; ħalla ‘l Malta.” 
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after the beginning of Leli’s incurable mental sickness, he and Dun Karm go 

out for a walk together: as soon as they leave the village they take the first 

path that leads to the “Rocks,” possibly by the sea, the edge of Malta. As in 

Samuraj, once they get out of the inner circle of the village they head 

inevitably to the outer circle that is Malta.338 Once outside the village, Leli 

“recovered his senses,” but his coming to is only temporary, because he is 

closed forever within the island culture that gave him both life and death; 

his intellectual spirit is forever imprisoned by the limits that his “village” 

has buried within him. 

In poems like “Lid-Dielja” Dun Karm identifies the positive, defining 

characteristics of the Maltese by pitting them against the deceitful 

character of the foreigners. The act of defining the insider necessitates 

drawing lines and distinguishing between insiders and outsiders, between 

“us” and “them;” but these are two sides of the same coin: neither concept 

could exist without the other. Although he never fails to point out Malta’s 

natural limitations, Dun Karm stresses the islanders’ “national dignity” 

based on an ancient historical heritage and rich cultural tradition. Friggieri 

believes that his works constitute “a set of moral, cultural, and historical 

justifications for Malta’s claim to be recognized as an independent 

                   
338 Ibid., 195-196. “Mita Dun Karm u Leli ħallew ir-raħal u qabdu l-ewwel mogħdija għall-“Blat,” 
Leli stejqen, beda jħossu aħjar u ġralu dak li kien jiġrilu mita kien ikun inkedd u ħass bosta. 
Qabad jgħid fuqu nnifsu u fuq il-marda tiegħu. U mita kien jibda jgħid x’ħass u x’qed iħoss, ma 
kien iżommu ħadd.” 
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nation,”339 justifications that set the Maltese apart from the “others” they 

come in contact with. 

Newly emergent states, or emergent communities within such states, have, 
thanks to tourism, acquired a sense of self-awareness, self-confidence and 
identity. The [us] and them discourse has had the positive effect of isolating 
local and national interests, discriminating domestic talents and heritage 
from those of the foreigner.340  

 

The poet of “Lid-Dielja” uses “barrani” to designate the foreigner, the 

“other.” “Barrani” means foreigner, but it also means, literally, “someone 

who is (of) outside the country, town, family or organisation,” “someone 

who is not a member” and “someone who is not familiar.”341 Only rarely 

does a foreigner come to be seen as “ta’ ġewwa,” an insider. People who are 

considered to be “ta’ ġewwa” are normally those who one would trust with 

“classified” information, people one would not treat as guests in one’s 

home. The concept of alterity is conceptualised in terms of inside and 

outside: whatever is us is “inside” and whatever is “not us,” or “other” is 

“outside.” The “poison” that is ruining Malta in “Lid-Dielja” enters the 

island from outside; in “Lil Malta ta’ Llum u ta’ Għada” (To Malta, present 

and past), Malta’s “soul is sick” (line 9) because 

Mingħajr ebda razan 
is-semm barrani dieħel ġo l-ibliet,  
u ż-żgħażagħ tiegħek jixorbuh u jiskru, 

                   
339 Oliver Friggieri, “Maltese Literature and National Consciousness during British Colonial Rule 
1800-1964,” Canadian Review of Studies in Nationalism, 17 (1990), 213. 
340Joe Inguanez, “The Impact of Tourism in Malta: Cultural Rupture or Continuity?” Maltese 
Society: A Sociological Inquiry, ed. Ronald Sultana and Godfrey Baldacchino (Malta: Mireva, 
1994), 350. 
341 Erin Serracino Inglott, Il-Miklem Malti (Malta: KKM, 1975-1989). 
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jitkasbru bid-dnubiet, 
 
u s-semm joktor u jiġri, u miexja l-pesta 
fir-rħula wkoll u jmut quddiemha s-sliem.342 

 
(lines 9-14) 

 

In the closing lines of “Għaliex? Jedd il-Lsien Malti” (Why? The right of the 

Maltese language) (1939) Arberry interprets Dun Karm’s ta’ ġewwa 

(insider/s) as “of the home.” 

Ħobb, jekk jiswewlek, l-ilsna barranija, 
iżda le tbarri lil min hu ta' ġewwa.343 

 
(vv. 13-14) 

 

One should not trust an outsider in one’s home in the same way that Malta 

should not trust outsiders in its home; the concept of the family is 

metaphorically mapped onto the community (or nation). In Ġużè Galea’s 

novel San Ġwann the enemies of the Maltese are clearly foreigners: Menzju 

Impellizzeri is Neapolitan,344 Toni Celli is from Rome,345 and the knight 

Romegas is a Spaniard.346 But “outsiders” are not necessarily foreigners. 

There is a strong in-group feeling in the Calleja and Dimech families of 

                   
342 Translated by A. J. Arberry and published in his book Dun Karm Poet of Malta (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1961), 91. “Without any restraint / the foreign poison has penetrated 
the cities, / and your young men drink it and are intoxicated, / they are soiled with sin, // and the 
poison spreads and runs rampant, the plague infests / even your villages, and peace dies before 
it.” 
 
343 “Love foreign tongues, if they are of service to you, / but drive not out that which is of the 
home.” Arberry, 55. 
344 Ġużè Galea, San Ġwann, 12. 
345 Ibid., 23. 
346 Ibid., 4. 
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Ġużè Bonnici’s novel Il-Qawwa ta’ l-Imħabba (The Power of Love) (1938). 

The two persons who betray the protagonists are not family members but 

trusted “outsiders”: this seems to reinforce the belief that one should only 

trust “insiders” (i.e. family members) and that one should be particularly 

wary of friends, because the privileged position of trusted friends gives 

them access to the inside and allows them to make the most harm. This is 

precisely what happens in Il-Qawwa ta’ l-Imħabba. 

 

Cassar argues that throughout the centuries the Maltese came to depend on 

the past “to legitimate” their political aspirations. “This led to the exclusion 

of outsiders from the community, together with a corresponding disdain for 

external non-Maltese lifestyles.” Under the Knights Hospitallers, such 

“apartness” was manifested by what the historian calls the ‘invention of 

traditions’, that is traditions “created and manipulated by a small 

influential élite” made up of notables, and members of the clergy and the 

entrepreneurial and professional middle classes. The encounter of the 

Maltese with the French and the British and their highly sophisticated 

civilizations “compelled some Maltese to treat first the French republicans 

and later the British imperialists as reference points and possible models.” 

This admiration was however accompanied by a widely held belief that the 

Maltese were “morally superior” and this belief was employed as a form of 
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“moral self-defence.” Moreover, like other politically dominated people, the 

Maltese held on to their (Catholic) faith and local customs with “great 

tenacity,” and in the end, what were perceived as “local modes of behaviour 

came to differentiate the members of the Maltese community from 

outsiders, thus serving as ‘border guards’ of the Maltese community.”347  

 

The outsiders in Gino Muscat Azzopardi’s historical novel Anġli tan-Niket 

are again foreigners, the French occupying force; although they are 

Christians, they have some characteristics in common with the Turks of 

Raġel bil-Għaqal. The greatest clash with the Maltese occurs when they 

start to challenge the authority and lay their hands on the assets of the 

Catholic Church: in this sense, they too are “infidels.” Moreover, like the 

Turkish corsairs they are not welcome on the islands and despite their 

physical presence inside the in-group’s space, they are clearly “outsiders.” 

Incidentally, the French occupation started when the locals (or rather the 

Knights of St. John who ruled Malta until the arrival of the French) naively 

allowed the French “outsiders” to get “inside”: as with Diegu Alagona, this 

inevitably leads to trouble for the insiders precisely because the threat is no 

longer “outside.” Mattew Callus is just as naïve in the novel Mattew Callus 

                   
347 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 263-264. 
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when he allows the userer from Rhodes Gaspru Dallas to get into the circle 

of Maltese conspirators. 

 

To many post-Independence novelists the atmosphere on the island 

fortress of Malta, with its real and metaphoric “hills” and “cliffs,” is often 

oppressive. In Il-Gidba Oliver Friggieri attacks the hypocrisy and double 

standards of Maltese society. The protagonist, Natan, doesn’t feel safe 

anywhere, not even inside: his obsession with closing windows and keeping 

out of sight is symptomatic of the uneasiness and vulnerability that render 

him homeless in a crowded land where the home is the only true refuge. At 

one point, Natan and Rebekka, the young woman he is having an 

extramarital affair with, discuss leaving the island, but they never get down 

to it, probably because of their inability to cut the strings that tie them to 

their community and to start all over again elsewhere. Their relationship 

eventually founders and Natan ends up not only metaphorically but 

literally homeless.  

 

In order to get away from his wife and the oppressive eyes of his inquisitive 

neighbours, Natan moves to another village, but he soon realizes that 

Rebekka’s village is the same as his. This makes any form of escape 

impossible; the pressures of social control follow him wherever he goes, 
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even when he visits his friend Indri in the countryside. Malta is one village; 

Friggieri ignores the distinction examined by other writers like Francis 

Ebejer and J. J. Camilleri between the village and the city. Malta is 

perceived as one crowded village where the individual is simply expected to 

toe the line. Whereas romantic historical novels like Raġel bil-Għaqal gave 

the impression that the Maltese Islands were physically boundless, many 

post-Independence novels highlighted the claustrophobic nature of life in 

the crowded nation-village and focused on their characters’ need to make 

enough space for themselves to develop their personalities.  

 

In the claustrophobic atmosphere of Samuraj’s “Raħal”, Samwel realizes 

that it is impossible for him to feel at ease, to come to terms with his past 

and the anguish that it has burdened him with, and to plan his own future. 

But he is not interested in changing the way the villagers think. Jumi Ħarr 

tries to do that in J. J. Camilleri’s Il-Għar tax-Xitan but Samwel is a very 

different character and he doesn’t have Jumi Ħarr’s experience of the 

“city.” Samwel is no hero and he has no interest in becoming one either. All 

he wants is to live in peace. The pressures of the environment in which he 

lives are not the only reason why he cannot live the way he wants to live, 

but they play an important part in stripping him of almost all control over 

his life. Samwel does not commit suicide solely because he refuses to, or 
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cannot, behave like the other members of his community; his story is an 

attempt to understand what it means for an individual and for a Maltese to 

live in the village called Malta. 

 

There is a striking resemblance between the anonymous Village of Samuraj 

and the village of San Rokku in which most of Il-Għar tax-Xitan is set. In 

the second paragraph of his novel, Camilleri describes San Rokku as a small 

village hidden away in a valley surrounded by hills, cut off from the world 

and very far from the nearest large city.348 The remoteness of this nation-

village is indicative of its insularity and the distance from the nearest large 

city calls forth the distance between the Maltese Islands and the nearest 

land mass: “It-triq twila ma tispiċċa qatt. Il-belt kienet għal Petriga n-

naħa l-oħra tad-dinja.” 349  In Il-Għar tax-Xitan the city is foreign, 

profoundly different from the village of San Rokku, and Jumi Ħarr’s return 

to his native village from the city is really a metaphor of the return to Malta 

of a Maltese person who has lived abroad and absorbed other ways of 

thought. This experience transforms the insider into an outsider and makes 

his challenge to the accepted norms of the village’s closed community more 

palatable if still unacceptable. His advantage is that as an outsider he is not 

expected to behave like insiders; his disadvantage is that his attempts to 
                   
348 J. J. Camilleri, Il-Għar tax-Xitan (Malta: KKM, 1982), 7. 
349 Ibid., 102. “The long road [from the village to the city] was never ending. To Petriga the city 
was the other side of the world.” 
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challenge the world-view and ways of the villagers are perhaps considered 

irrelevant because insiders don’t think that outsiders can really know or 

understand what is going on inside. The novel gives us the impression that 

Jumi Ħarr fails to leave any positive lasting impression on the villagers of 

San Rokku, probably because “the villagers hardly ever feel the need to take 

the long, rough and winding road over the hills to the city.” San Rokku is 

another world, closed inside a circle “as strong as iron” that is very similar 

to Fredu Gambin’s cage.350  

 

The Country and the CityThe Country and the City   

The portrayal of the city by the villagers of San Rokku is plagued by 

stereotypes that are reminiscent of Juan Mamo’s caricature of the way 

illiterate Maltese emigrant villagers view Europe and the United States of 

America in Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka. In Camilleri’s novel, unlike 

the villagers who demonize the city and its inhabitants, Jumi Ħarr and 

Petriga, like Raymond Williams, identify the city with a “sense of 

possibility, of meeting and of movement.”351 In Bonnici’s Il-Qawwa ta’ l-

Imħabba, the author punishes Pawlu, the villain, for his evil deeds by 

banishing him to foreign cities: when he finds himself alone “f’xi belt bla 

tmiem”, in some “endless” European city, lost among many people who 

                   
350 Ibid., 8. 
351 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 6. 
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hardly look at him, he feels terribly lonely.352 But in other cases it’s not even 

a question of size or foreignness: When he is taken to the City by doctor 

Pawl Zammit in Wistin Born’s novel Is-Salib tal-Fidda, Xandru, who was 

used to the village of Wied il-Għajn, has to adapt to the very different ways 

of the City.353 Walking through the main streets of Valletta he would get 

confused by the large number of people “bumping into each other;” they 

used to “remind him of the ants he would spend hours looking at” when he 

lived in Wied il-Għajn. He wasn’t used to all those people passing by or 

bumping into him without even looking at him; the city has a disorienting 

effect on the “authentic” villager. 

 

Historically speaking, the development of a strong urban culture is linked 

to the arrival of the Order of St. John and the building of Valletta; by 1798 

the population of the Islands had risen from 20,000 in 1530 to 100,000.354 

To Maltese intellectuals like G. F. Abela (1588-1655), “the shift from a 

peasant and domestic mode of production to one based on commerce, the 

rapid expansion of trade, the growth of market opportunities, together with 

economic dislocations by market forces, and a new form of dependent 

labour (that is employment with the Order of St John),” all appeared as an 

                   
352 Bonnici, 197. 
353 Wistin Born, Is-Salib tal-Fidda (Malta: Merlin Library, 1991), 5. 
354 Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 93. 
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“alien threat” to traditional peasant society.355 Urban values and social 

patterns tended to manifest themselves more strongly than country ways, 

though the latter retained their own vigour too.356 Carmel Cassar argues 

that the dominant cultural patterns of the cosmopolitan Harbour area 

“helped to enrich the country especially in the more creative activities” but 

they failed “to permeate the wider structure of peasant society;” in 1664, a 

foreign visitor reported that he could visibly distinguish the Italian-

speaking city dwellers from the villagers. According to Wettinger, the 

townspeople gradually became “largely indistinguishable in outlook from 

the inhabitants of other towns in southern Europe.” Urban culture 

possessed such a “great integrating force that it managed to achieve 

hegemony, in the sense that “it was able to create a mode of behaviour and 

a mode of life that was accepted by and large by the whole society.” The 

“cultural magnetism” of the city was underlined by its political centrality. 

Functioning as an administrative capital, Valletta broadcast the fashions 

and values of the Grand Master's court; Mallia-Milanes writes that “ideas 

and styles, fashions, manners, and habits, artists, architects, and Belgian 

tapestries, were all imported from 'trading Europe', and paid for by the 

Order's accumulating capital.”357 

 
                   
355 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 242. 
356 Wright, “The Formation of a Maltese Socio-Cultural Identity.” 
357 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 252. 
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In the countryside, the villagers continued to use “old forms of cooking, old 

musical instruments, much of the old types of houses.” They repeated the 

same old Maltese proverbs, worked the land in largely the same old way, 

hunted and held homely festivities. The impression among local 19th and 

20th century romantics that the rural villages had conserved the past seems 

to have been largely correct.358 Although the historical cities and bastions of 

Malta aroused in Dun Karm romantic visions of Malta’s glorious past, 

especially that related to the Great Siege of 1565 and the Second World 

War, “the life of the city was associated in his mind with all that is artificial 

and unnatural, as against the free life of the country, symbol of 

guilelessness and natural simplicity;”359 he often thinks of the island as a 

whole “as one enchantingly beautiful village.”360 Dun Karm’s “idealization 

of Nature” and village life in general “is a gross exaggeration of course. It 

must not be imagined that there is all that difference between towns- and 

country-people in Malta; but it is revealing with regard to Dun Karm’s 

romantic outlook.”361 Under the British, the Maltese population went from 

100,000 in 1820 to about 330,000 in 1960 and the geographical spread of 

the population shifted from the countryside to the urban and suburban 

areas around the harbours where about half of the population are now 

                   
358 Ibid., 250-251. 
359 Prosper Grech, “Introduction,” Dun Karm Poet of Malta, 39. 
360 Oliver Friggieri, “The Search for a National Identity in Maltese Literature,” 306. 
361 Prosper Grech, “Introduction,” Dun Karm Poet of Malta, 40. 
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concentrated. 362  The dependence of the Maltese economy on foreign 

sources under the Knights and under the British encouraged the villagers to 

move to the urban and suburban areas. By 1871 non-agricultural 

employment had become dominant in the Maltese economy and more and 

more people were finding employment with the colonial government; and 

by 1921, about one-fourth of the population of Malta resided in the towns 

around the harbour and one-third lived in the nearby suburban area.363 

 

In Camilleri’s novel, some of the stereotypes about the city and the country 

are included intentionally. The parish priest, for instance, “frequently 

described the big city as eroded by incredible evils and scandals;” the city 

was the “model of the world,” one of the three fierce enemies of human 

beings, the others being the Devil and the body. 364 This was probably 

because the scale and the complexity of life in the big city made regulation 

and control on the part of the Church and the patriarchy difficult. Wilson 

contends that “almost from the beginning, the presence of women in cities, 

and particularly in city streets, has been questioned, and the controlling 

and surveillance aspects of city life have always been directed particularly 

                   
362 Edward L. Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 
166. 
363 Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 94-95.  
364 Il-Għar tax-Xitan, 17. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

195 

at women. Urban life potentially challenged patriarchal systems.” 365 

Writers such as Sue Golding and Elizabeth Wilson “have celebrated the 

possibilities (along with the attendant divisions and dangers) of life in the 

big city as opposed to that of the small ‘community’.” Like Erica in Rena 

Balzan’s novel Ilkoll ta’ Nisel Wieħed (1987), many women have had to 

leave home precisely in order “to escape the norms of sexuality and gender 

formation, especially heterosexuality, and to forge their own version of 

their identities.”366 Jumi’s father Sidor concludes that the city has “ruined” 

his son,367 and made him “lose his faith,” while his mother, echoing Dun 

Iddew’s own convictions,368 fears the magical spell of the deceptive city.369 

The novelist is certainly aware that these are misconceptions about the city. 

But he may be less aware of the superficial way in which he makes Jumi’s 

girlfriend Petriga view the city as a place where there is little room for 

values and morals.  

Fehmet li l-valuri li kienet tgħożż u li f'għomorha kollu qatt ma ddubitat, 
kellhom tifsira oħra bogħod mid-dar. Forsi hawn fil-belt il-ħajja aktar tqila 
ġġiegħlek tagħmel kompromess miegħek stess, mal-kostumi u saħansitra 
mal-morali.370 

 

                   
365 Massey, 167. 
366 Massey, 11. 
367 Il-Għar tax-Xitan, 29: Sidor says: “Il-belt ħażina ħassritu u tellfitlu l-fidi.” 
368 Ibid., 101. According to Dun Iddew, “iben Sidor ma kienx iben ir-raħal, għax min imiss mal-
belt jittieħed minnha.” 
369 Ibid., 24. 
370 Ibid., 102. Petriga “understood that the values she used to cherish and that she had never had 
any doubts about before, had a different meaning away from home. Perhaps in the city the harder 
life makes you compromise with yourself, with your ways and even with your morals.” 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

196 

Generally speaking, it was true that the behaviour of people living in 

Maltese towns and villages differed. Already in 1596, Gioan Domenico 

Mangion had declared that Maltese was the language spoken by all those of 

Mdina and Rabat. Cassar notes that the urban/peasant dichotomy was to 

become even more pronounced in the centuries that followed, because 

while in the cosmopolitan Harbour area it became relatively easy for people 

to understand each other utilizing a lingua franca, the peasants of the 

surrounding countryside could only understand and speak Maltese.371 After 

the arrival of the Knights, Malta became a hub of activity in the 

Mediterranean and this naturally increased the contact of the Maltese 

people with foreigners. In the Maltese Harbour towns, a “multitude of 

foreign men” contracted marriage with Maltese women and Italian, which 

was the language of trade in the Mediterranean, “spread at the expense of 

Maltese, which was then reduced to the status of a local dialect spoken by 

servants, peasants and the lower orders of society.”372 

 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, for instance, the rate of 

illegitimacy in the Maltese countryside was negligible but in Valletta it 

could reach 28.9 per cent of all total births. This is hardly surprising since 

the Capital was notorious for its unbridled licentiousness, and for its 

                   
371 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 162. 
372 Ibid., 166. 
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“hordes of priestesses of Venus from every nation,”373 but the high rates of 

illegitimacy in the towns of Valletta, Vittoriosa and Victoria (Gozo) are also 

due to the fact that unmarried mothers from the countryside gave birth to 

their children in the towns. Ciappara writes that “illegitimate children were 

a common feature of the social scene, and as many as 7887 were born in the 

firty-one year period between 1750 and 1800, though some were 

legitimized by the subsequent marriage of their parents. 374  Like their 

foreign counterparts in Malta, Maltese prostitutes, even those originally 

from the villages, normally exercised their profession in the towns; after all, 

prostitution is considered to be “essentially an urban phenomenon,”375 and 

this partly explains why Dun Karm targets the loose morals of the city girls 

in particular. 

 

One more important difference between the country and the city was the 

presence of non-Maltese residents: between 1750 and 1759, 252 foreigners 

applied to the Maltese authorities for a marriage licence. Most of these 

foreigners married in the cities and very rarely in the country. Two 

foreigners were married in Qormi, for example, as compared to 40 

                   
373 C. L. Dessoulavy writing about visitors to Malta from the 15th to the 18th Century, quoted by 
Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, 86. 
374 Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, 109. 
375 Frans Ciappara, Society and the Inquisition in Early Modern Malta (Malta: PEG, 2001), 172. 
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applications in Vittoriosa between 1750 and 1797. 376  When the British 

military forces were stationed in Malta, there were times when there were 

between 25,000 and 30,000 soldiers stationed on the island and the 

impact of their presence was probably greatest in the harbour area where 

the troops were concentrated.377 Under the British, the Armed Forces and 

the Admiralty were in constant need of workers and many “sons of 

peasants, who were abandoning the land, were getting used to living in the 

towns and around the harbour, and this contributed to the urbanization of 

Maltese society.378  

 

Another element of Camilleri’s narrative that was not meant to be a 

stereotype is the ease with which the unmarried couple settle down to life 

in the city. This contrasts far too sharply with the complexities and conflicts 

of life in the village he portrays. The novelist’s unintentional idealization of 

life in the city is perhaps most evident in his idealization of the people who 

live in the city: “In-nies tal-belt mhux bħal ta' San Rokku, ferħu biha 

[b'Petriga]. Ma damux ma saru ħbiebha. In-nisa fuq tagħhom dejjem 

ferħana u daħkana. Jafu jgħixu u xejn ma jaraw bi kbir. Li għandhom 

                   
376 Ciappara, Marriage in Malta, 95-96. 
377 Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 102. 
378 Ibid., 96. 
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jgħidu, ma jgħiduhx minn wara dahrek! L-irġiel eleganti u galantomi.”379 

This superficial portrayal of the city is a metaphor of the superficial 

character of some Maltese perceptions of life outside Malta. These 

stereotypes do not help the Maltese to understand themselves or others any 

better and many characters in the post-Independence Maltese novel hide 

behind these convenient stereotypes to avoid the destabilizing challenges of 

an honest search for one’s own hybrid identity because understanding 

others is also understanding oneself. These stereotypes, however, are not 

exclusive to Maltese literature. Raymond Williams writes about how “on 

the actual settlements, which in the real history have been astonishingly 

varied, powerful feelings have gathered and have been generalised.” The 

country has been associated with “a natural way of life: of peace, innocence, 

and simple virtue,” and as a place of “backwardness, ignorance, limitation;” 

while the city has been associated with “the idea of an achieved centre: of 

learning, communication, light,” and with “noise, worldliness and 

ambition.” Despite the “astonishingly varied” history of both country and 

city, the contrast between them, as fundamental ways of life, reaches back 

at least into classical times.380 “Quintilian makes it his first example of a 

                   
379 Il-Għar tax-Xitan, 106. “Unlike the villagers of San Rokku, the people of the city welcomed her 
[Petriga]. They soon became her friends. The women are always full of life, happy and smiling. 
They know how to enjoy life and they don’t take things too seriously. They always say what they 
have to say, and they don’t say things behind your back! The men are elegant and behave like 
gentlemen.” 
380 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 1. 
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stock thesis, and conventional contrasts between greed and innocence, in 

these characteristic locations, are commonplace in later Greek and Latin 

literature. But it was especially in relation to Rome that the contrast 

crystallised, at the point where the city could be seen as an independent 

organism.” In his savage satires, Juvenal records a sustained and explicit 

catalogue of corruption: the teeming life of flattery and bribery, of 

organized seduction, of noise and traffic, the streets unsafe because of 

robbers, the crowded rickety houses and the constant dangers of fire.381 

Despite its generally incisive analysis of life in Malta, particularly rural 

Malta, and despite its depiction of some rounded characters, at certain 

moments Samuraj reproduces the same superficial portrayal of the city 

that appears in other Maltese novels: 

Taħtu kienu jidhru d-djar u t-toroq mimlijin bin-nies medhija bil-qadi li 
jħaxxnilhom bwiethom u jagħmilhom għonja iktar minn qabel: taħtu kien 
hemm il-għors u l-għana ta’ belt sinjura.382  
 

These thoughts of the parish priest come from someone who should have a 

much better idea of what the city is like. The parish priest and the Count 

are on the terrace of the Count’s house and the host is urging his guest to 

get away from the remote Village and return to the city where he can make 

a name for himself. Although the parish priest does not altogether agree 

                   
381 Ibid., 46. 
382 Samuraj, 122. “Below him were the houses and the streets full of people busy doing the tasks 
that filled their pockets and made them richer than before: below him were the revelry and the 
wealth of a rich city.” 
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with his host’s frame of mind, he certainly feels he is missing something: 

The novelist contrasts the frugality of Dun Vinċenz’s life in the Village with 

the richness of life in the city. The impression one gets from the priest’s 

thoughts is that he is being more rational than nostalgic or sentimental: he 

really thinks that the city should be identified with wealth, greed and a 

capricious way of life.  

 

If this interpretation of the priest’s perception of life in the city is correct, 

when the stereotypical distinction between the Village and the city is 

transferred to that between Malta and foreign lands, the sharp contrast 

emphasizes not only the superficiality of this particular perception of the 

“other” but also the divide between insiders and outsiders. Because if the 

city, that is the foreign country, is perceived in a stereotypical way, then it 

means that the Maltese person does not really know “the foreigner;” this 

inevitably keeps foreigners “outside,” even when they are inside. In modern 

Maltese “foreigners” and “outsiders” are both barranin. Moreover, and 

perhaps more importantly, this cliché about the foreigner exposes the 

inability of the parish priest to understand other ways of being and other 

ways of living. For those who make eager use of them, stereotypes have the 

advantage of simplifying what is complex and reinforcing accepted norms 

and perceptions. Taking a good look at what things are really like would 
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challenge those norms and force the person to reinterpret the world. Most 

of the characters in Samuraj are unwilling and perhaps even unable to take 

the risk of invalidating key elements of their neat, if unsatisfactory, world-

views. The parish priest and Sa Rożann in particular move quickly to undo 

the illicit relationship between Samwel and Żabbett but they are not at all 

interested in understanding the reaction of the couple or the relationship 

that has developed between them; they are only interested in re-

establishing normality, that is adherence to their “norms” and to their 

collective code of behaviour.  

 

The point about urban society being essentially similar to rural society in 

Samuraj and in Il-Gaġġa suggests that the metaphor of the stifling nation-

village doesn’t make any significant distinction between the mentality in 

the towns and the villages. The Second War World brought about 

important changes in the mentality of the Maltese. Villagers and townfolk 

came closer together;383 the number of people whose livelihood depended 

on agriculture started to decrease, and the recreational customs and 

appearance of the younger villagers started to resemble those of their peers 

in the towns.384 Raymond Williams argues that directly or indirectly, most 

towns in England, and possibly elsewhere, seem to have developed “as an 

                   
383 Cassar, “Everyday Life in Malta,” 92. 
384 Ibid., 118. 
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aspect of the agricultural order itself: at a simple level as markets; at a 

higher level, reflecting the true social order, as centres of finance, 

administration and secondary production.” As we read the abstract 

comparisons of rural virtue and urban greed, “we must not be tempted to 

forget the regular, necessary and functional links between the social and 

moral orders which were so easily and conventionally contrasted.” The 

greed and calculation, so easily isolated and condemned in the city, run 

back, quite clearly, to the country houses, with the fields and their 

labourers around them. And this, to Williams, is a double process. Not only 

is the exploitation of humans and of nature, which takes place in the 

country, realized and concentrated in the city, but also, the profits of other 

kinds of exploitation, like the accumulating wealth of the merchant and the 

lawyer, “come to penetrate the country, as if, but only as if, they were a new 

social phenomenon.”385 Williams claims that the town and country fiction 

in England served “to promote superficial comparisons and to prevent real 

ones.”386 The idea of a “traditional” order is seriously “misleading” because 

“there is no innocence in the established proprietors.” Very few titles to 

property “could bear humane investigation, in the long process of conquest, 

theft, political intrigue, courtiership, extortion and the power of money.” 

The “pitiless crew” of landowners, old and new, fondly referred to as the 

                   
385 Williams, 48-49. 
386 Ibid., 54. 
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“ancient stocks,” “are ordinarily only those families who had been pressing 

and exploiting their neighbours rather longer” than the new stock of 

proprietors. “If we have humanity to spare, it is better directed to the 

unregarded men who were making and working the land, in any event, 

under the old owners and the new.”387 

 

When in the first half of the seventeenth century, Don Filippo Borg and G. 

F. Abela wrote the works in which they recorded important events in the 

history of the Maltese Islands and thus helped to create an Maltese ethnic 

consciousness, the Maltese peasants were dominated by a conservative 

landowning class which, due to their mentality of an élite past, emphasized 

ethnic features rather than state features.388 This attitude is embodied in 

the work of G. F. Abela who wrote his Della Descrittione di Malta (1647) 

“to demonstrate that the notables of Malta had the right to participate in 

the government of the island.” Abela belonged to one of the most illustrious 

land-owning families of Mdina and for him the Maltese were the élite and 

the educated who were aspiring to posts in the government establishment 

under the Knights, not the “gente idiota,” that is the illiterate peasants and 

urban lower classes. The continuity of rule by the local élites over the 

centuries was one of the main themes of his version of the history of Malta. 

                   
387 Ibid., 50. 
388 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 240. 
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The reconstruction of a glorious past and the interrelated idealization of the 

Maltese rural village and rural culture which served as the main locus of 

that past confirmed the status quo and defended the landowners from the 

threat posed by the powerful outsiders associated with the cosmopolitan 

Harbour area. Perhaps unwittingly, many Maltese works by romantic 

writers such as Anton Manwel Caruana, Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, Ġużè 

Galea and Dun Karm, allowed the Maltese élite, including the landowners, 

to confirm and to give moral legitimacy to their privileged position. 

Therefore the comments by Cassar, and by implication also those by 

Williams, suggest that the origins of the identification of the Maltese ethnic 

identity with the conservative rural village made by the cultural élite 

benefited the status quo and privileged the powerful few. In this sense, the 

nation-as-village metaphor can hardly be seen as an expression of 

democratic principles because it was the convenient, partly nostalgic 

creation both of the Enlightenment and subsequently of the romantic 

ideology of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, and also of the 

particular political circumstances on the Maltese Islands, especially with 

the arrival of the Order of St. John and the exigencies of the dominant few. 

So what the protagonists of post-Independence novels were up against was 

not simply a closed community that resisted change but an entire 

centuries-old system that few were aware of. In Samuraj it is only Xandru 
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the Poet who tries to challenge the status quo in favour of higher values but 

he is written off as mentally ill, which ironically he probably is, and locked 

up.  

 

The oppressive behaviour of the more powerful figures in the rural village 

which include the parish priest, the puritan Sa Rożann, the police sergeant 

and Doctor Hili, and of the common villagers who make optimum use of 

that sharp weapon of social control that is gossip, renders the nation-village 

sterile; Samwel himself mulls over the “parched up roots of this village.”389 

Sa Rożann is unable to have children; Samwel refuses to have children and 

consequently Żabbett, who would like to, is rendered “sterile” by the 

situation; and the intrusive farmer Beneditt il-Laqxi does not have any 

children either. The infertility of Sammut’s characters is reminiscent of 

Rita’s frigidity in Francis Ebejer’s play Il-Ħadd fuq il-Bejt (Sunday on the 

Roof) (1973). As in the case of Rita, the sterility of Sammut’s Village is a 

metaphor of Malta’s inability to give life, to be creative, to be independent. 

This theme is also associated with the way first his father and then Samwel 

neglect their arable land. When Samwel decides to renovate his farm and 

cultivate the land once again, he has to deal with the strong opposition of 

the Village community, the fragility of his relationship with Żabbett and his 

                   
389 Samuraj, 28. “Allaħares ix-xemx kellha s-setgħa ddawwal l-għeruq imqaxqxa ta' dar-raħal.” 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

207 

own deep anguish. These are too much for him and, abandoned by 

everyone, he chooses to reconnect with the soothing, though painful 

memory of his mother.  

 

There is a similar situation in Victor Buhagiar’s novel Żmien il-Kaċċa: the 

farmer Dwardu Ta’ Manana is dishonoured when his wife is raped infront 

of him by another man. Dwardu abandons his fertile fields because he is 

psychologically overwhelmed by his need to revenge himself. For years he 

waits for the return of he who tainted his honour and that of his wife: the 

uncultivated fields in which he roams aimlessly with rifle in hand reflect the 

sterility of his state of mind and his relationship with his wife and the dim 

light in which he sees himself. What from a distance looked like peaceful 

fertile fields to the young nurse who entered the valley for the first time 

actually lay fallow.390 The potential fertility of the land, however, is a clear 

indication of where the true Malta lies and how a clean start can tap those 

precious resources and revitalize a psychologically captive island. The point 

of departure for the regeneration of the nation appears to be, once again, 

the country. 

 

                   
390 Buhagiar, 13. 
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In Samuraj the characters’ strong attachment to their mother, which is also 

evident in other Maltese novels, even in one like Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-

Amerka which is seemingly little about mothers, can be seen as a metaphor 

of the attachment of post-Independence Malta to its old mentality and its 

old ways. This is consonant with the pre-Independence, romantic 

personification of Malta as a loving mother who has sacrificed herself for 

her children. One of Samwel’s biggest problems is that he is unable to cut 

the umbilical cord that binds him to his mother, even now that she is no 

longer alive. His strong attachment to his mother is understandable 

because he has suffered together with his mother the battering of his 

violent father; this is a lot like “new” Malta’s inability to disengage itself 

from its colonial past. The emotional and ideological cord that keeps Rita 

tied to her mother in Ebejer’s play Il-Ħadd fuq il-Bejt only starts to tear 

when her mother dies; in Samwel’s case, however, time does not loosen his 

hold on his mother but actually makes it stronger. At first, writes the 

narrator, he thinks of her occasionally, but gradually he comes to think of 

her all the time, in such a way that it seems to him that he has become 

pregnant with her like when she was pregnant with him years before. But 

like independent Malta, Samwel realizes that sooner or later he has to wean 

himself away from his mother in order to give her “the death she merits 

and to leave her in peace;” he knows that his pregnancy is not a natural 
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one, because it has lasted far too long.391 In his last moments, Samwel 

“sees” a young boy picking flowers for his mother and he “longs” for his 

own mother’s “kiss to cover his face.” 392  Almost ten years after 

Independence, Samuraj’s new, essentially rural Malta is finding comfort in 

the warmth of its battered past. 

 

The work of another post-Independence novelist, Rena Balzan’s Ilkoll ta’ 

Nisel Wieħed, offers what at first glance may seem to be a clean departure 

from the identification of the nation with the rural village, because 

although the novel never actually says so, Malta is identified with the 

consciously anonymous “small city” or “town” (“il-belt iċ-ċkejkna”) where 

Erica and Nada were brought up.393 It is an unusual portrayal, given that 

Malta is normally identified with a rural village, but on the other hand, the 

characteristics of this town, with its captivating uncultivated valley,394 are 

really quite similar to those of the village of the romantics.395 One almost 

gets the impression that this town is the Malta Rena Balzan wants to see 

                   
391  Sammut, Samuraj, 52-53. “Kien jiftakar f'ommu waqtiet imbegħdin minn xulxin, iżda 
mbagħad wara sensiela ta' drabi kien qisu ftakar fiha bla qtugħ, hekk li donnu sar tqil biha 
bħalma darba kienet tqila bih hi. / Il-lum jew għada, iżda, irid joftomha minnu u l-iskoss li ħadet 
hi biex tatu l-ħajja hu jrid jieħdu biex jagħtiha l-mewt li tistħoqqilha u tħalliha fis-sliem. Mhux 
sew li l-mejtin jibqgħu mjassrin aktar milli ħaqqhom. Żmien il-ħlas jasal għalihom ukoll. […] It-
tqala tiegħu ma kenitx naturali, kif mhix naturali t-tqala ta' mara li tibqa' ma twellidx ħafna 
wara d-disa' xhur meħtieġa.” 
392 Samuraj, 200. 
393 This interpretation is corroborated by Rena Balzan in an interview with Adrian Grima held in 
March 2003: http://www.geocities.com/studjumalti/rena_balzan_intervista.htm.  
394 Rena Balzan, Ilkoll ta’ Nisel Wieħed (Malta: PEG, 1998), 16, 125. 
395 Ibid., 16.  
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rather than the town she actually sees. Nada is aware that the town, with its 

“closed environment,” 396  cannot offer the “abundance” of opportunities 

that she enjoys in the distant, albeit hectic, big city (“il-belt il-kbira”), but 

on the other hand, in the town where she comes from, the nature is still 

“unpolluted.” Nada believes that the more knowledge she takes back with 

her, the more she can enjoy the physical environment in which she was 

brought up.397 But the town or small city is also associated with Nada’s faith, 

“twemmin,”398 with her family, with peaceful silence; while away from her 

town she realizes how important it is to her and how proud she is of her 

identity.399  

 

Although it can be variously interpreted as meaning either “ground,” or 

“soil, land to be tilled,” or even “land” (as opposed to sea), the word “art” in 

Joe Friggieri’s poem “Hemm Art” probably refers primarily, but certainly 

not exclusively, to “country” or “homeland.”400 The poet makes it clear 

twice, in somewhat “ritualistic” manner, at the beginning and at the end, 

that this land, “art,” exists, but “it is not ours;” he may be referring to the 

“earth," but the description of the rural land is very similar to descriptions 

of rural Malta which abound in his poetry and prose. Although he is also 

                   
396 Ibid., 79. 
397 Ibid., 100. 
398 Ibid., 74, 98. 
399 Ibid., 74, 98. 
400 Joe Friggieri, Intervalli (Malta: Grima, 1991). 
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talking about the earth and about “land to be tilled,” he is clearly 

re/constructing the Malta he would like to see, like Rena Balzan’s 

somewhat idealized “town;” the brackets within which he confines the sad 

words “mhux tagħna,” not ours, express his frustration and perhaps even 

his bitterness. Friggieri constantly re/constructs his own predominantly 

rural past and that of his country to find refuge, to establish points of 

reference, because this personal and collective history of a country is “not 

synonymous with empty nostalgia or indiscriminate worship of the past. 

On the contrary, it stands for all that has been built up over the centuries: 

memory, symbols, institutions, language, works of art, and all the other 

things to which one may legitimately be attached.”401 Towards the end of 

Lino Spiteri’s short story “Fejn Jixrob il-Qasab fis-Sajf,” Randu, the 

protagonist, becomes more and more aware of the memory-laden rural 

environment that he lives in: his family of farmers, wine, pure refreshing 

well water, and cultivated fields.402 The feeling that his narrative transmits 

is that Randu has “returned” to the authentic, unadulterated Malta, to the 

“real” thing. And in Frans Sammut’s collection of short stories Newbiet 

(1998), in stories like “L-Għarib” (1967), “Il-Vikingi ta’ Wied iż-Żurrieq” 

(1972), “Seta’ Kien” (1972) and “In-Naska” (1994), there is an often 

conscious effort to narrate the memory linked inevitably to the rural 
                   
401 Maalouf, 34. 
402 Lino Spiteri, “Fejn Jixrob il-Qasab fis-Sajf,” Fejn Jixrob il-Qasab fis-Sajf, Malta: PEG, 1996, 
92. 
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environment of the Maltese Islands, that same “world apart” that many 

post-Independence writers describe as the helpless victim of an insensitive, 

late twentieth century generation of alienated Maltese. 

 

The somewhat stereotypically sick urban culture, with its cars, crowds, 

noise, indifference, and frenetic pace that Joe Friggieri denounces in 

“Nemel,”403 a poem which is thematically similar to Rużar Briffa’s “Quo 

Vadis” (1945) written some 45 years before, is meant to contrast sharply 

with the equally stereotypical reassurance, depth and silence of personal 

and collective (rural) memory of much of Friggieri’s work. And in his 

collection of “modern fables,” Ħrejjef għal Żmienna (1996), the sad 

onslaught of modernity, with its reckless demolitions of rural dwellings and 

the clearing away of culturally and agriculturally rich arable land, foolishly 

condemns the anonymous farmer of “Il-Bidla” to oblivion and uproots all 

memory; the “change” mentioned in the title is, at best, a euphemism, 

because it marks the end not only of an agri/culture but possibly of a 

nation. 

 

Although her characters in Ilkoll ta’ Nisel Wieħed claim that we will 

eventually have to return to nature to start all over again, hopefully when it 

                   
403 Joe Friggieri, Kadenzi (Malta: Filprint, 1992). 
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is not already too late,404 Rena Balzan’s novel does not tackle the painful 

transformation of the small town, the nation-village into one big city; the 

small town is a physical and psychological refuge. But what the novel does 

show is that in the big city, Rena Balzan’s Nada appreciates the freedom 

she has to roam about alone and to enjoy the city she had initially seen as 

alien to her, with its environment which is “completely different” from that 

of her town and with the troubles and licentiousness that one inevitably 

finds in a sprawling, densely populated city; she is proud to have managed 

to adapt.405 Although Balzan’s nation-town resembles the idealized nation-

village of the romantics, one cannot ignore the fact that she implies that 

Malta is a town, perhaps even a “small city,” and that in being so, it cannot 

be as profoundly different from the big town or city as the narrator 

somehow makes it to be. Balzan’s position, like that of Nada and other 

characters in post-Independence Maltese literature, is ambiguous, caught 

between the fond memories of the nation-village and the freedom and 

opportunities offered by the city. 

 

Cultural Diversity and HeterogeneityCultural Diversity and Heterogeneity 

After having unsettled Leli and other young Maltese men in Ellul Mercer’s 

Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, with his unorthodox ideas mainly about religion, the 

                   
404 Balzan, Ilkoll ta’ Nisel Wieħed, 16. 
405 Ibid., 41, 137-138. 
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protagonist’s mentor, Kelin Miksat, goes to Algiers “to spend his old age” 

there, in a city where he could live at peace with his ideas without having to 

hide them from the village community. The heterodiegetic narrator who is 

very close to Leli seems to view Miksat’s departure from the island and the 

young men he influenced so much as a desertion. We are told about this 

departure just after Mr. Miksat acknowledges to Leli that when a person 

chooses the “road” of “knowledge,” there is no turning back – no one can 

pull him or her back. By the time this person realizes that there is no end to 

this road in sight, and there never can be, it’s often too late to turn back, 

and those who do change tack have no guarantee that they will recover the 

peace of mind, the certainties that they had abandoned.406 Miksat can 

afford to dabble with faith, because he has relatives to fall back on in his old 

age and he doesn’t need the comfort of religion; his is not a journey into the 

unknown, with all the added risk that that entails. But Leli’s journey is a 

journey into the unknown; he risks losing his faith and all that is associated 

with it: his home; his wife; his family; his village community; his mental, 

spiritual, emotional and moral oikos; and his sanity. Unlike Miksat’s 

journey, Leli’s intellectual adventure leads him into unchartered territory 

and the message at the end of the novel is that he really shouldn’t have 

ventured so far from home because he has lost his bearings forever – he 

                   
406 Ellul Mercer, Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir, 160. 
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can never return to the shelter of the home, village, and Catholic faith that 

he once embraced. The narrator anticipates, well in advance of the end of 

the novel, that Leli, like Xandru the poet in Samuraj, will never recover his 

mental and emotional sanity and one gets the impression that Ellul Mercer 

condemns his largely autobiographical protagonist not so much because of 

the ideas he embraced but because of his foolishness, his inability to turn 

back before it was too late, before he got lost forever. Miksat, on the other 

hand, “returns” home to the openness and diversity of the cosmopolitan 

city where he feels free to live and think as he wishes. Leli ta’ Ħaż-Żgħir 

pits knowledge against faith and strongly suggests that the Maltese should 

choose their Catholic faith, however convincing the other option may seem 

to them. Although the Maltese nation-village is seen as the ultimate home 

and shelter for the adventurer, it is ultimately his protective, imprisoning 

cage. Despite the fact that the narrator does not clearly acknowledge this, 

Algiers, Cairo and other large foreign cities, unlike Sqaq id-Dlam, Ħaż-

Żgħir and Ħal Kbir, offer the freedom that Leli craves for, and the exposure 

of the Maltese nation-villagers to the realities of large cosmopolitan cities 

unsettles those among them who choose to think more. Leli “knows” that 

the road towards knowledge that he has chosen is leading him away from 

his protective village-cage and away from peace of mind and inner joy.407 

                   
407 Ibid., 207. 
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One of the implications in the novel is that the sharp distinction between 

the nation-village of Ħaż-Żgħir (as home) and the (alien) foreign city of 

Algiers, or Cairo, as portrayed by the narrator, is that the two are 

diametrically opposed to each other, that the nation-village, with its ethnic, 

religious, cultural and social homogeneity, has little or nothing to do with 

the cosmopolitan Mediterranean city and vice versa. 

But the identification of Malta with a conservative representation of the 

rural village excludes certain characteristics of Maltese life that are 

primarily associated with the vibrant towns. Urban civilization is 

characterized by cultural diversity and heterogeneity, by the co-existence of 

various social groups, strata and classes with different cultural practices 

and modes of life, with different religions and outlooks on life. Historically 

speaking, in the case of Malta, the heavy flow of foreigners and people from 

the countryside into the new urban areas which began in the early sixteenth 

century with the arrival of the Knights of St. John who turned Malta into 

one of the busiest centres of the Mediterranean, “altered the ethnic 

character of the population,” and slowly created a distinction between 

urban and peasant mentality.408 Cassar believes that  

urban culture did not simply renew or transform earlier cultural practices, 
but organized them according to fundamentally new principles based on a 
“market economy.” Obviously city life, independently of class attachments, 
ethnic identity and other traditional prejudices, was looked upon by the 

                   
408 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 246. 
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indigenous population as “alien,” right from the very beginning of the Order’s 
rule. 

 
From the middle of the sixteenth century onwards, the flow of people in 

and out of Malta, implicit in the many references to mostly Mediterranean 

cities in Maltese romantic literature, reached unprecedented heights and 

led to the creation of “a cosmopolitan atmosphere that impressed itself on 

the character of Valletta and helped to enrich the country especially in the 

more creative activities.”409 This too is Malta. 

 

In the economic field, the city of Valletta introduced modernity to the 

Maltese Islands with markets that served as a meeting place both for social 

intercourse and for business transactions. Artistic and cultural influence, 

information, and news were thus disseminated to the country. Valletta, like 

any other early modern European capital, was “the power house of cultural 

change.” Together with the other towns of the Harbour area, it 

monopolized the economic and administrative resources of the new state. 

“So strong was the influence of the capital that the rural way of life in all its 

manifestations became symbolically equated with a lack of cultural 

accomplishment, a view particularly diffused among the intellectual élites.”  

 

                   
409 Ibid., 250. 
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And yet, seventeenth and particularly eighteenth century Maltese scholars, 

like Abela, Agius De Soldanis and Vassalli “had learned to utilize peasant 

culture for its symbolic connections, that is, to bolster their uncertain claim 

for ethnic identity and its legitimacy.” 

In this way, peasant culture is interpreted as a simplified model observed from 
the outside. It continued to play a role only in so far as it was able to satisfy the 
claims of the intellectual élite who made use of peasant customs as a basis of 
ideological reference. Peasant culture could be mythified, refused, despised, but 
when formulating an ethnic consciousness, the intellectuals had to somehow 
show that they ‘belonged’ to this common peasant heritage. 

 

The intellectual élites therefore invoked this rural symbolism “to resist 

foreign cultural encroachments and preserve ancient modes of behaviour, 

considered indispensable for Maltese ethnic survival.”410 

 

The common perception is that Malta has always been a ‘fortress-convent’ 

because of “its strict non-permissive morality.” But sociologists like 

Anthony M. Abela who perhaps do not give enough attention to the 

influence wielded by Malta’s cosmopolitan Harbour area in the past, 

acknowledge that Malta is fast changing into a modern Mediterranean and 

European city-island “permeated by a global environment of a service-

oriented European city through mass tourism, overseas travel, information 

technology, new work and leisure pattems and a rapid expansion of higher 

education.” Moreover, due to land development, many villages and towns 

                   
410 Ibid., 252-253. 
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on Malta are now linked together forming an “urban island.” Abela believes 

that the overall result of these changes is that there is “a shift in the values 

of the family and traditional morality is giving way to individualized values 

and lifestyles.411 Annabel Black writes that since Independence, the ideas of 

the Maltese about themselves have developed so as to allow an openness 

and flexibility towards foreigners and foreign influence. This openness is 

however “tempered by healthy suspicion and a subtle awareness of a set of 

ideas and behaviour patterns” that mark off the cultural identity of the 

Maltese from that of their guests.412 

 

Young Maltese people are increasingly dissatisfied with the answers that 

the local Church is giving to social problems, morality and the needs of the 

individual and family life. Abela’s analysis shows that despite their constant 

exposure to the ministry of the Church, young people have become 

“increasingly critical and alienated from its services."413 But the genesis of 

the process of secularization that gathered pace after Independence can be 

traced back to the events of the two World Wars and the social upheaval 

they caused; to a succession of political-religious conflicts; and to the 

                   
411 Anthony M. Abela, Youth Participation in Voluntary Organisations in Malta: A Comparative 
Analysis of European Values Studies (Malta: Parliamentary Secretariat, Ministry of Education, 
2001), 80.  
412 Annabel Black, “Negotiating the Tourist Gaze: The Example of Malta,” in Coping with Tourists: 
European Reactions to Mass Tourism, ed. by Jeremy Boissevain, (Providence: Berghahn Books, 
1996), 133. 
413 Abela, Youth Participation in Voluntary Organisations in Malta, 86. 
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island’s contacts with Europe. After World War II, “the citadel of tradition 

began to give way, and a portion of the people cut themselves off from the 

Church.” 414  The religious homogeneity that according to many writers 

characterized Malta’s past “is gradually giving way to a multiplicity of 

Catholic identities.”415 This is not to deny that the reproduction of tradition 

still goes on in many spheres of Maltese life: the Catholic Church still acts 

as one of the main stabilizing forces among the population because it 

“articulates the value system, provides the role model for behaviour and 

monitors its performance through the clergy and hierarchy.”416 

 

Before Independence, tradition was powerful enough to redress 

secularizing tendencies, in post-independent Malta, industrialization, the 

housing boom, tourism and the media introduced from abroad a new 

philosophy of life. Abela points out, for example, that young adult 

attendance for Sunday Mass dropped from 73 percent in 1967 to 56 percent 

in 1980 and 50 percent in 1995. He concludes that this decline in religious 

participation “is not unrelated to an observed weakening of moral 

constraint and to change in values.”417 As is evident in Samuraj and in 

other post-Independence literature, however, this decline also reflects the 

                   
414 Ibid., 102. 
415 Ibid., 120. 
416 Ibid., 102. 
417 Ibid., 103. 
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inclination of the younger generations to question what their elders 

considered unquestionable, to come to their own conclusions rather than to 

accept the diktats of institutions like the Church and the family. 

 

One of the fundamental issues on which Xandru the Poet challenges the 

parish priest and the village community in Samuraj is that of identity. He 

problematizes the faith and deeds and misdeeds of the community and 

challenges the authority of he who represents the highest moral authority. 

Whereas the Village Establishment tries to freeze the village in time and 

space, keeping all that doesn’t fit the static model, all that errs and is alien 

out, the Poet talks about Japanese haiku. On the other hand, the 

interpretation of social space as the vast complexity of the interlocking and 

articulating nets of social relations beckons a dynamic reading of the 

nation-as-village metaphor which is normally used to support a more 

conservative view of Malta as a closed community. A ‘place’ is formed out of 

“the particular set of social relations which interact at a particular location.” 

And the singularity of any individual place is formed in part out of “the 

specificity of the interactions which occur at that location” and in part out 

of the fact that “the meeting of those social relations at that location (their 

partly happenstance juxtaposition) will in turn produce new social effects.” 

This reading calls forth an understanding of the “identity of a place” which 
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is “much more open and provisional than most discussions allow.” The first 

point is that this identity is always formed by the “juxtaposition and co-

presence there of particular sets of social interrelations, and by the effects 

which that juxtaposition and co-presence produce.” Moreover, a proportion 

of the social interrelations will be wider than and go beyond the area being 

referred to in any particular context as a place. The second point is that the 

identities of places are “inevitably unfixed,” in part precisely because the 

social relations out of which they are constructed are themselves by their 

very nature dynamic and changing, and also because of the continual 

production of further social effects through the very juxtaposition of those 

social relations. Moreover, that lack of fixity has always been so. The past 

was no more static than is the present. Places cannot “really” be 

characterized by the recourse to some essential, internalized moment. The 

identity of a place is often sought by “laying claim to some particular 

moment/location in time-space when the definition of the area and the 

social relations dominant within it were to the advantage of that particular 

claimant group.” The identity of any place, writes Massey, including that 

place called home, is in one sense for ever open to contestation.418 

 

                   
418 Massey, 169. 
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The other point that Massey makes is that in line with this dynamic 

interpretation of space and place, the identity of place “is in part 

constructed out of positive interrelations with elsewhere. This is in contrast 

to many readings of place as home where there is imagined to be the 

security of a necessarily false stability and “an apparently reassuring 

boundedness.” On this interpretation, places are not enclosures, with 

boundaries and therefore they need not establish their identity through 

“negative counterposition with the Other beyond the boundaries.” Rather 

than derive itself from “some internalized history,” the identity of a place 

“derives, in large part, from the specificity of its interactions with ‘the 

outside’.” This is where the debate about place, and particularly about place 

and belonging, place and home, links up to the discussion about identity 

more generally, because while it is frequently accepted that identities are 

relational, the possibilities are often closed down by the assumption that 

such relations must be those of bounded, negative counterposition, of 

inclusion and exclusion. Yet it has in principle always been difficult, and 

has over the centuries become more so, to distinguish the inside of a place 

from the outside; indeed, writes Massey, “it is precisely in part the presence 

of the outside within which helps to construct the specificity of the local 

place.”419 Maltese romantic novels are full of non-Maltese characters who 

                   
419 Ibid., 169-170. 
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are clearly an integral part of life on Malta, and yet novelists like Anton 

Manwel Caruana, Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi, Ġużè Aquilina, and Ġużè Galea 

use them to construct the identity of the Maltese by distinguishing them 

from one another; one of the reasons why the Maltese rural villagers are 

considered superior to the city dwellers is because they are not tainted by 

contact with the “other.” Another reason is that the farmer has a special 

relationship with the land itself: “The greatest people in the world have 

always been and will always be those who work the land,” says Alessandru 

Habela, the protagonist of Ġużè Aquilina’s self-styled “socio-historical 

novel,” Taħt Tliet Saltniet; they are more “noble” because they preceded 

the nobility, they are the original inhabitants.420 To the romantics, the 

outsider, who was either a city-dweller or a foreigner, could never 

experience this intimate relationship with the land and therefore could 

never be considered an authentic Maltese. In Aquilina’s classic, Alessandru 

Habela leaves his family home situated in the main street of the city, a few 

doors away from the Grandmaster’s Residence, and moves to the farming 

community of his lover Pawlina in the village of Ħaż-Żabbar, where he 

establishes himself as a true Maltese by literally becoming a farmer.421 

 

                   
420 Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet, 90. “Niesek,” Alessandru tells his lover Pawlina, who comes from 
a family of farmers, “aktar nobbli minn niesi għax nisilhom huwa eqdem. Li ma kinux niesek l-
ewwel, kieku ma kinux ikunu niesi. L-ikbar nies tad-dinja kienu u jibqgħu l-ħaddiema ta’ l-art.”  
421 Ibid., 362.  
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ConclusionConclusion  

The construction and idealization of the “authentic” rural village that is 

“uncontaminated” by foreign, impure elements is only possible if one 

ignores the multiplicity and hybridity of identity in general and the Maltese 

identity in particular. The nation is an imagined political village because it 

is imagined as both inherently bounded and sovereign; and the (imagined) 

village community, like the imagined political community, is conceived as a 

deep, horizontal comradeship.422 Massey claims that a large component of 

the identity of “that place called home” derived precisely from the fact that 

it had always in one way or another been open, constructed out of 

movement, communication, and social relations which always stretched 

beyond it. In one sense or another most places have been “meeting places;” 

even their “original inhabitants” usually came from somewhere else. This 

does not mean that the past is irrelevant to the identity of place - it simply 

means that there is no internally produced, essential past. Like cultural 

identity, the identity of a place, be it village, town or nation, is always and 

continuously being produced. Instead of looking back with nostalgia to 

some identity of place which it is assumed already exists, the past has to be 

constructed.423 Many authors express certain aspects of a nation’s sense of 

                   
422 Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of 
Nations and Nationalism, Routledge, London and New York, 1998, 132. 
423 Massey, 171. 
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identity and some actually influence the way a nation perceives itself, not 

least through their works of so-called fiction,424 but identities, like that of 

the nation-village, are constructed and cannot be frozen in time or space 

because they are constantly being reconstructed. 

 

In his introduction to an anthology of Maltese literature published in 1960, 

Arberry writes that “for all its inevitable limitations,” the Maltese 

countryside “is felt to offer a blessed refuge from the crowded towns with 

their narrow streets: the Maltese craving for the infinite distances is an 

escape from the sense of claustrophobia familiar to all who have lived in the 

islands for any length of time.”425 Perhaps in a similar way, the authors’ 

identification of the Maltese nation with the idealized rural village is also 

the result of their desire to escape from the complexities of urban life with 

which most of them inevitably had to come to terms as professionals based 

in the cities and to take refuge in the comforting vision of the peaceful, 

relatively distant, countryside. Dun Karm’s works that celebrate village life 

and denounce city life were written after he left the native village of Ħaż-

Żebbuġ, never to return, except as a visitor (as in “Xenqet ir-Raba’” and 

“Kewkbet is-Safar”). The identification of the Maltese ethnic identity with 

the conservative rural village made by the cultural élite benefited the status 
                   
424 Cris Shore, “Anthropology, Literature, and the Problem of Mediterranean Identity,” Journal of 
Mediterranean Studies, 5 (1995), 1-13 (2).  
425 Arberry, A Maltese Anthology, xxiv. 
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quo and privileged the powerful few. Perhaps it is true even for Malta that 

the “town and country fiction,” served “to promote superficial comparisons 

and to prevent real ones;”426 it allowed the writers to ignore the challenge 

of change and to find refuge in traditional values associated with the 

conservative rural village and with romanticism, in the moral code 

preached by the Catholic Church, in the patriarchy, and in the idealized 

mother.  

 

In his popular romantic novel Raġel bil-Għaqal, Ġużè Galea, like Anton 

Manwel Caruana and Ġużè Muscat Azzopardi before him, creates a clear, 

spatially defined distinction between “us” and “them,” between “insiders” 

and “outsiders,” between the Maltese and the foreigners. The process of 

identifying the “other” automatically triggers a process of self-awareness 

and the presence of outsiders promotes pride, self-confidence and 

solidarity. This self-awareness “automatically creates categories of "we" and 

"they,” insiders and outsiders, hosts and guests,” because the hosts become 

aware of how they differ from the visitors.427  

 

The physical distance that separates the idealized farmers in the hamlet 

overlooking Għajn Żejtuna Valley from the rest of the population in Raġel 
                   
426 Williams, The Country and the City, 54. 
427Jeremy Boissevain, “Introduction,” in Coping with Tourists: European Reactions to Mass 
Tourism, ed. by Jeremy Boissevain (Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996), 1-26 (6-7). 
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bil-Għaqal is a metaphor of the distance, both physical and spiritual, that 

separates the island from its neighbouring continents. The isolation and 

closed nature of the community provides it with character (identity) and 

security. The treachery of the Alagonas contrasts sharply with the loyalty of 

the small, anonymous community of farmers of Għajn Żejtuna towards the 

ultimate Maltese hero Marku Falzon and therefore towards Malta; this 

unassuming, hard-working community that represents Galea’s ideal Malta 

is similar to the community of farmers in the village of Ħaż-Żabbar that 

comes to the rescue of the young woman Pawlina and her honour in Ġużè 

Aquilina’s Taħt Tliet Saltniet.428  

 

Malta’s political Independence brought about a rethinking of the romantic 

idealization of rural life. The rural villages in which the plots of Il-Għar tax-

Xitan and Samuraj unfold are no longer the isolated paradises of the 

romantic historical novel but asphyxiating cages in which butterflies like 

Samuraj’s transgressive Poet are denied freedom of spiritual and 

intellectual movement – “in a village it never pays to be too obvious about 

anything.”429 This reassessment of the rural village was sparked off by a 

number of complex social, political and cultural issues, like the gradual 

process of secularization that has been affecting all aspects of Maltese life 
                   
428 Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet, 152-153. See also 381. 
429 Jeremy Boissevain, “A Politician and His Audience: Malta’s Dom Mintoff,” Maltese Society: A 
Sociological Inquiry. Ed. Ronald Sultana and Godfrey Baldacchino (Malta: Mireva, 1994), 416. 
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for decades but that has targeted particularly the moral and social authority 

of the Catholic Church; the exposure to alternative ways of life through 

education, the media, and travelling outside Malta; the new emphasis on 

the personality of the individual rather than the strong sense of belonging 

to the group; the presence of outsiders that has made the Maltese people 

more aware of their own ways; and the identification of the rural village 

with the obsolete.  

 

In Samuraj the failures that render the anonymous Village sterile represent 

the failure of post-Independence Malta to come to terms with the "severity 

of independence."430 Like many of the protagonists of post-Independence 

Maltese literature, Samwel is unable to deal satisfactorily with his battered, 

immobilized mother, with his “patrija” and its colonized past; and the old 

woman that is Malta is unable to face up to the realities of the present and 

the challenges of the future. The young woman Żabbett who was born with 

a physical disability does not live up to the expectations of her Maltese 

audience and fails to gain independence from her “absent” father and 

possessive mother. Samuraj’s harsh conclusion is that Malta is unable to 

reincarnate herself as a decolonized, truly independent nation. The various 

concentric circles, from the mother and the home to the village and the 

                   
430 Henry Frendo, Party Politics in a Fortress Colony: The Maltese Experience, 2nd ed., Midsea, 
Malta, 1991, xiii. 
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country, act as a “cage,” a protective but also suffocating fortress; despite 

its potential, the isolated, backward nation-village, tied down by the bipolar 

nature of its social make-up and strangled by its overpowering Church 

cannot give birth to a new Malta. The moral community takes the 

protagonist’s refusal to toe the line as an affront to its authority and its 

internal cohesion, and its aggressive reaction forces him to turn to the 

painful but fond memory of his battered mother for comfort, echoing 

independent Malta’s inability to wean itself away from its colonial past. 
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An Alternative MotherlandAn Alternative Motherland  
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Outside the cocoon-like smallness (“ċokon,” lines 23, 29) of the village that 

closes around (“jagħlaq madwari,” line 30) the individual lies the 

unknown, the infinite, the eternal restlessness of the sea. Victor Fenech’s 

“Raħal/Barriera” posits the nation-village firmly on land, which offers the 

safety and firmness that the sea of the Maltese imaginary cannot offer. The 

nation-village may be excessively protective; it may limit itself to the 

ordinary here and now, to the conscious, to the “passive feminine” of 

romantic literature awaiting the masculine sea, but it is safe compared to 

the insecurity of the capricious sea; in this poem and generally in Maltese 

literature, the sea comes across as an alien, distant, uncomprehending and 

incomprehensible force; there is a distinct foreignness about it that is 

confirmed by pitting it against the land, by fitting it into a scheme of binary 

oppositions as Victor Fenech does in the second stanza of “Raħal/Barriera.” 

The unseen depth of the nation-village (and the individual) evoked by the 

image of the unexcavated quarry posits the nation once again on land and 

ignores the depth of the sea that can surround, but not penetrate that 

unseen mass which resembles the submerged 7/8 of the iceberg.  
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The Citadel by the SeaThe Citadel by the Sea  

Twice Victor Fenech confesses that he blushes with shame (“mriegħex,” 

lines 21, 27) as he retreats to the cocoon of the small village in “Malta 

Sunflower” and “Homage to Kafka.”431 That “shame” acknowledges that the 

national group is unable, or perhaps unwilling to reach beyond the known 

because of the risks, while in Oliver Friggieri’s poem “Protesta Maltija,” 

written the year before (1973), Malta is “a ship without a compass / that's 

moving without a captain and without passengers.” 432  Victor Fenech’s 

“Malta” is apparently “proud and erect cutting the span,” but in reality, 

“little Malta” is “gently rocking” (“Malta”) like a boat in the harbour, or like 

a baby in a pram; “everything is half-asleep in the torpor / of august at 

midday” (“Raħal/Barriera,” lines 7-8); and in “Malta Sunflower,” “this 

seismic August sun / dulls my spirit, wears down my very bones” (lines 39-

40). But in Fenech, the drowsiness is not confined to the individual, as it is 

in Rużar Briffa’s “Nofs in-Nhar Sajfi” (Noon in Summer) (1928), because it 

is a condition which the nation seems to choose for itself. “And while we 

were asleep,” writes Daniel Massa in the first line of “Reżurrezzjoni,” the 

foreigner (Massa, like most writers uses the collective “il-barrani”) came 

and bought us off, and we only realized we were enslaved when we woke up 

                   
431 Victor Fenech’s poems in English are from Massa, Limestone 84. Poems from Malta.  
432 This metaphor is dealt with at length in the section, “A Ship Without a Compass,” of Chapter 
III.  
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in the first line of the second stanza. In the English version of this poem, 

“We chewed the poppy seed” (“Resurrection,” line 15) to forget how we had 

been wronged by the foreigner, “weaving into our eyelashes / the sleep of 

exile” (lines 18-19).433  

 

The ambiguous “love you / love you not” (line 2) relationship of many post-

Independence authors with Malta is evident in Fenech’s poem “Malta 

Sunflower.” Malta is “little Big Mama offering her breasts” (line 8) to the 

poet, her “suckling son” (line 9), but she is also the “eternal / whorehouse 

of the superpowers” (lines 20-21) for whom the “son,” suddenly detached 

and uncommitted, “grieves,” presumably from a distance. It’s “terrible to be 

small in a world of bullies, / to have to suffer sharks / in your corridors of 

sea” (lines 14-16), and once again the observing, uninvolved poet “grieves.” 

Fenech reinvents the metaphor of Malta as a prostitute that Dun Karm had 

already used for moralistic reasons in “Lil Malta ta’ Llum u ta’ Għada” to 

refer to geopolitics and Malta’s helplessness in the face of superpower 

machismo; passive, earthbound (female) Malta is prey to the violent (male) 

sharks that hunt freely in her “corridors of sea,” which are definitely a no-

go zone; safety, despite its “whorehouse” nature, lies in not leaving the 

land. However, after achieving Independence and becoming a Republic, the 

                   
433 Massa’s poems in English are from Massa, Limestone 84; Mario Azzopardi, ed. Malta. The 
New Poetry (Malta: KKM, 1971); and Oliver Friggieri, ed., Crosswinds. An Anthology of Post-War 
Maltese Poetry (Paisley, Scotland: Wilfion, 1980).  
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poet claims that he will “stand by” (line 28) Malta as she seeks to break her 

“cocoon and uncertainly take wing” (line 29), attempting to free herself of 

the slavery of the whorehouse without falling prey to the more powerful 

sharks, finding her own true “freedom” (line 27) unshackled by the foreign 

powers that be.  

 

The association of Malta with prostitution is also taken up in mocking vein 

by Daniel Massa: while the nation-mother is in labour trying to give birth to 

an Independent Malta in “Disinn għal Arazzi Ġodda” (“Design for a New 

Arras”), the prostitutes of Strait Street, who knew much of their prosperity 

to British servicemen, go on strike because they want the British sailors 

back (lines 33-34). Prostitution on the island was not limited to the British 

colonial period, of course: In the early modern period, for instance, the 

Inquisitors found that there were indeed many prostitutes on Malta.434 In a 

poem ironically called “Dinja Ġdida,” foreign sailors and soldiers “pollute” 

the “corners of the city” (“New World,” 26-28). Edward L. Zammit argues 

that the Maltese felt compelled by sheer necessity and the general 

circumstances of colonial presence to do whatever was necessary, like 

prostitution, to survive, “even if this implied the transgression of traditional 

norms” and this attracted the strong public condemnation of the local 

religious authorities who felt duty-bound to safeguard the “well-being of 
                   
434 Ciappara, Society and the Inquisition in Early Modern Malta, 154. 
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society” in general and of the traditional institutions in particular. In his 

study of the behaviour of the Maltese in London, Geoff Dench writes about 

“a central dilemma in colonial Maltese society, revolving around the 

discrepancy between an extremely strict set of moral principles on sexual 

matters, and a practical reality of extensive prostitution in the Island, 

meeting the needs of the large garrison.” He claims that this situation 

manifested to the Maltese “their dependent status and inability to control 

their own lives.”435  

 

The nation-mother becomes a prostitute in Massa’s “Malta Kif Inħsadt?” 

(“How Malta Was Shocked”), which refers to the Tal-Barrani incidents that 

in many ways epitomized the internal political conflict of the 1980s. In the 

last stanza, Massa asks Malta rhetorically who she has slept with to 

conceive such a “monster,” therefore laying the blame for the infighting 

caused by her children squarely on her shoulders. Her behaviour is 

condemnable both because it is immoral and because it is a remnant of her 

colonial past as a prostitute serving the colonial masters and living off their 

wealth. Malta is to blame because she has been unable an unwilling to wean 

herself away from the immorality spread by the foreigner (or outsider). 

 

                   
435 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 175. 
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In “Malta Sunflower” Victor Fenech suggests that he will only stand by his 

country if she fights, rather than feebly sings, for her freedom; but the irony 

that fills the image of himself and Malta riding “head held high, into the 

glorious sunset, / like celluloid lovers in a Hollywood movie” (lines 33-34), 

betrays his consistent detachment from Malta (who is riding beside him) 

and his own lack of confidence in his ability and that of Malta to realize this 

“republican” dream. This reading is confirmed by the lack of determination 

and will that comes to the fore in the closing lines of “Malta Sunflower” and 

the air of resignation that brings the adventure outside the nation-village of 

“Raħal/Barriera” to an end. The cocoon that purports to be a new 

beginning rather than the end in “Malta Sunflower” turns out to be a 

variation on the metaphor of the “fosdqa” to which the post-Independent 

“non-hero” retreats without daring to face the sea again in 

“Raħal/Barriera.” 

 

With the nation-village perceived as a citadel (“ċittadella”), a stronghold 

guarded by a sentry (“sentinella,” line 3) stationed to keep watch and 

prevent unauthorized access, the sea is inevitably understood as the 

“other,” and the land is that place called home that offers security but also 

gives concrete form to the nation, to the otherwise abstract ethnic identity 

of the imagined community; the land mass, unlike concepts such as 
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hybridity and heterogeneity, structures identity in tangible ways. The frame 

of mind of the Maltese individual as represented by Fenech is that of an 

existence under constant threat from that which lies beyond the physically 

defined border of the shore, the dividing line between the land and the sea. 

A concept of otherness is necessary to organize human thought, because 

people acquire a sense of self, of me, only in opposition to what is not me, 

what is other.436 The nation-village is a stronghold because there are things 

to protect and enemies to guard against; the sea and those who approach 

the dividing line uninvited are not welcome – their culture, with its wealth 

that unsettles and belittles, with its might, its weaponry and its greed, is an 

other culture.  

 

The shore separates the guarded community from the other and very few 

Maltese authors cross that dividing line with ease. One of them is Daniel 

Massa, who experiences in the womb-like depths of the seas the peace and 

comforting sense of protection and belonging that Fenech and most 

Maltese authors associate with the land. Because despite the attribution of 

stereotypical “male” characteristics to the sea, it is also associated with 

womanhood and motherhood in both her “benevolent and her terrible 

aspects.” For Pier Giovanni d’Ayala, the sea is the feminine element par 

                   
436 Simone de Beauvoir quoted by Morris, 14. 
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excellence; “dans le mythe, ainsi que dans la psychologie de l’inconscient, 

l’obscur abime aquatique est sans doute chargé d’une puissante 

connotation féminine.”437 
 

The Metaphor of the Sea as MotherlandThe Metaphor of the Sea as Motherland   

In Daniel Massa’s unusual perspective, the sea is an alternative homeland 

that predates the existence of Malta and, in a way, rejects it. “In the wake of 

the drift nets,” writes Massa in “Delimara,” one of the most representative 

works of Maltese post-Independence poetry,  

żlaqt ħafif 
bħal minn ġuf ommi għal saqajja 
minn fuq l-alka għal taħt il-blat.438 

 
(lines 6-8) 

 

The poet feels that he has been here before:  

hawn kont diġà 
- qabel ġarrabt il-fsieqi ta’ ġensi 
- qabel għalaqt it-twieqi ta’ wensi 
- qabel ombrajt l-għekiesi ta’ niesi 

qalb id-dell tal-kannizzati kont diġà 
forsi mrekken mal-koralli 
fi spiralli stalaktiti ma’ l-artikli kuluriti 
sekli ilu kont 
diġà.439 

                   
437 “In myth, as in the psychology of the unconscious, the obscure aquatic abyss is doubtlessly 
charged with a powerful feminine connotation.” Martin R. Zammit, “‘The Depths of Darkness in a 
Vast Deep Ocean’: The Sea from a Semitic Perspective.” L’Homme et la Mer. Actes du Colloque 
des 7-8-9 mai, 1999 a Kerkennah. Ed. Abdelhamid Fehri (Sfax – Kerkennah, Tunisia: Centre 
Cercina pour les Recherches sur les Îles Méditerranéennes, Association d’Histoire et de 
Géographie de Sfax, 2001), 209.  
438 “I slid / head first as from my mother’s womb / gliding over algae into the sea” (lines 6-8). 
439 “I have been here before / - before time stilled the birth pangs of my race / - time shut the 
windows of my sense / - lacerated the chalk heels of my friends / under the shade of the drift nets 
I slept / centuries ago / cradled in matrix of coral” (lines 22-28). This translation, published in 
Massa, Limestone 84, is slightly different from an earlier translation published in Mario 
Azzopardi, ed. Malta: The New Poetry. The original Maltese version of “Delimara” does not 
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(lines 21-29) 
In “Delimara,” the sea and the land are associated with “my mother’s 

womb,” with “birth pangs” and “matrix,” because Massa recreates the 

whole environment, ignoring the conventional physical and mental 

differences between a land mass and its surrounding seas; between the 

beginning of a person’s life and the origin of humankind in the sea; 

between psychology and politics; between humanity and culture on one 

hand and nature on the other. Massa apparently separates the two worlds 

of the sea and motherhood with a simile, “as,” (“bħal,” line 7), but the spirit 

of the poem as a whole conveys a simile that is actually identifying the two 

with each other rather than separating them – the simile at the surface is 

really part of a deeper metaphor that runs through the poem and Massa 

slides into this metaphorical world just as he slides into the “seas” (“ibħra,” 

line 38). After all, metaphor and simile are both based on the perception of 

similarity in dissimilars. The “inspired art of metaphors always consists in 

the apprehension of resemblances,” writes Ricoeur; “simile explicitly 

displays the moment of resemblance that operates implicity in metaphor.” 

Metaphor's genius-stroke lies in its ability to “apprehend or perceive, to 

contemplate, to see similarity;” 440  in this sense, metaphor and simile 

connect elements which are not normally connected. “What makes a simile 

                                                     
include the word “matriċi;” where “matrix” appears in the English translation, the Maltese version 
has the phrase, “forsi mrekken mal-koralli” (line 26). 
440 Ricoeur, 27. 
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striking, of course, is an author’s sensitivity to previously unnoticed 

resemblances; it can link together two spheres of knowledge or experience 

in novel and revealing ways.”441 Massa uses resemblance to identify the sea 

with motherhood. 

 

In a poem aptly called “Skin Diver’s Republic,” “your mother,” presumably 

Malta, lies “full fathom five” with seaweed turning in her throat: rather 

than possessing the sea, Malta is contained by the sea. In “Matriċi,” the 

matrix is the Mediterranean sea of Knossos or Mycenae, and the poet’s soul 

is an “amphibian” (line 5) that naturally, without choosing to, returns to the 

seas (the poet uses “ocean” in his English translation) to breed [“iwelled,” 

to give birth, line 7]. The archaic meaning of the word “matrix,” which 

refers to the sea in this poem, is “uterus, the womb;” it now means “a place 

or medium in which something is bred, produced or developed; a setting or 

environment in which a particular activity or process occurs or develops; a 

place or point of origin and growth.”442 The seas are identified with the 

quintessential nation-mother: not only have they given her life but they 

continue to overwhelm her – the seas do not nourish her – the seaweed in 

her throat is “turning” (“Skin Diver’s Republic,” line 30). In this sense, the 

poet who attempts to distance himself from Malta, his motherland, by 
                   
441 George A. Miller, “Images and Models, Similes and Metaphors,” Metaphor and Thought, 2nd 
edn., ed. Andrew Ortony (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 375. 
442 The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.  
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sliding deep into the surrounding sea, is “returning” to the mother that lies 

below. On one hand, Malta is the land that the poet scorns, but on the other 

hand, it lies beneath the sea, waiting for a new beginning: this ambiguity 

reflects the tension within metaphor: “The metaphorical 'is',” writes 

Ricoeur, “at once signifies both 'is not' and 'is like',” allowing for a 

metaphorical truth with a “'tensive' sense of the word truth.”443 

 

Massa’s seas are all the more significant when one considers the general 

context of Maltese literature within which he creates his alternative world. 

Maltese poetry treats the awesome sea with caution and fear and observes 

it from afar. Ġorġ Pisani’s “Kemmuna” (Comino) and “Għar Dalam” and 

Pawlu Aquilina’s “Tgħanniq il-Baħar” (The Sea’s Embrace) are good 

examples of how pre-Independence Maltese poetry has perceived and 

portrayed the invariably masculine sea: it is at once a strong, often brute 

force that frightens people, and a great lover of the land. In the first stanza 

of “Kemmuna,” the small, virtually uninhabited island of Comino is “Alone, 

thoughtful in the middle of our sea.” But in the third stanza the island and 

the sea are lost in talk of love, hugging and kissing each other silently and 

innocently. In “Għar Dalam” the sea is very powerful and cruel but it is also 

madly in love with the land. The story of how the level of the sea in the 

                   
443 Ricoeur, 7. 
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Mediterranean rose and separated the Maltese islands from all other lands 

is retold as the story of a sea that falls madly in love with Malta and pulls 

her away from the arms of the other lands to have her all for himself. The 

sea is stereotypically strong, impulsive, mobile, passionate, violent, full of 

energy, independent and somewhat detached, characteristics similar to 

those of the macho: “il-baħar xorta waħda baqa’ kbir u rrabjat għall-

aħħar, u l-kolpi tiegħu kienu jbeżżgħuk;”444 “mal-baħar m’hemmx tlablib u 

dispjaċiri;”445 “il-baħar webbes rasu u fil-furja tal-qawwa tiegħu għolla 

lid-dgħajsa.” 446  The land is female, and is therefore stereotypically 

described as immobile or sedentary, fertile, loving, receptive, calm, 

vulnerable, and dependent. The stereotype of the male sea making love to 

the female land also appears in post-Independence poetry, as in Lillian 

Sciberras’s “Marsalforn Seascape,” in which “the sea made love with a 

gentle motion / to the sloping shore” (lines 4-5). 

 

The brave young man in Pawlu Aquilina’s romantic poem “Tgħanniq il-

Baħar” (“The Embracing of the Sea”) battles with the stronger (male) sea 

and manages to save himself from drowning. At this point the sea is a 

powerful, violent male figure who is insensitive to the suffering of lesser 

                   
444 Lino Psaila, Il-Baħar Rasu Iebsa, 2nd rev. ed. (Malta: Klabb Kotba Maltin, 1996), 54-55. A 
literal translation: “The sea still remained very large and angry, and his [its] billows were 
frightening.” 
445 Ibid., 32. “The sea has no time for small talk and regrets.” 
446 Ibid. “The sea remained obstinate and in the fury of his [its] strength he [it] raised the boat.” 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

244 

creatures. But when the young man makes it to the shore, he is embraced 

by his beautiful young wife and child and they all “forget” the “arms of the 

sea” and “end up embraced in them” (lines 55-56). From violent killer, the 

sea becomes the archetypal figure and locus of love: the image of the 

(powerful) arms of the (male) sea that embrace the young family brings out 

the double nature of the sea as macho aggressor and strong but gentle 

lover, the ideal man. The young man is rewarded for his manliness, his 

strength and determination, and his bravery and ability to fight and 

overcome a stronger adversary. The young wife and mother, on the other 

hand, waits for her husband: she is beautiful, nurturing and loving, but also 

dependent on her husband and unable to make any real difference in the 

moment of truth. The closing scene establishes the sea as an all-

encompassing element, a powerful life-giving force, and the similarity 

between the strong young man and the powerful embracing sea is striking.  

 

The portrayal of the sea by the post-Independence poet Marjanu Vella is 

another good example of the way the sea is perceived in Maltese literature. 

As in the conventional metaphor that associates it with troubles, the sea in 

Vella's poetry often embodies the violence of everyday life and it is 

associated with acts of unprovoked human evil towards those who are 

vulnerable and those who are sensitive to life in all its forms. Rather than 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

245 

offer refuge to the distraught bird, the sky is often equally violent and 

indifferent, drowning life in the floods of its apocalyptic rains and flashes of 

lightning. Marjanu Vella’s human-gull finds itself caught between these two 

overwhelming forces, dumbstruck and unable to find a place to rest. When 

the sea appears calm it is only deceivingly so because the inviting surface 

hides the terrifying deathbed below. The awesome vastness of the sea 

immobilizes the human-gull whose disorientation expresses a profound, 

tragic malaise with life itself and its indifference towards the plight of 

human beings and other creatures. In “Kuntrast” (“Contrast”) (1957) and 

“Qatt” (“Never”) (1969), the foaming sea swallows up the land. The 

immobilizing fear of the sea overpowers the human-gull even when the sea 

is calm and there is nothing to escape from, and the words, “Għandu 

f'għajnejh il-biża' ta' l-irwiefen / ta' baħar jibla' l-art” (“Qatt,” lines 2-

3),447 bring to mind the Maltese proverb that says: “Il-baħar sinjur iżjed 

mill-art, u jekk l-art tkun sinjura iżjed mill-baħar, il-baħar jitla' għaliha u 

jiblagħha”448: this proverb implies that the male sea is prone to using its 

overwhelming force as it wills. 

 

                   
447 “In his eyes there’s the fear of strong winds / of land-swallowing 
sea.” 
448 “The sea is richer than the earth, and if the earth were to be richer, it would rise [over it] and 
swallow it up.” Joseph Aquilina, A Comparative Dictionary of Maltese Proverbs (Malta: 
University of Malta, 1986), 530-31. 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

246 

Marjanu Vella's seabed is often identified with death, as in “Pensiero 165” 

(1974) (“Thought no. 165”), where the lost remains of those who saw 

themselves as the “strong ones” (“i forti,” line 8) cry while the tired gull, 

who doesn't harbour any illusions about being strong, looks at the land and 

the sky, longing, one feels, to unite the two worlds, to stop gliding in the 

unsettling no man's land between the two.449 The land gives birth to weak 

“men” (“uomini,” possibly also “people”) who are unable to deal with the 

unrivalled strength of the sea of life.  

 

The sea is again clearly associated with the masculine element in Trevor 

Żahra’s novel Ħdejn in-Nixxiegħa (Near the Spring) (1975). The author 

uses the sea to gauge the young protagonist’s maturity and the latter’s 

relation with the sea is a metaphor of his relationship with life. If a boy 

shows that his stomach can cope with the ups and downs of the sea without 

getting sea-sick it is perceived as a sign that he can cope with the trials and 

tribulations of manhood. In the Mediterranean, and presumably in other 

seafaring regions of the world, a man who gets sea-sick is not quite a man; 

in typical sexist language and culture, he is weak, “like women.” When 

Xandru turns ten in Wistin Born’s sentimental novel Is-Salib tal-Fidda 

                   
449 A copy of Marjanu Vella’s unpublished short poem in Italian, “Pensiero 165,” was passed on to 
me by Mr. Toni Cortis. Vella’s unpublished “Pensieri” are kept in the archives of the Priory of the 
Franciscan Minors in St. Paul’s Street, Valletta. “Pensiero 165” is as follows: “La terra calda / 
bolle, / mentre sulle algose spiaggie / partorisce / uomini molli. // Piangono in fondo al mare / 
gli sperduti resti / dei forti. // Guarda terra e mare / il gabbiano stanco.” (Sliema, 12.8.1974)  
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(1939), he starts to sail out to sea with the fishermen and to help his family 

out financially, so he is now a man and he will no longer play with girls.450 

As Peter Serracino Inglott points out in his introduction, Ħdejn in-

Nixxiegħa is the story of the male protagonist’s initiation into manhood. 

Manhood is not something that once achieved remains for ever because a 

man’s autonomy is under constant threat and men themselves are afraid of 

the perils of a world secretly run by women.451 Frans Ellul’s decision to live, 

at least temporarily, without girls and to return not to his mother but to his 

father’s world is a very important statement, both for his own self-esteem 

and for his name in the community. His new love becomes the sea that 

symbolizes independence and manhood: Frans is now a man. His paternal 

uncle who left the village and fishing to establish himself in town, has 

become a successful businessman, but he is viewed with scorn by his 

brother, Frans’ father, and presumably by the rest of the community 

because he has “betrayed” his culture and roots. This “betrayal” is perhaps 

symbolically (and tragically) expressed by the fact that his is a childless 

marriage and therefore his virility is put into question. 

 

Although Massa portrays it as a maternal element, his experience of the sea 

is not alien to its identification with virility and other masculine traits. The 

                   
450 Born, 9. 
451 Gilmore, “Introduction: The Shame of Dishonor,” 15-16. 
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male persona that emerges from his poems is that of an adventurous man 

who is perfectly at home in the dangerous” environment in the depths of 

the sea. There is almost no hint of fear or anxiety caused by the sea itself: 

this is his world and his manliness and knife-wielding control of this 

fascinating underworld (as in “Apprentice Diver’s Invocation”), which he 

describes with the ease and authority of someone who knows the 

surroundings well, are not put into question, not even when he has serious 

misgivings (“my panic in the shiver of my hand,” line 11) about his 

behaviour towards some of the creatures of the sea. His frequent references 

to women or to his lover, as in “come / dive with me / to the water deep” 

(lines 4-6), with its possible sexual interpretations, confirm his masculinity 

in a feminine environment: the male persona moves about with personality 

in the potentially ensnaring world of “xibkatuliss,” or Ulysses’ net; if 

anything, his sea world is the locus of love making, not of Calypso-like 

entrapment.  

 

In the prominently placed first stanza of his collection of poems called 

Xibkatuliss written between 1965 and 1989, Massa’s lines call forth various 

interpretations: “the grip of your arms is not mine alone,” he writes, 

addressing “xibkatuliss;” “come into my arms again / for one night only / 

because tomorrow you will sail away quietly / and I have to save myself / 
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from xibkatuliss.” To bisect the lines and the various possible 

interpretations would be to ignore the openness and indeterminacy of this 

opening stanza: “There is no limit to what a metaphor calls to our attention, 

and much of what we are caused to notice is not propositional in 

character”452 because it has a lot to do with experiences like the evocation 

of moods and the stimulation of imagery. 453  Like metaphor, “the sea 

represents space, freedom, the possibility to go beyond the limit, to 

discover that which is new and different,”454 so any attempt to drag either 

metaphor or the figure of the sea into the closed creeks of meaning, 

propositions, or interpretation (as defined by Cooper) is a negation of the 

indeterminacy and the raison d’être of fresh metaphor. Massa’s opening 

lines in “Xibkatuliss1” “transmit, among other things, a sense of physical 

love, of intimate union; they also transmit the persona’s anxiety about the 

future, about breaking up, about waiting, about Penelope in danger of 

losing her home and her lover, about Odysseus losing his wife and his 

freedom. But “xibkatuliss” is also the sea, Massa’s alternative motherland 

and home, and the verb “insalva” (line 7), apart from its association 

through assonance with “issalpa” (line 6) which widens further its scope 

for “interpretation,” has moral connotations too. Traditional theories of the 

                   
452 Donald Davidson quoted by Cooper, 107. 
453 Cooper, 108. 
454 Oliver Friggieri, “La Coscienza del Limite,” Venature Mediterranee: Dialogo con Scrittori di 
Oggi, ed. Costanza Ferrini (Messina: Mesogea, 1999), 81. 
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interpretation of figurative language suggest that literal meaning is 

processed first, and then rejected in favour of a figurative interpretation, 

but this serial model has been called into question and studies have 

suggested that “interpreters can simultaneously process both literal and 

figurative meanings, especially given sufficient supporting context.” 455 

Alternative aspects of meaning, including literal, perceptual, and abstract 

psychological features, “do not necessarily operate in opposition to one 

another;”456 the data that has been collected has shown that alternative 

metaphorical interpretations are not mutually exclusive.457 If, as suggested 

by Peter Serracino Inglott in his introduction to Massa’s collection, 

“xibkatuliss” is a representation of our destiny as prisoners of the 

conceptual system woven by our language, then Massa’s poetry is an 

attempt to escape from that net, to sail away: although in grammatical 

terms, “issalpa” and “insalva” refer to different persons, the connection 

between them established by assonance suggests that salvation can be 

achieved by sailing away, by getting out of the net of the sea. 

 

The indeterminacy of metaphor does not separate literature, and poetry in 

particular, from reality: mimêsis, or imitation, which is the process of 

                   
455 Valerie Reyna, “Meaning, Memory, and the Interpretation of Metaphors,” Metaphor: 
Implications and Applications, ed. Jeffrey Scott Mio and Albert N. Katz (Mahwah, New Jersey: 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1996), 49. 
456 Ibid., 50. 
457 Ibid., 51. 
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forming the literary work,458  holds together the closeness of poetry to 

human reality and the far-ranging flight of fable-making, and this paradox 

is intimately tied to metaphor.459 “There is mimêsis only where there is a 

‘making’ (‘faire’).”460 Therefore, as can be seen, for instance, in the opening 

lines of “Xibkatuliss1,” in mimêsis there is “a double tension”: on the one 

hand, “the imitation is at once a portrayal of human reality and an original 

creation; on the other, it is faithful to things as they are and it depicts them 

as higher and greater than they are.” Relocated on the foundations 

provided by mimêsis, metaphor “ceases to be arbitrary and trivial.” Related 

to the imitation of our actions at their best, metaphor takes part in the 

double tension that characterizes this imitation: “submission to reality and 

fabulous invention, unaltering representation and ennobling elevation.”461 

This double tension constitutes the referential function of metaphor in 

poetry and lies at the heart of figures like that of Massa’s “xibkatuliss.”  

 

 

 

 

A Republic Struggling with IndependenceA Republic Struggling with Independence 

                   
458 Ricoeur, 38. 
459 Ibid., 39 
460 Ibid., 38. 
461 Ibid., 40. 
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In the Maltese version of “Delimara,” the poet writes that he was there, in 

the seas, before he “experienced [or tried on] the swaddling-clothes of my 

people:” the word “ġarrabt” in “ġarrabt il-fsieqi ta’ ġensi” (line 24) has this 

double meaning, but in both cases, the implication is that his people have 

not yet grown up and they are still attached to their mother. In the poet’s 

English version of the passage from “Delimara” quoted above, “time stilled 

the birth pangs of my race,” suggesting that his race was not born because 

the birth pangs stopped, perhaps temporarily, perhaps permanently, before 

the delivery was complete. The poet’s comment that he was there “qabel 

ombrajt l-għekiesi ta’ niesi” (line 26), before he began to dislike, or even 

feel disgust for the chalk-marked heels of his people, reinforces the 

impression that he views his ethnic group as “enslaved.” Massa deals with 

Malta with scathing irony: in “Quarry,” “my dream for the republic” (line 4) 

which he doesn’t mention by name partly out of disrespect and scorn, is 

dominated by limestone, with “dream villas” (line 11) and “grand hotels / 

on wheat harvest carob and thyme” (line 15-16). “This shall be a good land,” 

he writes in the last stanza of “Amateur Photography,” “a dry but a good 

land.” The poet’s  

recurring image of a runaway slave touching his chalk-marked heel (as in 
Roman times, to remove the mark of their slavery) expresses his 
preoccupation that the formal independence of his country may not have 
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brought automatic liberation from the shackles of the colonially imprisoned 
mind.462 

 

Moreover, according to Serracino Inglott, Massa criticizes the fact that the 

Maltese are foresaking “authentic, long preserved values through blind 

acceptance or imposition of changes, under high pressure, which are often 

nothing but new disguises of the old oppressions.” 463  In his work on 

“Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 

Edward L. Zammit argues that “the vast majority of the population was 

subservient and compliant;” and he refers to several foreign observers who 

were impressed by the “quiescence and fatalism, the sense of inferiority 

and dependence arising out of the paternal tradition,” 464  of “British 

paternalism.”465 Despite the effective national resistance organized by the 

Maltese against the French just over a decade before, the authors of the 

Royal Commission Report of 1812 decided that “the Maltese temperament 

was incompatible with an ordered system of representative government,” 

and, as elsewhere, this conclusion provided a “convenient justification for 

colonial policy” and for giving the Governor “complete authority.”466 One of 

the reasons for this quiescence was the fact that thousands of Maltese from 

all walks of life were employed by the colonial government – in 1957, for 
                   
462 Peter Serracino Inglott, “84 Poems from Malta,” Limestone 84: Poems from Malta, ed. Daniel 
Massa (Malta: Malta University Press, 1978), 8. 
463 Ibid.. 
464 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 169. 
465 Ibid., 174. 
466 Ibid., 166. 
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example, 27% of the gainfully occupied population were employed with the 

Services;467 moreover, the economy became increasingly dependent upon 

British military expenditure. Unlike the French, the British were careful not 

to clash with the Maltese Church, the main traditional social institution, 

and this allowed them to settle into the “old role” of the Order of St. 

John.468 Apart from those “rare occasions” when “a convergence of various 

issues was evident,” as in the case of the riots of June 1919, “the average 

Maltese” generally avoided “direct confrontation with the overriding 

powers of the colonizer.”469  

 

The recurrence of the images of chalk, limestone and sand in Massa’s 

portrayal of the quiescent, subservient post-colonial Maltese, and their 

association with slavery, dryness, unbearable heat, sterility, death, and the 

sensation of having one’s teeth on edge, contrasts with the freshness, 

fertility, life, and cultural richness associated with the deep seas. The 

concluding stanza of “Amateur Photography,” for instance, identifies Malta 

with dryness, the blinding rays of the sun, the dead, and the wait for rain. 

Although the poet singles out the passivity and sometimes even the 

treachery of some of his compatriots, some of “us” who “pawn” their 

                   
467 Edward L. Zammit, A Colonial Inheritance. Maltese Perceptions of Work, Power and Class 
Structure with Reference to the Labour Movement (Malta: Malta University Press, 1984), 18.  
468 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 164. 
469 Ibid., 171. 
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cisterns and orange trees (“Resurrection,” lines 7-8), he is well aware of his 

own guilt, “we’re all fascists now” (“Apprentice Diver’s Invocation,” line 28) 

– but he doesn’t consider himself guilty of passivity or of starting the chain 

reaction of violence. Much of the blame seems to lie in the fact that Malta 

“is a sun-scorched land / where the shallow seas” inevitably “breed 

danger;” this “is a silent sea” where the political “octopus,” with its far-

reaching tentacles, breeds (lines 23-25); this is a land littered with bits of 

rusty metal, where the “sting ray” hides mischievously on the sandy beach 

of the republic (“Il-Qbajjar,” lines 27 and 31). The poet tries, but fails, to kill 

what he calls “Christ the octopus” (“Apprentice Diver’s Invocaton,” line 14), 

a reference perhaps to the description of Mintoff, who was born on July 6, 

the feast of Christ the Saviour, as “is-Salvatur ta’ Malta” (the Saviour of 

Malta). His temporary solution is to ask his woman to swim out of the 

shallow seas that represent Malta with him so that he can cleanse himself 

of the “wrath” with which he ends his poem but which dominates his 

relationship with Malta right from the start of the poem and turns him into 

an angry “fascist.” But even in the use of the term “fascist” there is more 

than a hint of irony, because it may refer to some accusation that all those 

who were considered opponents of the people in power were “fascists.” 

Massa wants his woman to wait with him and pray for the redemption of 

the future generations of Maltese (“Il-Qbajjar,” lines 38-40); he wants her 
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to “Come out of the shade” and to “swim out of the shallow seas” that make 

people complacent and sleepy (“Apprentice Diver’s Invocaton,” lines 29-

30). 

 

Life lies in the deep seas and the poet returns to the sea to give birth 

(“Matriċi,” line 7), to draw “a sketch of a new arras” (“Design for a New 

Arras,” line 39), to redesign his motherland. “In my house by the shore,” 

writes Massa in “Before Commitment: Second Mate’s Complaint,” “there 

are times when I feel / nothing” (lines 1-3). Unlike the sea, his alternative 

home, the beauty of which serves as a measuring stick for the beauty of his 

woman (“mara sabiħa bħall-baħar,” “Pentekoste II,” line 16), the land, 

Malta, is more than uninspiring, it actively resists inspiration and Massa 

ends up feeling “nothing” – this is the purging, rather than the absence, of 

feeling, of inspiration; “I’m dying here,” he writes in “Resurrection” (line 

23). This theme of nothingness, of lack of artistic inspiration, returns at the 

end of the poem (line 36), like a curse, because “the tidal wave” that can 

shake the stubborn mimic men / of our mythology / horse and rider / 

riding for a fall” (“Before Commitment: Second Mate’s Complaint,” lines 4-

8) does not arrive; Mintoff (in command, on horseback, as Victor Fenech 

portrays him in his poem “Samuraj”) and his henchmen, “the holy mimic 

men” (line 18), “the righteous politicians” (line 30), “the lovely mimic men 
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of our mythology” (line 34), are “above suspicion and beyond tradition” 

(line 17), but in the meantime, “our workers” come to the conclusion that 

they were better off under the British, “an alien task-master” (line 16), and 

the poet fails to make his and their voice heard: “he can only mouth 

incongruities / like let my people go” (lines 26-27), and “in-nies tar-re” (“L-

Impenn,” lines 8, 22, 25, literally “the king’s people”), the stubborn, holy, 

lovely mimic men, are too absorbed by themselves and their impersonation 

of themselves to listen. “This is a dry land” inhabited by people whose post-

Independence aspirations are consumed by “lotto” (line 28) and who 

expect the intervention of Providence, rather than their own initiative, to 

quench the thirst of their land. Massa thinks that only “the tidal wave” can 

do the job – and perhaps he means that quite literally; ironically, his 

solution, like lotto and Divine Providence, is equally dependent on outside 

intervention.  

 

However, Massa’s reaction to the local task-masters’ hold on the destiny of 

the people (“Reżurrezzjoni,” line 40) is, in part, to spur the Maltese on to 

regain possession of their own destinies, to reject acquiescence, to till the 

fallow land, and therefore to reappropriate their land from within; but it is 

also, ironically, to walk “towards the / sudden garden / the sound of the 

sea” (“Resurrection,” lines 29-31) before the limestone eats up “my mind” 



Dominant Metaphors in Maltese Literature 
 

 
 

258 

(line 24): the two closing lines of both the Maltese and the English version, 

“and do not look behind you - / the chalk yet clings to your heels” (lines 36-

37; “Reżurrezzjoni,” lines 41-42) suggest that freedom from slavery under 

the king and his men can only be obtained by leaving Malta – the sea is 

Massa’s alternative homeland, and that is where he wants to take the 

woman he loves in order to start afresh. 

 

While Dominic Cutajar and others highlight the “cordial relations between 

the colonial administration and the Church authorities” in the nineteenth 

century which “produced an inward-looking culture compounded of 

obscurantism and reactionary political attitudes that intellectually 

insulated Maltese society from the dynamic of growth of European 

culture,”470 Massa’s poetry does not seem to acknowledge the responsibility 

of the Maltese Church, albeit “the ultimate protector of the population,”471 

in the fostering of the “generally complacent and submissive” attitude of 

“the majority” of the colonized Maltese to their foreign rulers.472 The British 

knew that the Church was the only powerful organization which could offer 

any effective opposition to their rule, so they were wise enough to come to 

                   
470 Dominic Cutajar, “Trends and Influences in Maltese Art 1800-1964. Part One: 1800-60. 
Artistic Crisis and New Ideals,” The British Colonial Experience 1800-1964: The Impact on 
Maltese Society, ed. Victor Mallia-Milanes (Malta: Mireva, 1988), 241. 
471 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 170. 
472 Ibid., 167.  
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terms with the situation by maintaining good relations with the Church.473 

This does not mean that the relations between the two sides were not 

unproblematic, but that they avoided unnecessary confrontation, and 

sometimes they combined their considerable forces to confront a common 

“enemy,” as in the case of social reformer and political agitator Manwel 

Dimech (1860-1921) whom they perceived as a serious threat to their 

authority. For much of its rule, Britain was only interested in Malta’s 

strategic role as an island fortress: once this had been safeguarded, it was 

quite happy to leave domestic affairs to the Maltese and it “even offered the 

local Church a measure of protection in exchange for its promotion of the 

people's loyalties towards their earthly sovereign.”474 Dimech believed that 

the Church, like the British Imperial Government, was interested in 

maintaining the status quo, so it fostered interest in such harmless things 

as festas.475 In this context, as often happens among powerless minorities 

excluded from control over vital areas of their own life, like politics and the 

economy, “the energy and interest of the Maltese” were displaced into 

religious activity and contemplation.476 As suggested by the titles of two of 

his more representative poems, “Pentekoste II” and “Reżurrezzjoni,” and by 

the language of some of his political poems, such as “Mewt fil-Gudja” and 

                   
473 Ibid., 170. 
474 Ibid., 173. 
475 P. Xuereb, writing in The Sunday Times of 2.7.72 (“A Maltese Revolutionary”), quoted by 
Zammit, A Colonial Inheritance, 56. 
476 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 173.  
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“L-Impenn,” Massa sees true religious commitment and faith as playing an 

important part in the solution to the moral and political complacency 

spread among the Maltese by the colonizers and other foreigners, without 

questioning in any significant way the role of the Church and the Catholic 

faith in the moulding of that mentality. Dench is categoric: “Much of the 

passionate interest in religion displayed in Malta” has been “escapist.” He 

interprets the “alleged fatalism of the islanders” simply as “a pursuit of 

spiritual goals” that made up for their lack of individual or collective 

control over material affairs. “The central position of the church has for 

generations channelled political debate into essentially symbolic and 

unrealistic issues.”477  

 

The politico-religious dispute of the 1960s between the Church and the 

Malta Labour Party “resulted in a more narrowly defined role for the 

church in contrast to its former dominant position,” but as Massa and 

Victor Fenech suggest in works like “Monologu mill-Gżira ta’ l-Isponoż” 

and “Samuraj” respectively, the authoritarian Dom Mintoff, who fought the 

British colonial government and the Church in post-World War II Malta, 

assumed a role that reproduced the paternalism that he had set out to 

defeat and this attitude necessarily undermined his longterm political 

                   
477 Ibid., 174. 
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success. 478  Moreover, as Zammit suggests, Mintoff, the nation’s strict 

father, may have failed to “implant a new set of perceptions through 

ideological persuasion,” thus limiting considerably the potential for lasting 

social change of the political initiatives of the Workers’ Movememnt.479 In 

poems like “Mewt fil-Gudja” that were inspired by the social and political 

strife of the 1970s and 80s, the Church and the Catholic faith, and the 

dominant political powers of the time whom Massa sees as the new 

colonizers, are on opposite sides of the fence, and in this sense, the Church 

is perceived, once again, as the “the ultimate protector of the population.”  

 

Another element that associates Mintoff with the paternalistic colonialism 

he opposed is the system of patronage that Massa denounces in works like 

“L-Impenn” with its references to “the king’s men.” Patronage (or 

clientelism) is a typical asymmetrical form of social relationship which 

often develops in situations of unequal access to scarce resources. Those 

who dispose of these resources “put their dependants under a personal 

obligation and expect their esteem and services in return.”480  It has been 

argued that the widespread resort to patronage, which has deep roots in the 

“highly paternalistic social and religious institutions” of Maltese society, 

                   
478 The strict father figure of Mintoff is discussed in the section on “Dealing with the Father” of 
Chapter 2, “The Nation-Mother.” 
479 Zammit, A Colonial Inheritance, 4-5.  
480 Zammit, “Aspects of British Colonial Policies and Maltese Patterns of Behaviour,” 182.  
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can also be interpreted as a response to the client-state situation of British 

colonialism in which the Maltese were confronted with a “monopolistic and 

centralizing political bureaucracy.” Although the clients saw patronage as a 

way of coping with a generally difficult situation through a personal 

intervention with power-holders because of the inadequacy of formal 

institutional arrangement to provide for the needs of the powerless, “from 

the colonial viewpoint, the availability of widespread resort to patronage - 

though offending their declared principles and official policies - served an 

important divisive function. Thus, it provided an important concomitant to 

a nominally 'paternalist' policy.” The development plans drawn up after the 

Second World War aimed at raising the social living standards of the 

population to act as official brokers and cater for people's needs without 

recourse to personal favours and introducing Malta to a modern, rational, 

bureaucratic, and industrial world. Zammit suggests that these efforts may 

have pushed forward a modernized form of neo-colonial dependence in 

which the State continues to depend upon its mother country as the source 

of its growth, rather than a lasting form of economic and social 

development which allows the dependent country to generate its own 

wealth.481  

 

                   
481 Ibid., 175-178. 
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The Malta Massa denounces in works like “Monologu mill-Gżira ta’ l-

Isponoż” (“A Monologue from the Island of Sponges”) is held to ransom by 

a megalomaniac and “his men” who take advantage of the fact that their 

subjects are soft, pliable sponges. When Zammit wrote that within the 

Malta Labour Movement (which united the Malta Labour Party and the 

General Workers Union) there was “an institutionalised tendency for a 

charismatic paternalist role as leader,” he was referring to a movement 

identified primarily with Mintoff. After taking over the leadership of the 

Malta Labour Party from Boffa in “typically aggressive manner” and 

eventually returning the Party to Government in 1955, he became “the main 

source of its ideological inspiration.” Up until the late Seventies and early 

Eighties, his leadership remained “unquestioned” because through his 

“strong personality, intelligence, cunning and personal acclaim, he 

completely dominates all sections of the party down to its rank and file.”482 

The way his supporters greeted him and spoke about him “is highly 

reminiscent of the traditional ways in which the Maltese speak of their 

village patron saint: an object of pride and sacred veneration.” Zammit 

confirms Massa’s criticism of Mintoff’s ways when he notes that the many 

techniques that Mintoff resorted to to get what he wanted ranged from 

“fear to example, from admonition to persuasion;” when he addressed his 

                   
482 Zammit, A Colonial Inheritance, 57.  
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supporters at political mass meetings he assumed “a teacher’s role,” 

“instructing and admonishing his audience as well as rallying their 

enthusiastic support,” and thus reproduced the situation in a church where 

the priest subjected the acquiescent congregation to a long sermon.483 

Ultimately Mintoff “imposed” a model of leadership that closely resembled 

that which the Maltese were already used to and that he openly opposed; 

more generally, “the Maltese elected politicians have usurped much of the 

power formerly enjoyed by the Church and the Colonial administrators.”484 

Zammit believes that in line with the traditionally paternalistic pattern of 

social relations in Malta, the emergence of a radical or revolutionary 

consciousness depends on initiatives from above. 485  But his study of 

popular Maltese perceptions of power, work and the class structure 

presented in 1979 found “very little evidence of changes in perceptions”: on 

almost every explored item, “the traditional outlooks tend to predominate.” 

Despite the “achievement” of independence in 1964 and the final 

withdrawal of British forces in 1979, the responses in the study constantly 

reflect “raditional adaptations to national powerlessness” and Zammit 

relates these adaptations to the island’s long colonial experience.486 He 

argues, for example, that a basic problem with the experiences of workers’ 

                   
483 Ibid., 58-59. 
484 Ibid., 153. 
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participation at the Malta Drydocks in the 1970s and early 80s was that 

“the paternalist image of management inherited from the past colonial 

administrators” was largely retained. Generally speaking, among his 

respondents, workers’ participation, and socialism as a whole, “were 

perceived through an ideological framework established within the 

traditional subculture.”487 

 

Changing the NationChanging the Nation  

While Massa is strengthening his bond with the seas, his relationship with 

Malta becomes increasingly problematic. As he makes clear when he invites 

his lover to dive with him into the sea and leave “the petrol-stained asphalt” 

behind them (“Pentecost II,” line 4; “Pentekoste II,” line 5), this bond with 

the sea is also a consequence of his refusal to endorse what he experiences 

as the oppressive atmosphere of his country. “As I go down again,” he 

writes in “Skin Diver’s Republic,” “the godwits are recording / on the 

shores of the republic / full fathom five your mother lies / in her throat the 

seaweed turning” (lines 28-32). In the sea he finds a home that frees him of 

the contradictions of living in post-colonial Malta, that washes away the 

chalk marks of colonialism from the body and sets the “soul” free. His 

translation of “Matriċi” makes it clear that his body was initially a stranger 

                   
487 Ibid., 154. 
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to his soul and that this difference, this estrangement, was resolved in 

favour of the amphibian nature of his whole being - his true home, he 

discovers, lies in the seas.  

 

As the poet disappears into the sea in “Skin Diver’s Republic,” the “godwits” 

are “recording” on the shores of Malta: he makes it clear that he wants to 

have nothing to do with whatever is happening; he not only heads in the 

opposite direction but puts himself in a position from which he cannot look 

back to see what is going on. Godwits are large migratory wading birds that 

appear (or used to) in Malta in small numbers in Spring and are very rare 

in autumn.488 When the verb “record” is used for birds, it normally means 

“sing or practise singing (a tune, a series of notes, etc.), esp. repeatedly; go 

over (a tune etc.) inwardly or quietly.”489 However the “recording” of the 

birds in this poem “on the shores of the republic” also brings to mind bird 

droppings “setting down officially and permanently,” to quote one of the 

meanings of the verb “record.”490 In “Malta Kif Inħsadt?” the verb “record” 

has a similar ironic ring to it: while the “bulijiet” (the Maltese version of 

“bullies” which is being used mockingly in this context) are in the street 

shouting for their rights, the blue rock thrush (“il-merill”), Malta’s national 

bird, is flying high in the sky “recording their empty words” (“jirrekordja il-
                   
488 Charles Gauci and Joe Sultana, L-Għasafar (Malta: Is-Soċjetà Ornitoloġika, 1979), 123. 
489 The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. 
490 Ibid. 
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paroli”) (lines 2-5): Massa is undermining the air of seriousness associated 

with the word “record” in order to produce irony. And in “Amateur 

Photography,” “records” has a strong political connotation because “the 

godwind keeps the records” and “writes with chalk,” indicating slavery or 

colonization, “on the sands of the republic” (lines 1-4). These other uses of 

“record” reinforce a reading of the text in “Skin Diver’s Republic” as 

intentionally ambiguous because it mirrors the fate of Malta: the 

“recording” implies both the positive-sounding, literal idea of singing, and 

the idea that these are bird droppings ridiculing the Republic. In this 

context, the name of the bird is ironical, because Malta as portrayed by 

Massa is no “god” and certainly doesn’t have much “wit.”  

 

There are times when the poet feels that nothing can shake the “stubborn 

mimic” of the national mythology but a tidal wave, and there are times 

when he feels nothing, but there are also times when he feels that he is 

more republican in “word” than in “thought and action” (“Skin Diver’s 

Republic,” lines 7-9). Massa acknowledges that he too is to blame for what 

he sees as the post-colonial colonization of the Maltese. He admits that 

while “they,” the foreigners, the debauched “sailors of all races” (“Dinja 

Ġdida,” line 17), together with the consenting Maltese, “stole Malta’s soul,” 

“we looked the other way” (“New World,” lines 43-44) and this is why he 
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twice acknowledges having the “goose” of personal guilt round his neck 

(“New World,” lines 8 and 42). On the other hand, he is aware of the 

remarkable power that mastery of language, that god gone astray in the 

flesh, affords. Despite the burden of guilt that he feels, Massa knows that 

his decision to use language is an act of defiance in itself, a claim to 

individuality and independence; like the godwit he uses the powerful “god” 

of discourse to record the vicissitudes of his people. It is a statement meant 

both for the Maltese and for the foreigners, “for it is implicit that to speak is 

to exist absolutely for the other”491 – Massa uses the Maltese language not 

only to defy the powerful local and foreign rulers, but also to establish his 

own individuality and that of his nation. “Every people in whose soul an 

inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its local 

cultural originality,” finds itself “face to face with the language of the 

civilizing nation,” and therefore it has to face “the problem of language.”492 

Massa, an expert in the literature of Malta’s last colonizers who has written 

about post-colonialism, and therefore a “colonized” person who, according 

to Fanon’s point of view, has “elevated” himself in the eyes of the colonizers 

and the colonized, chooses to write in Maltese (and to translate his works 

into English) and therefore to assert his identity. 

 

                   
491 Fanon, 17. 
492 Ibid., 18. 
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Mario Vella reacts poetically to Daniel Massa’s political poems published in 

Limestone 84 (1978) in “My Garrulous Critique: To Daniel, Invitation to a 

Political Dialogue,” that appeared in Wara r-Repubblika: Versi. (After the 

Republic: Poems) (1979). “We must abandon / the old ship Our Mythology 

/ like a child leaves its mother / that died whilst giving birth” (lines 85-88): 

the “mythology” surrounding Mintoff and his “mimic men” which Massa 

denounces specifically in “Before Commitment: Second Mate’s Complaint” 

and more generally in works like “Monologu mill-Gżira ta’ l-Isponoż” and 

“L-Impenn,” becomes what Vella calls “Our Mythology,” a romanticized 

reading of the story of the Maltese people (represented also by the figure of 

the “mother”) that ignores the contribution and plight of the manual 

workers. The search for “popular national roots” is not possible because it 

“is necessarily and at the same time an invention, a recreation of these 

roots.”493 Vella’s new republican Malta has “uprooted” its “umbilical cords” 

and weaned itself away completely from Britain, the “mother country;” 

Malta is now a ship that has “weighed anchor” (although “the roots held on 

desperately to the rock”) (lines 11-15) and has set sail. “You,” he tells Massa, 

with pride and perhaps more than a hint of condescension, “are our past, 

our adolescence, our pre-political / experience” (lines 7-9). While Massa, 

deep in his poetic world of collective memory, is at a standstill, the 

                   
493 Sciberras and Vella, “English Abstract of Introduction/Manifesto,” Wara r-Repubblika: Versi, 
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liberated Maltese are forging ahead; while the poet is busy telling stories, 

perhaps even telling tales, the Maltese people are busy making history. 

“We,” the Maltese, “have mutinied,” and while “the captain,” and the “first 

and second mates” (a direct reference to the titles of two of Massa’s poems) 

are “locked in the galley” of the past, two common, unassuming, but 

determined sailors are “busy scraping / away dangerous memories of the 

deep, / of heavy breasted mermaid mothers” and “cataloguing the scraped 

memories / for the ship’s museum” (lines 22-33).  

Vella implies, amongst other things, that Massa’s interpretation of the 

events that are shaping Malta misses the point altogether: rather than 

recognizing the significance of the whole picture, the truly liberating force 

that is sweeping over the country and its people, Massa is absorbed by the 

details that count little in the end. He sees the supposedly new ruler, 

Mintoff, as a return to the old, colonial ways, and therefore as an 

undermining of the whole liberating story itself; Vella pushes aside all talk 

of differences between the liberated Maltese and their native rulers and 

concentrates on the fact that “Now we have begun / to move” (lines 64-65). 

Not only does the new Malta need “a new vessel, and “a new crew, now,” 

but also “new minstrels with a new song” (lines 76-79) - Massa is not up to 

it, “there is a limit to the strength / of your word” (lines 48-49) and “you 

will leave us / in the lurch / transport-less.” Vella’s identification of Massa’s 
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world-view with that which is old, conveniently “mystic” or “dreamy” (line 

112) and ultimately irrelevant and/or misleading, can be seen in Vella’s 

juxtaposition of his own word “sweat” with Massa’s “soul” (stanza 12): the 

new Maltese “will call / a spade a spade” (lines 101-102) and the nation-

ship (“our boats”) has been built “with care / using only the best granite. / 

‘The mystic pillars’ of your ‘dream / for the republic’ will not do” (lines 110-

113). Vella declares that unlike Massa, who is supposedly snug in his dream 

world, “we’re breeding children” who do not sleep at night and cannot be 

deceived by some “threepence lullaby” (lines 117-118): sleepy, dreamy 

Malta is passé. When the “foreign and indigenous” thieves come to steal 

Malta’s soul, or wealth, the “well trained look-outs” on the “new” nation-

ship “will not be looking the other way”: “they will challenge” and 

“apprehend” (stanza 11).  

 

The Mediterranean Sea as a Common MotherlandThe Mediterranean Sea as a Common Motherland   

While Mario Vella’s confident new nation rides the sea and declares that 

the time for the sale of fresh meat by auction in the cheap labour market of 

Strait Street is almost over (“Għadda ż-Żmien (jew Kważi)”), and Oliver 

Friggieri’s disorientated nation-ship is struggling without a captain and 

without passengers, Daniel Massa heads for his ideal motherland below. 

His deep experience of the sea, of sliding “feet first” from his mother’s 
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womb into another matrix (“Delimara”), gives him a sense of déjà-vu, an 

experience which is intrinsically ambiguous. In psychology, déjà-vu is 

either the illusory feeling of having already experienced the present 

moment or situation, or the (correct) impression that something similar 

has been previously experienced, or “tedious familiarity.”494 But there is no 

hint of tedium in Massa’s deep water narrative: if anything one is led to 

believe that the poet is escaping the negative tedium transmitted to him by 

Malta, Vella’s new “republic.” The reference to “il-fsieqi ta’ ġensi” in 

“Delimara,” “the swaddling-clothes of my people” (line 24) suggests that 

the Maltese have yet to grow (perhaps they refuse to) – the sliding of the 

poet from the nation-mother into the sea-as-womb or matrix implies that 

Massa’s ideal republic must seek the freedom of the seas that wash away 

the marks of colonization and link up once again with the common womb 

of the Mediterranean Sea. In an interview with Costanza Ferrini, 

Marseilles-born writer René Frégni points out that for him, the 

Mediterranean sea is a mother: in French there is only a slight difference 

between “mère” (mother) and “mer” (sea) - perhaps the Mediterranean is 

an “immortal mother.”495 Like Frégni, in the Mediterranean Massa feels at 

home and protected like a son in his mother’s womb.  

 
                   
494 The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. 
495 René Frégni, “Erranze Mediterranee,” Venature Mediterranee: Dialogo con Scrittori di Oggi, 
ed. Costanza Ferrini (Messina: Mesogea, 1999), 15. 
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Daniel Massa depicts the Mediterranean, this “space-movement” which 

Braudel describes as “a sum of interconnected maritime and land routes,” 

as a common homeland that has given birth to many diverse cultures.496  

La testimonianza più bella sull’immenso passato del Mediterraneo è quella 
che ci fornisce il mare stesso. [...] Naturalmente non può spiegare tutto di un 
passato complesso, costruito dagli uomini con una dose più o meno elevata 
di logica, di capriccio o di aberrazione, ma rimette con pazienza al loro 
posto le esperienze del passato, restituendo a ognuna i primi frutti della sua 
esistenza.497 

 

In “Matriċi” the references to the poet “cradled in matrix of lapis lazuli” 

(line 3) and to “Linear B” (line 4), the later of two forms of Bronze Age 

writing found in Crete and parts of Greece and recording a form of 

Mycenaean Greek, place Massa’s poetic world in the Mediterranean Sea. 

Crete was the cradle of the Minoan Civilization that developed the first 

written system of Europe; the reference to the deciphering of Linear B 

opens up Massa’s alternative motherland to the culture, language and 

collective memory of the region. 

 

In the past the Mediterranean was perceived “as a limit, a barrier that 

extends until the horizon, an obsessive, omnipresent, marvellous, 

                   
496 Fernand Braudel, Il Mediterraneo: Lo Spazio, la Storia, gli Uomini, le Tradizioni, translated 
by Elena de Angeli (Milano: Saggi Tascabili - Bompiani, 1987, 2000), 51. 
497 Fernand Braudel, Memorie del Mediterraneo: Preistoria e Antichità, (ed.) Roselyne de Ayala 
and Paule Braudel; preface and notes by Jean Guilaine and Pierre Rouillard. Translated by Enrica 
Zaira Merlo. (Italy: Bompiani, 1998), 19. 
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enigmatic, immensity;498 “da solo,” writes Braudel, “nel passato costituiva 

un universo, un pianeta.”499 Massa takes his readers down into the depths 

of the Mediterranean universe of the past that is also, inevitably, its 

present. “The Mediterranean is not merely a geographical reality, but a 

symbolic space, a place overloaded with representations;” 500  Philippe 

Joutard calls it a “true laboratory of memory.”501 In Massa’s poetry there 

are many direct references to the Mediterranean in general and to Greek 

mythology in particular: Kronos, Mycenae, Linear B, Thalassa, Helios, 

Ulysses, Electra, Naxos, Dionysus, Pasiphae, Nemesis, Venus de Milo, 

Adonis, and the Minotaur, but also the Medina bank, the Dead Sea, 

Alexandria, Phalaris, and Tanit. In the poem “Xibkatuliss2” the poet 

mentions the Mediterranean by name, associating it with the sea, depth, a 

young woman, the Christian religion, fishing and nets, and of course with 

Ulysses and classical Greece. The poet’s image of this Sea as a matrix or 

womb allows for an understanding of the Mediterranean that gives birth to 

and contains the diverse physical and narrative elements within it. “Il 

Mediterraneo,” writes Thierry Fabre, “è davvero una matrice di civiltà. Ha 

un potere di attrazione e una forza di assimilazione di ampiezza tale da 

                   
498 Braudel, Il Mediterraneo: Lo Spazio, la Storia, gli Uomini, le Tradizioni, 31.  
499 Ibid., 32. 
500 Costanza Ferrini and Antonino Recupero, “Prefazione,” Jean-Claude Izzo e Thierry Fabre, 
Rappresentare il Mediterraneo: Lo Sguardo Francese (Messina: Mesogea, 2000). 7. 
501 “Véritable laboratoire de la mémoire.” Philippe Joutard, “Entre histoire et mémoire, espérer 
une Méditerranée plurielle,” La pensée de midi (Mémoires en miroir. Autour d’une Méditerranée 
plurielle), No. 3, Winter 2000, 7. 
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conferirgli una supremazia reale;” 502  he refers to the writings of the 

geographer Elisée Reclus, author of a whole chapter on “The 

Mediterranean” in his monumental Géographie Universelle of 1887, whose 

vision focuses on “the whole picture” (“la visione d’insieme”) of the region 

rather than on “la ricchezza di particolari.”503 

 

In “Tempji tal-Qedem,” Tanit, who was the Carthaginian counterpart of the 

Phoenician goddess of fertility Astarte, and is therefore intimately tied to 

the Mediterranean region, is described as “j’omm” (line 10), “mother;” and 

in “Xibkatuliss1” and “Xibkatuliss2,” the protagonist and the young woman 

are caught, not unwillingly, in the net of the womb-like sea, where the 

boundaries between entrapment, love and freedom, between lover and 

mother, between she and I seem to dissolve. For Hughes, writing about 

Sterling Hayden’s novel of 1976, Voyage: A Novel of 1896, “the mother 

earth,” the motherland “is more or less domesticated; the sea is an 

adventuress, a capacious, roomy house of many mansions,”504  and the 

Maltese male poet swims inside this ambiguous mother-lover feminine 

                   
502 With its power to attract and its wide-ranging ability to assimilate that gives it real supremacy, 
the Mediterranean is truly “a matrix of civilization.” Thierry Fabre, “La Francia e il Mediterraneo: 
Genealogie e Rappresentazioni,” Rappresentare il Mediterraneo: Lo Sguardo Francese Jean-
Claude Izzo and Thierry Fabre (Messina: Mesogea, 2000), 56. 
503 Ibid., 54. 
504 James M. Hughes, “Popular Imagery of the Sea: Lore is a Four-Letter Word,” Literature and 
Lore of the Sea, ed. Patricia Ann Carlson (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1986), 218. 
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space, the xibkatuliss that resembles the femme fatale.505 His journeys are 

often a return to the sea (and the feminine), the matrix of civilization, the 

genesis of life, the hope of a new individual and collective beginning, the 

locus of slavery and belonging. Towards the end of “Xibkatuliss2,” the last 

poem in his collection, the poet pleads to “xibkatuliss,” from which both he 

and the young woman repeatedly try to break free: “nixtieqek f’dirgħajja / 

minuta oħra biss,” “I want you in my arms / for one more minute only” 

(lines 27-28). The need to belong is strong. 

 

ConclusionConclusion  

Post-Independence writers like Victor Fenech and Daniel Massa have a 

difficult love-hate relationship with their country which they denounce 

primarily because of its inability to face up to the challenges posed by the 

formal Independence it obtained and because of its unhealthy nostalgia for 

the former colonial masters and its servile attitude towards the local 

masters who “replaced” them. Although it is true even in Massa’s case that 

“the sea is a voyage within oneself,”506 the deep sea experiences he narrates 

are also a reaction to the sterile environment on Malta where the vast 

majority of the Maltese are seen as subservient and compliant. The sea that 

                   
505 See ibid., 217 
506 “La mer est un voyage, mais à l’intérieur de soi.” Abdallaoui, quoted by Martin R. Zammit, 
229.  
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writers normally view from afar with awe and sometimes with fear and 

suspicion becomes the poet’s alternative homeland, the secluded world 

where he can rinse the chalk marks of oppression by foreign and local 

masters from his body and set his soul free. 

 

While the literary figure of the sea is more often than not a strong, 

determined, hard-headed, and irascible male similar to the sterotypical 

macho, the land is a beautiful, nurturing and loving passive female who is 

dependent on her more powerful husband and lives at the mercy of his 

whims. But in Massa’s unusual narratives, the sea is a maternal element 

associated with the matrix or womb, and the poet is the adventurous male 

who preserves his manliness despite returning to the womb. He hopes that 

a tidal wave may sweep over an immobile and passive Malta to allow it to 

start afresh.  

 

The poet’s decision to “slide” into the deep seas does not mean a return to 

the comfort of his mother’s womb and an escape from the burning moral 

and political issues that he himself raises: his main weapon is language, 

and despite his doubts about his own guilt, he knows that his decision to 

use language is an act of defiance in itself, a declaration of faith in the 

freedom of the individual and the power of discourse. While physically 
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turning his back on the scorched land of the “republic” he refuses to call by 

name, his thoughts return systematically to that dry but good land, to the 

nation-mother that has lived off patronage and prostitution and wants the 

British sailors back. While the nation continues to yearn for the morally 

corrupt foreigners who supposedly soiled her authentic, long preserved 

values, and to adulate the local politician and his henchmen who choose 

not to break the convenient cycle of patronage that preserves the unjust 

power relations within the community, the poet asks his lover to follow him 

into the sea, the ancient place of new beginnings both for them as 

individuals and possibly for the Maltese nation as a whole.  

 

The republic Massa denounces is identified with dryness, unbearable heat, 

the blinding rays of the sun, sterility, slavery, and death, while his new 

motherland in the deep seas is associated with freshness, fertility, life, and 

the cultural richness of the Mediterranean region, with its power to attract 

and its wide-ranging ability to assimilate, especially through its Greek 

classical tradition. His new Malta is in control of its destiny because it does 

not subject itself to the will of “others.” But on the other hand, the deep, 

open sea where it has the potential to start afresh is also the net that 

trapped Ulysses, the xibkatuliss, which calls forth, among others, the limits 

of the human being trapped in his or her own mental, emotional and 
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linguistic geography. Odysseus, the Mediterranean character par 

excellence, is not looking for something, like Amerigo Vespucci; all he 

wants is to return home, to the coast, to his wife who weaves and secretly 

unravels her own “net” in the hope that he will finally return. The many-

sided xibkatuliss suggests that no formula can ever produce a utopia and 

this is probably why both Odysseus (through the gods) and Massa (with his 

tidal wave) need outside help to get out of their respective nets. One of the 

most striking differences between Mario Vella and Massa is that for Vella, 

speaking in the first person plural, the nation-ship, despite some fierce 

resistance from within, has “weighed anchor” and set sail, while for Massa, 

speaking in the first person singular, Mintoff, with the arrogance of the 

strict father figure, and his “mimic men,” with their old colonial mentality, 

hinder the achievement of true freedom. Edward L. Zammit shows that 

despite the achievements of republican Malta and the “imposition” of 

certain political ideas from above, many Maltese still believe that they are 

ultimately powerless as a nation and they expect to be led. 

 

Massa’s diver prefers the depth and openness of the seas to the citadel or 

cocoon-like nation-village on land because the sea is where life began and 

he is in search of a new beginning for himself and possibly for his people. 

The sea, like metaphor, gives the poet and his potentially new nation the 
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possibility and the freedom to discover or create that which is new and 

different, to venture beyond their seemingly fixed limits.  
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ConclusionConclusion  
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This study deals with the way Malta has been represented in poetry and 

narrative written in Maltese. Metaphor, with its ability to “stretch” 

language and thought “beyond its elastic limit,” 507  has played a 

fundamental role in the “forging” of the national imaginary that lies at the 

junction between “real history” (or “the real story” - in Maltese “storja” can 

mean both “story” and “history”), and literary texts. In the Deleuzian sense, 

“the imaginary is not the unreal, but rather the indecipherability of the real 

and the unreal, the intermediary world between factual discourse and 

fictional discourse.” 508  Generally speaking, the conventional conceptual 

metaphors of the mother, home, traveller, and village, are rooted in 

conventional conceptions of the nation, while the representation of the 

nation as the sea marks a return to and a reinterpretation of the figure of 

the mother. While conventional conceptual metaphors, like that of the 

nation-as-mother, have the potential to structure the concept of the nation 

by imagining the unimagined, by giving structure to a concept that has no 

structure, fresh conceptual metaphors simultaneously create and defy that 

new structure with their indeterminacy. 

 

                   
507 Andrew Ortony, “Similarities in Similes and Metaphors,” Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew 
Ortony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 355. 
508 Fabre, “La Francia e il Mediterraneo: Genealogie e Rappresentazioni,” 25. Fabre’s argument 
here is about the Mediterranean imaginary. 
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The most important metaphor for the nation, that “totally discoursive 

being,” is that of the mother. The protagonist of Ġużè Aquilina’s influential 

romantic historical novel Taħt Tliet Saltniet, who is presented as the ideal 

Maltese citizen, compares Malta to a poor, uneducated, sick widow that is 

totally dedicated to her children but lacks the physical strength and the 

material resources to take care of them. She is in a sorry state,509 “Malta l-

għażiża li, f’qalbu, kien ixebbah lil mara marida qiegħda tistenna t-tabib li 

jagħtiha s-saħħa.”510 The widow is Aquilina’s image of the mythicized “self-

sacrificing epic motherhood” applied to the nation: the children of the 

nation-mother have lost their father and now, like the widow’s children, 

they are about to lose their mother.511 In the novel, the arrival of the British 

colonial father figure, who resembles the stereotypical self-confident, male 

doctor of Maltese romantic historical novels, restores the health of the 

nation-mother and re-establishes order in the nation-home. In fact, at the 

end of the novel, the narrator points out that the newly-wed protagonists 

have raised the “English” (probably meaning “British”) flag on the roof of 

their home, the ideal Maltese home.512  

 

                   
509 Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet, 101. 
510 Ibid., 105. “In his heart, he used to liken his dear Malta to a sick woman who is waiting for the 
doctor to give her strength.” In Maltese, “saħħa” means both “health” and “strength.” 
511 Morris, 186. 
512 Aquilina, Taħt Tliet Saltniet, 381. 
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The novelist’s portrayal of the metaphorical figure of the dedicated but 

politically ineffective nation-mother is undermined by the cultural 

idealizations and generalizations of the maternal. Because of the 

conservative ideas about the Maltese nation that it promotes both in its 

narrative and in its didactic passages (the two are often inseparable),  the 

text assumes that motherhood is a universal condition and that the concept 

of the nation is indistinct from that of the traditional nuclear family, but in 

reality motherhood, like the nation, “is constructed socially and 

materialized within a specific set of economic and material conditions 

which interlock and interact with equally specific expectations and values 

associated with the role.” To talk of the maternal in the absence of 

historical and social specificity is “meaningless.” 513  The naturalizing 

language of dominant (male) discourse mythicizes “woman” as “mother” in 

order to impose on women “the rigid obligation of the reproduction of the 

species” and the role of representative of the norms of the patriarchal 

culture.514 

 

The romantic figure of the nation-mother often ignores the very diverse 

realities that are hidden beneath the image of the culturally constructed 

national community: this metaphor has managed to “cultivate an 

                   
513 Morris, 187. 
514 Ibid., 172. 
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intimacy,” to foster a sense of belonging to the “group,” but to read the 

imaginary it creates as some kind of essential reality would be profoundly 

misleading. 

 

The conventional metaphor of the nation-mother lies at the heart of a series 

of concentric circles of metaphors of the nation that include that of the 

family, home and rural village and the disorientation of the post-

Independence nation-traveller is caused, in part, by the fact that it 

distances itself from this oikos. Like “l-omm għaqlija,” the prudent mother 

of Dun Karm’s sonnet “Kewkbet is-Safar,” the nation-mother is associated 

with the land and rural culture rather than with the town or life at sea; it is 

linked with the family and the home rather than with the individual and 

adventure. Ironically, while Dun Karm and other romantic poets utilized 

metaphors of “Motherland” and “Mothertongue” to construct, or 

reconstruct, a national identity, they mythicized the “Woman” and ignored 

the fact that women were (and are) “marginalized” from actual public 

life, 515  thus effectively mythicizing the concept of the nation and 

marginalizing it from everyday life.  

 

                   
515 Some of the ideas here are taken from Morris, 190, and applied to Dun Karm.  
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In a paper in English read at the Old Boys Academy, St Aloysius College on 

26 March, 1921, called “Love of Home, Love of Country,” Ġużè Galea writes 

that the “home is the cradle of all that is just, saintly, noble and good. It 

teaches men to dedicate their spirits to exalted ideas, their hands to work, 

and their hearts to God.” Love of home and love of country “are associated 

with each other and one is the consequence of the other” because the many 

noble principles learnt at home are then “exercised” on behalf of the 

country. “In the progress and well-being of a country lies the happiness of 

the population, the enjoyment of the homes.”516 

 

When the post-Independence writers unsettled the idealized nation-mother 

by reinterpreting it as a woman that is either a prostitute or half-asleep, 

they were building on a variation that Dun Karm, Rużar Briffa and other 

pre-Independence writers had experimented with in order to shake the 

Maltese out of their torpor. But the works of Mario Azzopardi, Frans 

Sammut, and others develop this theme further by exploring the complex 

relationship between the young male protagonist representing the new 

Malta, and his nation-mother, or grandmother. In Sammut’s Samuraj, in 

which the main characters are heavily influenced by their absent mothers, 

the protagonist is torn by the vivid images of his weak, battered mother and 

                   
516 Reproduced in Grasso, 245-247. 
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by the awareness of his inability to detach himself completely from her. 

Like Samwel the “new” Malta is unable to disengage itself from the brave 

and battered, but ultimately “obsolete” idealized mother of its colonial past. 

“Self” begins with loss, the separation from the mother which impels the 

individual into a larger world, and unless the “son,” the nation-traveller, 

lets go, he can never emancipate himself.517 In the difficult relationship 

between the nation-mother and her formally independent son in the poetry 

of Mario Azzopardi, as in Samuraj, both protagonists end up being victims 

and aggressors; their mutually harmful incestuous relationship is a 

metaphor of the island’s inability to come to terms with its colonial past, 

with the oppression it suffered and the guilt of submission and 

complaisance it chose not to confess.  

 

The issue of the unhealthy relationship between the Maltese and their 

romanticized nation-mother had already been taken up by Juan Mamo in 

1930-31 with the publication of Ulied in-Nanna Venut fl-Amerka. Mamo is 

aware that the appropriation of discourse by the colonized is a vital issue 

and he uses his narration to challenge the colonial administration, but also 

the social élite, the literary establishment, the Church, the uneducated 

majority, the (non-) heros of his story, and even himself. Mamo gains 

                   
517 Ideas taken from Morris, 183, and applied to Samuraj. 
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control of his identity by travelling, in real life and in fiction, by distancing 

himself from the oikos of concentric circles (the mother, home, family, 

village, Church, country) in order to re-create it.  

 

With the identification of the nation with the rural village and traditional 

peasant values, the eighteenth-century writers and those who followed in 

their path tried to give an exclusivist intepretation of ethnic identity and 

this is evident in the portrayal of the idealized community of farmers of 

Għajn Żejtuna in Ġużè Galea’s adventure novel, Raġel bil-Għaqal. The 

hamlet lies in a secluded valley and the male farmers (the women are not 

mentioned), who are of course close to nature, are uncontaminated by the 

city and foreign influences; they are hard-working; brave; humble but 

proud of their community, which takes precedence over the individual; 

physically strong; cunning; and loyal to each other. But in reality, despite 

the important differences between the urban Harbour area and the rural 

villages, places like Malta have for centuries been complex locations where 

numerous communities and experiences have crossed paths; the “place 

called home” to which Dun Karm’s seafarers return in “Kewkbet is-Safar” 

and to which Friggieri’s nation-ship must return in “Protesta Maltija,” was 

never an unmediated experience.  
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Because the Maltese nationalists of the nineteenth and twentieth century 

were constructing an ethnic identity and not writing history, although the 

writing of history played an important part in the task they set themselves, 

the discrepancies between their narration of the nation and the historical 

facts were not a major issue. “Nationalists often tend to elaborate myths by 

recombining traditional motifs, chronicles, as well as documents of the 

period, together with epics, rather than invent traditions without any basic 

documentation” and the Maltese nationalists of the nineteenth century 

“adjusted history” to their particular needs, using a “very selective memory 

for the myth they wished to propagate.” Carmel Cassar notes that in 

nineteenth century Malta, “the memory of a heroic past was above all a 

yearning to revive forgotten national myths, and to dignify the rightful 

claims of the island,” so the past was made to respond to the needs of 

society.518 Ultimately their aim was to support the “imaginary existence” of 

a separate Maltese nation, the fundamental characteristic of which was 

based on “the notion that the Maltese comprise one large family, with the 

national heroes as fathers, and the patria (Malta) as the mother. The 

people themselves were represented as brothers and sisters, sons and 

daughters of the mother country.” As Said says in relation to Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness, the literature they produced reflected their individual 

                   
518 Cassar, Society, Culture and Identity, 281. 
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ideological projects, their personal experiences, their impressions, their 

reading, together with the requirements and conventions of narrative: 

there is “no such thing as a direct experience, or reflection, of the world in 

the language of a text;” the metaphorical narratives of Malta are an attempt 

to “represent” the nation, “to enter the battle” over Malta.519 

 

Daniel Massa’s alternative motherland lies in the sea, with its deep roots in 

the human psyche and its affinity with “the vastness of the  unknown – 

perhaps the unknowable – the untamed, the formless, and the 

unpredictable;” the sea is associated with a wealth of archetypes: the 

initiation; the voyage; the ship as microcosm; the phenomenal beast; a 

cosmology of constant flux; the uneasy division between order and chaos; 

the temptress; the eternal mother; the conflict between human and 

nonhuman.520 Massa’s choice to position his ideal motherland in the deep 

sea has the advantage of bringing to the nation this wealth of mental 

associations and experiences, the common Mediterranean heritage, and 

therefore it allows the poet to reinvent the nation, a mimetic but also a 

political feat in its own right. This conceptual metaphor is connected to the 

figure of Malta-as-mother, because the sea is experienced as a womb, a 

place where a truly independent Malta can take root far from the 
                   
519 Said, Culture and Imperialism, 79-80. 
520 Patricia Ann Carlson, “Forward,” Literature and Lore of the Sea, ed. Patricia Ann Carlson 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1986), vii-viii. 
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oppressive memory of the colonial past; from the new, post-Independence 

“colonizers;” from the quiescence and fatalism, the sense of inferiority and 

dependence arising out of the country’s paternal tradition. The poet’s main 

weapon is language and its remarkable ability to “redescribe” reality 

through metaphor, to appropriate the nation. Despite his doubts about his 

own guilt and the strength of his word, he knows that his decision to use 

language, and especially fresh metaphor with its potential for 

indeterminacy, for depth, for cultivating intimacy, is an act of defiance in 

itself, a declaration of faith in the freedom of the individual person and 

nation.  

 

Novel conceptual metaphor gives the writer the possibility to create the 

Maltese nation and at the same time to go astray, to get out of the 

concentric circles that hem that nation-narration in; it has the ability to 

create and recreate the imaginary at the same time; and the Malta that it 

forges is also, inevitably, a forgery. 
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