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A NEW D I A L E C T S U R V E Y
OF

PRESENT

DAY S P OK E N M A L T E S E

P R E L I M I N A R Y NO T I C E
By J . Aquilina , B .S .J . I s s e r l in ,

and

W .R.B. Annan

T he following pages are intended to offer some preliminary information
about a d ialect survey which has been agreed on, as a jo in t project,
between the Royal University o f Malta (and in particular the Department
of M altese and Oriental Languages) and the Department of Sem itic Lan
guages and Literatu res of L eed s U niversity. The Department ofPhonetics
of L eed s University, by arrangement, also has made av ailable to the pro
je c t certain of its fa c ilitie s , and made it p o ssib le in particular for Mr.
Annan, a member of that Department, to take a leading part in the survey.*
In Malta, the p roject has enjoyed the benevolent in terest of the Govern
ment, and in particular of the Department of Education, which arranged for
the teaching duties of certain teach ers to be carried out in such a way as
to permit them to give the p roject valuable help; also of the broadcasting
station which made av ailable tape recorders and f a c ilitie s . T he British
Council likew ise lent valuable a s s is ta n c e (in particular a grant which
enabled Mr. Annan to spend time in Malta training a number of voluntary
helpers). L a s t, but not lea st, we have to thank not only the helpers to be
mentioned below, who w illingly participated in the enterprise, but also
the people of Malta who goodhumouredly allowed us to interrupt their daily
rounds o f work with lengthy questionings and tape recordings.
While d ia le ct surveys and d ia le ct a tla s e s are by now a ll known well
where the main European language groups are concerned (cf. e .g ., besides
the English and Scottish d ia le c t surveys mentioned below, the French,
German and Italian surveys; and e sp e cia lly such more re ce n t works as
the A tla s L in g iu s tiq u e e t E th n og rap h iqu e d e l' I t a lie et d e la S u is s e Meri
d io n a le by K .Ja b e rg and J . Jud re sp ectively ) no Sem itic language has, as
y et, been surveyed as a whole with the application of modem techniques;
even regional surveys of the kind undertaken by J.C a n tin e a u for the Hauran region* are s till comparatively rare. Evidently, however, the study of
* We wish to express our thanks in this connection to Mr. MacCarthy, the Head of
the Leeds Phonetics Department.
* J . Cantineau.
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modern Sem itic languages by d ia le ct surveys in a modern way is in its e lf
very d esirable, and here Maltese o ffers in several ways a peculiarly fa
vourable held for research . Not onlv does it cover an extremely restricted
territory (Malta being roughly 12 by 8 m iles in extent, Gozo 8 by 5), but
within this limited extent there are n ev erth eless a number of fairly well
marked regional d ialects and su b -d ia lects. F.asy a c c e s s ib ility of practi
ca lly every spot, and clo se settlem en t, allow the coverage o f the lin gu is
tic territory a s a whole by a very dense network of statio ns; high literacy,
and in particular a widespread fa c ility in speaking English, found among
what i s b a sica lly a friendly and helpful people, are a great help to the
enquirer, sin ce it will be grasped what he is after. F in a lly , the e x iste n ce
of the U niversity (which p o s s e s s e s , through its students and graduates,
clo se links with all parts of Malta and Gozo) offers to a d ia le ct survey a
Point d 'ap h u i of a sort w'hich is not vet av ailable in everv Sem itic-soeaking
land. While research is thus granted optimal fa c ilitie s in a number of
re sp ects, it is in its e lf very worth while: be it under the a sp ect of Maltese
as a language which, long divided from its Sem itic parent stem , h as had
to go its own way, preserving both archaic features inherited from the
past, and new ones of its own creation; or with regard to the study of the
lingu istic interpretation of Sem itic and Romance (esp ecia lly S icilia n ) e le 
ments. N'or are the results of a study of Maltese likely to be of purely
lo ca l in terest, in view of the central position of these islands which have
been in co n tact with a variety of Sem itic Languages and d ia le cts in the
course of history.
We now come to the detailed consid eration of th e aims and methods of
the survey. Our plans are based on a double approach, i.e . phonological
and le x ic a l.
The phonological questionnaire is modelled to some exten t on the
Scottish d ia le ct survey, but with n ec essa ry adaptations to th is Sem iticspeaking m ilieu. Answers are taped and supplementary notes kept. Free
conversation by each informant is a lso included in each interview in order
to add a wide lin gu istic background. The phonological questionnaire is
determined on a synchronic base whereby the different sy stem s of vowel
units can be esta b lish ed and compared; this will fa cilita te a h istorical
statem ent at a system ic level in addition to yielding an accu rate report of
the present situation. Included in the questionnaire are s e c tio n s purporting
to syllabification (e .g . caghaq = one or two sy llab les/ absen ce or presence
of back velar frica tiv e) and to the presen ce of contoids which are purely
Arabic, e .g .h , G e tc. In Sem itic languages i t i s often primarily the differen
c e s between vowels which represent d ia le c t borders, but one must be care
ful not to lim it a survey of th is nature to die v o ca lic system , e s p e cia lly in
Maltese, where the influence from non-Semitic i s fairly great. Education
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and radio/T. V. communication have, as can be expected, reduced the dif
feren ces in d ia le ct within the younger members of the community, some
tim es to a minimum.
The second aspect of the survey is le x ic a l, and in approach and indeed
where p o ssib le with regard to the actu al questions s e t it is modelled
clo se ly on the English d ia le ct survey. Naturally, the position of Malta in
a Mediterranean region has affected certain qu estion s, those concerned
with farming in particular. There are, for the present, five s e ts ofquestions
in a ll, dealing with Cooking, Eating and Drinking, Kitchen U ten sils,
Clothing and The Human Body. Answers to these are taken down on tapes,
supplemented by simplified phonetic representation of additional duplicate
rep lies.
Another s e t of questions con cern s Maltese craftsm en and their vocabu
la rie s , particularly those of oldfashioned crafts or methods which are now
rapidly disappearing. Here free questions and answers (taken down on
tapes) are intended to e lic it the s p e c ia l vocabulary used for both the
names of u ten sils and m aterials, and for the particular actio n s applied in
the various p ro ce sses. In order to avoid doubts as to what is intended by
a particular word or phrase, the University photographer of Malta Univer
sity has sy stem atically taken photographs of the workshops, to o ls , m aterials
and actio n s in question, and a cine-film may supplement th is in future.
T his sectio n of our study should thus prove of benefit to future students
of folklore and economic and industrial history, as well as lin gu ists.
The procedure adopted for the whole work is as follow s. The Universi
ty of Malta and Leeds University supply the core of the staffing o f the
en terp rise, Professor Aquilina being directly concerned with arrangements
in Malta and the provision of team s and f a c ilitie s , as w ell as the a llo t
ment of ta s k s . He is furthermore sp ecia lly interested in M altese le x ic o 
graphy. Mr. Annan of L eed s University Ph on etics Department is in charge
of the training of helpers in phonetics and d ia le ctica l m ethods. Dr. Isse rlin is particularly concerned with the coraparitive and regional distribu
tional asp ect of the survey. It is hoped to bring in a folklore s p e c ia lis t
during future stag es of the work.
Under th is triple directorate there are teams of lo c a l trained helpers,
mainly postgraduate students of Malta University and te a ch e rs. T hese
work in pairs, one being assign ed phonological and one le x ic a l questions
taken down on different tape recorders and into different question books.
It is intended that all v illa g e s and towns in Malta and Gozo are to be
v isited . For the general le x ic a l and phonetic qu estion n aires, at le a s t two
informants are to be found in each lo c a lity ; where a lo ca lity has more than
one su b -d ialect, at le a s t one for each such su b -d ia lect. In addition to
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v illa g e s, a sufficiency of permanently settled hamlets or farms in the open
country is to be included to permit a clo s e r study of d ia le ct boundaries
or the gradual transition or one variety of speech into another.
Craftsm en’s vocabularies are to be in vestigated as follow s: where only
one or two craftsm en of a particular trade survive, these w ill be asked to
act as inform ants. Where p o ssib le, one representative of each trade is to
be se le cte d in each lo ca lity ; there should in any c a s e be at le a s t one in
Malta and Gozo each .
The co llectio n of lin gu istic data in the field, it is thought, w ill probably
take two to three y ears. Thereafter, it is hoped to publish first the fa cts
as found, le x ic a l m aterial being published by Professor Aquilina, phono
logical data by Mr. Annan and distribution by Dr. Isserlin . It is hoped to
bring out a number of supplementary papers which will study the data thus
presented in a wide frame, both the lin g u istic affinities of M altese with
other (e s p e c ia lly Sem itic and in particular Arabic) idioms being taken into
consideration, and also the geographical and h istorical factors in Malta
its e lf which may be relevant, as well as what is known about the history
of M altese. To promote these aim s, both lin gu istic field work in countries
near Malta, an dalso research into certain a sp ec ts of Maltese history, e tc .,
may be required, and it is hoped that th ese can be arranged. S in ce the
survey is s till in its early sta g es it is premature to say much about resu lts
achieved to date, but it may be in order to give certain preliminary im 
p ression s.
On the phonetic side in particular, we found that the influence of radio
and sch ool as lev e llers of speech have been fairly d rastic. While in fa ct
the older generation s till keeps d ia le ct d istin ctio n s fairly c le a r, the young
now at, or only fresh from, sch ool no longer follow the lo ca l models to
the same exten t: thus we hardly heard any younger person s till using the
ghain in Gozo (v illa g e of Gharb), though they are s till well aware o f their
elders using it.
On the le x ic a l side the impression was confirmed that towns are more
Italian ized than v illa g e s , and the more urban or profitable and s o c ia lly
desirable trad es, as w ell as the more recent o n es, more than occup ations
connected with agriculture or very prim itive cra fts . Sem itic fea tu re s, and
e s p e cia lly broken plurals, applied to Ita lia n words, are very much a liv e,
but pore in the country than in the town.
On the distributional side i t is b e s t to wait till fuller documentation
may allow both the presentation of a coherent account, and an attempt to
understand the picture arrived at. However the mapping in d e ta il of the
numerous d ia le ct graduations and d iv ision s across the two isla n d s wou
ld seem to offer a prima facie likelihood of suggestions as to the p ro ce sses
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which led to this state of things presenting th em selves. It w ill then be a
farther task to seek whether h isto rica l or geographical e n titie s can be
found which might be linked with the d ia lect groupings mapped. We must
a ls o , under this asp ect, keep in mind the geographical and h isto rica l links
between Malta and its nearer or more remote neighbours, and it will be
our task to try to discover whether influences which can be linked with
certain of th ese can be traced over part, or perhaps the whole, of the Mal
te se lin g u istic territory.

T H E T R I L I T E R A L 1T Y O F

Q U Â D R I L 1T E R A L S

IN S E M I T I C M A L T E S E
by E rin S erracino -I nglott
Aft e r the development of the monosyllable in pre-Accadian speech into
the dissyllabic and triliteral word formations necessitated by a wider
need for unproved expression, it seemed that the Semitic world of lan
guages, from Aramaic to modem Arabic, was content to rest from further
development, seemingly for three very good reasons:
(1) the sufficiency of the number of possible triliteral formations with
an alphabet that had, within itself, doubled at least certain consonantal
sounds, such as the pharyngeal fricatives, the emphatic sibilants and the
plosives;
(2) the sufficiency of the increased vocabulary in respect of the literary
and commercial intercourse of the people; and, finally,
(3) the conservative atavistic reluctance o f the East to vocalic ex
pansion.
Moreover, the natural need to inflect the verb, which has always been
the basis of all root-words in Semitic linguistics, in order to facilitate
the distinction between active and passive voice, reflexion and recipro
cation, and other nuances of expression, had already led the people to
encumber their triliterals with preformative and other additions, involving
in some instances certain consonantal and vocalic rearrangements due to
phonetic incompatibilities. However, none of these additions affected the
base which, for all intents and purposes, remained triliteral in essence
if not in effect.
The few instances of further development of the tri literals into what
became known as the first quadrillerais were mainly restricted to the
gemination of certain onomatopaeic base-surds intended to underline con
tinuity or repetition of the sound or action conveyed by the original.
Even more isolated were the instances of 'further development’ of such
geminations by the 'dissimilation’ of one of die geminated consonants,
intended to underline a variant in the meaning of the reduplicated radical.
This was the first instance where, for some reason unknown, but surely
not due to an over-knowledge of the intricacies o f Semitic word-building,
morphologists and etymologists of the time chose, Wrongly to my mind, to
consider these newly-born quadrillerais a s 'o rig in a l emanations’ , which
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